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  Prologue: Normalizing a failed work


On the day of my discharge, I was hit by a military truck while passing the guard post, reading a novel.

When I woke up, I was the protagonist.

[After a nuclear war, gates opened, but I dominate with EX-level mind control powers and enjoy the rewards.]

It was a novel I discovered during my tough rookie days, when tears of blood flowed. 

Because of the lighthearted title, I thought it was a simple healing story. 

In reality, it wasn’t a profound apocalypse or a thrilling hunter story. 

It was a chaotic mix of whatever the author wanted, a mentally exhausting and soul-crushing combination of words. 

Even if the vividly crafted characters were charming, what did it matter when they were killed off just as you grew attached? 

The twisted subversion was just a bonus.

The protagonist wasn’t just hiding their strength; they didn’t even know how to use it properly. 

If the title had mentioned opium instead of rewards, at least I would’ve understood.

“Can you please raise the protagonist’s IQ by at least 10?”

For the first time in my life, I left a comment. 

There was no reply.

Out of sheer stubbornness, I read to the end, only to be served a bitter blow.

“I just saw your comment now. Thank you for loving ‘EX-Level Mind Control After Nuclear War.'”

The dizzying finale described Earth plunged into darkness with humanity wiped out. 

That was it—no epilogue.

“I donated, left a review, and posted recommendation comments on every chapter. I gave it my all.” 

Hyunseong grumbled toward the ungrateful author as he lit a cigarette. 

The sharp nicotine made his body relax.

But he wasn’t going to die in vain like in the original story. 

He had honed his skills relentlessly on the frontlines, where the Otherworld Species surged. 

He hadn’t reached the level of hypnosis apps, but he’d become decent enough. 

He planned, squeezing every moment of sleep. 

No matter how much he racked his brain, he couldn’t stop them alone. 

His abilities didn’t work on the Otherworld Species, probably for balance reasons.

If he could tame a creature as powerful as an invisible dragon, maybe “EX-Level Mind Control After Nuclear War” would make sense. 

But he’d given up on that a long time ago.

He cleared his mind and thought of it like a game. 

The protagonist is weak, and the enemies are absurdly strong. 

To make matters worse, the player is a support character with no offensive abilities besides basic attacks. 

The map wasn’t designed for a solo run. 

He’d have to gather allies, whether by recruiting proven heroes or reforming villains.

If he had to name this operation like the custom maps he enjoyed in Starcraft, it would be: “Surviving by Leveling Up Side Characters in a Flawed Story.”

So, he wrote a hit list. 

Recruit, neutral, kill. 

There was one supporting character he’d debated over for months—whether to recruit or kill. 

A chimera, a mix of human and Otherworld Species. 

The only heroine with an illustrated portrait. 

She dies just two episodes after her introduction, but she left the deepest impression on Hyunseong as a villain and a tragic sacrifice.

His first goal was to save that girl. 

The problem was, if she was just as described in the novel, she could turn him into a bloody mess with a flick of her hand.

“I’ve already died once on my discharge day. What’s there to be afraid of?”

As he waved the academy admission letter, he stood up. 


Thankfully, there was still time before he had to enter the academy.

He roughly shoved the corpse he’d been using as a chair into the campfire and unfolded a map.

To the capital, Seoul. 

It was time to break the linked quests to save the girl.





 
  Chapter 1: Demon Realm Incheon (1)


When Hyunseong whistled in the alley, the mice swarmed around him. 

With practiced ease, he tore apart a loaf of bread and scattered it. 

The mice took the bread without any hesitation. 

It was the result of his efforts. 

“Eat as much as you want.” 

Hyunseong felt a sense of gratitude from the mice. 

Animals respond with empathy, 

Humans respond with sensitivity. 

“Squeak squeak.” 

Hyunseong crouched in front of the mice. 

Animals were much easier to deal with than humans. 

“Listen well, and I’ll give you more bread.” 

The mice, their bellies full, pricked up their ears. 

Hyunseong explained the plan he’d thought up, recalling the storyline of the novel. 

The mouse chaos at the diner was part of a light, everyday chapter in the novel. 

In the original, a group of companions crawled into the sewers, caught the leader of the mice, and chased it away. 

After emerging filthy, they were rewarded with a few meal tickets. 

It was practically a favor, but Hyunseong had a skill that allowed him to shortcut through it. 

“When I go into the shop…” 

The mice twitched their whiskers, understanding his words. 

***

As usual, he entered the Great Knight Diner. 

Just as the pork stir-fry was almost gone, the sound of the owner’s disgruntled voice came from the kitchen. 

It was the moment Hyunseong had been waiting for. 

“The mice are coming out of every hole in the walls.” 

“Boss, at least block the holes in the kitchen. A mouse hair even came out while we were eating earlier.” 

“Damn it, do you know how many holes there are? You just keep running your mouth.” 

“Well, how long are you going to leave it? If they have babies in there, it’ll be a nightmare to deal with them.” 

Hyunseong only turned his head, ready to jump in at the right moment. 

Just then, the lady brought him another free plate of pork stir-fry and sat down. 

“Is there a problem with the building?” 

“Don’t even get me started. No matter how much we clean, mice just keep coming. Even with all the traps we set, we only catch a few. It’s driving me crazy.” 

“I used to work in pest control. Want me to help?” 

The lady’s eyes widened in disbelief at his unexpected offer. 

She swiftly brought him a drink and set it down in front of him. 

“You’ve done everything, haven’t you? But can you really do it?” 

“I haven’t done everything, but if you empty the shop, I can finish it in an hour.” 

She looked into Hyunseong’s eyes, which had a strange air of trustworthiness. 

She started to believe that this young man might actually be able to pull it off. 

Still uncertain, she relayed Hyunseong’s words to the owner, and the knights eyed him with interest. 

The owner, raising his monocle, asked, 

“I appreciate the offer, but you’re not lying, right?” 

“If you just keep the place clean, the mice won’t come near the building again.” 

“Fine, give it a shot. You know we’ve got a lot of regulars from the military academy, right?” 

The owner’s sarcastic remark didn’t faze Hyunseong. 

He had long since become resilient to such provocations. 

While his primary goal was rescuing Chimera, building connections with regular customers would be an added bonus. 

Even a simple introduction could be helpful later on. 

“Of course, I know.” 

He ushered everyone out and began his preparations. 

He closed all the windows, turned off the ventilation fans, and blocked any openings where people might see in. 

Mystery requires secrecy. 

“The mice are sensitive, so if I’m to deal with them all at once, I’ll need you to step outside for a bit.” 

“Fine, but if it doesn’t work, you’re on your own.” 

Outside, the voices of the arguing owners and the laughter of the knights could be heard. 

Whistle! 

At his signal, the mice poured out of the kitchen vents as instructed. 

The kitchen was soon swarming with brown mice. 

Hyunseong waved a chunk of meat in front of the large leader mouse. 

“This is the back leg meat you’d die for.” 

“Squeak squeak.” 

“One more loaf of bread.” 

The leader mouse’s nose turned bright red. 

The mouse swarm was half-crazed by Hyunseong’s offer.

Hyunseong snapped his fingers and used his skill. 

[Empathy] 

The mice, filled with newfound courage, scurried into the holes and began reorganizing their hierarchy. 

Sharp squeals echoed constantly. 

The outside grew quiet, and everyone was eager to see what was happening inside. 

Hyunseong sat cross-legged, watching the mice fight through the holes. 

After an hour, the leader mouse emerged from the largest hole, letting out a satisfied squeal. 

It was battered, but it radiated a sense of accomplishment. 

“Squeak squeak.” 

The mice that had settled in the building lined up behind the leader. 

They looked utterly defeated, clearly having surrendered. 

Hyunseong, moved by the valor of the extermination army, clapped his hands. 

“Come to the spot where I was every day.” 

“Squeak squeak.” 

The leader mouse led the swarm out through the vent. 


Hyunseong took his time cleaning up the kitchen to avoid raising suspicion. 

When he opened the door, the owner rushed in to inspect the kitchen. 

“There really isn’t a single mouse!” 

“Like I said, I don’t bluff.” 

“Kid, you’re quite impressive. I misjudged you.” 

“Told you. Just keep cleaning, and it’ll be fine.” 

The owner’s monocle trembled. 

The look in his eyes was full of trust as he gazed at Hyunseong. 

“Cadet, how did you do it?” 

“Chun-bae, I told you not to ask people about their trade secrets!” 

“I’m curious, can’t I ask? Have you ever been scammed before?” 

“You little…” 

“Why are you getting mad at me? You’re just embarrassed!”

As the boss growled, the knight called Chunbae lowered his head, scratching his balding scalp with a somewhat disappointed expression. 

The boss, who had been glaring at Chunbae with disapproval, quickly changed the subject.

“I’ve been so distracted that I forgot to ask—what brings you to eat at a knights’ diner?”

Hyunseong began recounting what had happened at the checkpoint on the outskirts of Seoul. 

The boss and his wife, sipping on traditional tea, listened with astonished expressions.

“You met my nephew, Victor? Well, isn’t it a small world.”

“Honey, has Victor ever introduced anyone to us without good reason? He always seemed a bit prickly.”

The couple exchanged an awkward laugh.

“Enough with the family bragging. What do you want for payment? Guns, bullets, credits, food?”

“That won’t be necessary. I’d just like you to assign one knight to me, and I’ll pay double for their services.”

“With the curfew being so strict nowadays, where could a young man like you be headed that you’d need a knight?”

“I need to get to Incheon.”

“When?”

“I’m ready to leave now, if possible.”

The boss leaned back in his chair, studying Hyunseong closely. 

There was some personal warmth, but it wasn’t extended as a favor to a mere customer.

 His thorough caution posed a problem for Hyunseong.

‘Did I push too far too soon?’ he thought.

Since arriving at the diner, Hyunseong had carefully checked whether there were any other supernaturals present—people who could read mana flows. 

As of now, he was the only one within the detection radius.

[Empathy – Trust]

Hyunseong clasped his hands together, activating his ability. 

He did not avert his gaze, even under the boss’s scrutinizing eyes. 

His confidence hadn’t wavered, honed by experiences where he’d even stolen cigarettes from a visiting brigadier. 

After a long, silent stare, the boss finally chuckled and patted Hyunseong on the shoulder.

“Bingo.”

Relieved, Hyunseong leaned back, exhaling deeply as he stared at the ceiling.

“Chunbae! We’ve got a guest for you!”

The knight, who had been in the middle of a card game, turned his head at the call. 

It was the same knight who had just been scolded, the one with the slightly bald spot.

“Who is it?”

“This young man, heading to Incheon!”

“Incheon? That’s going to cost extra. It’s not easy to get through the Gyeongin Expressway these days.”

“He’s paying double!”

“Triple. And that’s me giving you a huge discount, boss. There’s paperwork involved to get the travel permit.”

Chunbae held up three fingers, shaking them slightly. 

The boss nodded at Hyunseong, signaling that it was a fair deal based on his trust in Chunbae.

Hyunseong wasn’t expecting a veteran knight, but this selection seemed perfect for a first-time client. 

He knew it, but the fact that he could strike a deal this good right off the bat was an incredible advantage. 

He wasn’t about to reject this opportunity out of pride.

With his business at the knights’ diner complete, Hyunseong stood up, and Chunbae followed suit.

“Alright, I’ll get him there. I’ll be staying the night, so let my wife know.”

“Don’t worry about home. Just make sure to get him there safely.”

“Roger that.”

Chunbae led the way, and Hyunseong followed him to the parking lot. 

A small green tactical vehicle stood waiting, its boxy, cyberpunk-inspired design standing out.

Hyunseong took a moment to admire the vehicle, recalling the military police vehicles that always seemed to bring trouble whenever they appeared.

“This here’s 151, my pride and joy. I modified it myself, so no need to worry about minor attacks.”

“Well, I’m not much of a worrier anyway.”

“Hah, I like your attitude.” 

Chunbae said, grinning as he thumped the side of the car. 

The knight’s boastful nature reminded Hyunseong of a timid lieutenant from his past.

“If we get shot at, don’t be too startled. They’re just testing us.”

“Got it.”

Chunbae casually tossed several guns from the driver’s seat onto the passenger side, their well-maintained condition immediately noticeable. He kept a K2 rifle within easy reach before starting the engine.

“Make sure you’re strapped in tight.”

Once Hyunseong had put on his bulletproof vest and helmet, the vehicle finally began to move. 

They passed through several checkpoints with surprising ease, indicating that Chunbae was someone with significant clout.

The conversation between them was surprisingly enjoyable.

 Chunbae was impressed by Hyunseong’s extensive knowledge, while Hyunseong found it surreal that the events from the novel had become his reality.

“So, you’re saying I should sell all my bonds and then buy them back a year later?”

“Yes, I heard that something big is going to happen with New Soviet.”

“Hah! You’ve got to be kidding. There are so many rumors flying around about the stock market.”

“I’m serious! I’ll bet on it. If I’m wrong, I’ll take the heat.”

As their conversation continued in a lighthearted mood, a crow suddenly flew toward the rear window of the vehicle. 

It was a familiar companion that had been with Hyunseong through many battles, assisting with reconnaissance.

[Empathy – Calm]

In an instant, Hyunseong shared the crow’s senses. 

Its vision unfolded in his mind like a satellite map.

Thirteen humans. 

Among them, one gave off a particularly foul scent. 

Four vehicles.

There was a man who appeared to be a supernatural, but his appearance didn’t match any characters from the novel. 

It was likely an unexpected deviation.

‘What should I do?’

Hyunseong discreetly reached for the K2C1 rifle beside him and asked. 

“Chunbae, do vagrants often move around in broad daylight?”

“Don’t worry. This area’s been swept by armor recently. It’s safe.”

“The security seems pretty lax. I haven’t seen any civilians in a while.”

“Well, there was a reorganization of the brigades recently, so that might be why… Damn it.”

Chunbae’s tone shifted as he pieced things together. 

Sensing the potential danger, Hyunseong attached a small gift to the crow’s leg and sent it off for further reconnaissance. 

The bird soared into the sky, ready to carry out its mission.

The military won’t intervene for a while. 

By the time they arrive, one of the two groups will be finished.

As Hyunseong’s usually cheerful expression turned serious, Chunbae also became tense. 

It was a raid, timed for when there would be no unwanted interruptions. 

The uniform quality and performance of military supplies were a huge advantage in an apocalyptic situation, and taking a knight would be a hefty bonus.

“Can we shake them off?” 

Hyunseong asked calmly, though Chunbae was the one rattled by the sudden situation. 

It seemed he hadn’t even considered the possibility of an ambush. 

Thinking Chunbae might panic like a rookie, Hyunseong used his skill.

[Empathy – Calm]

Chunbae’s boiling emotions cooled, and his thoughts began to spin faster. 

Seeing the knight’s improved composure, Hyunseong smiled.

Having no expectations meant there would be no disappointment. 

Hyunseong just hoped the knight wouldn’t become dead weight. 

He even considered letting him run if things got bad.

“We’re already at top speed. I’ll take us off-road. Once we shift into low gear and power through, they won’t be able to follow.” 

Chunbae said, his voice still trembling but finding solace in his plan.

“Five o’clock. They’re coming.” 

Hyunseong said, without giving Chunbae time to react before taking the wheel and sharply turning the vehicle.

BOOM!

The spot where their vehicle had just been sank suddenly into the ground. 

Chunbae’s stomach dropped at the sight of the collapsed road.

Thud, thud, thud!

Debris pelted the vehicle violently as Chunbae clenched his teeth and gripped the steering wheel, flooring the gas pedal. 

Three cars were now tailing them.

A man standing in the sunroof of the lead vehicle took up a spear-throwing stance, gripping a two-meter-long iron pike.

“Of all the times, a lone run and we run into Spear Thieves.” 

Chunbae muttered in despair. 

Thanks to frequent raids, rogue groups never moved in broad daylight anymore, especially not so close to Seoul, and especially not groups with supernaturals.

Chunbae felt like someone walking down the street who had just been stabbed by a stranger. 

They were so close to Incheon. 

His mind raced with thoughts of his rabbit-like daughter and his bear-like wife. 

What would happen to them?

BANG!

The spear shot forward, piercing the rear right tire. 

The car swerved wildly and crashed into the guardrail, coming to a halt. 

Chunbae, suffering from a mild concussion, swayed in his seat.

“Sorry, kid…”

He figured they’d fight, but their chances of survival were slim. 

The gap between supernaturals and non-supernaturals wasn’t something easily bridged. 

Even if his passenger was an academy cadet, he probably hadn’t even started his training—a mere fledgling.

Even to subdue the lowest-ranked supernatural would require squad-level firepower. 

But to face the seasoned leader of the Spear Thieves? 

That would be an impossibly brutal fight.

That was Chunbae’s calculation.

“Huh? What…?”

But what unfolded before him was entirely different. 

Chunbae rubbed his eyes in disbelief, pinching his cheek to see if he was dreaming.

“Kill that bastard!”

“Get down, get down, you idiots!” 

The shouts came from the enemy ranks as blood sprayed from their lines. 

Gunfire echoed, deafening Chunbae.

He turned his head to the side, unable to believe his eyes.

Bang, bang.

One shot, one target.

Bullets aimed at the drivers did their job perfectly.

The enemy formation scattered in chaos, completely taken off guard. 

Now that their mobility was impaired, it was a free-for-all.

Chunbae stared at Hyunseong in shock. 

The smile that had disappeared earlier was now back on his face.

“Damn, your gun’s in excellent shape, sir.” 

Hyunseong remarked, dodging another spear that flew through the car door he had been using as cover. 


He quickly raised his rifle and fired a shot over his head, suppressing the leader of the Spear Thieves.

“Don’t worry. Stick with me, and I’ll make sure you get home safely to your daughter.” 

Hyunseong reassured him.

Switching his rifle to full-auto, Hyunseong pulled the trigger. 

Ever since he had been possessed, every day had been filled with excitement.



 
  Chapter 2: Demon Realm Incheon (2)


The results of bird-satellite reconnaissance were being updated. 

The broad field of view of birds was markedly different from that of humans. 

It was like watching multiple screens at once, and Hyunseong felt a slight headache as he carefully observed the movement and armament of the enemy forces.

[Communication]

The Spear Thieves Gang had noticed the crow circling overhead for some time, but they had no idea it was Hyunseong’s bird. 

Even more so, they couldn’t imagine that the bird’s vision was being transmitted to him as clearly as a video feed.

There had never been a reported case of supernatural abilities working on animals, and even if there were, it seemed too far-fetched to believe such an extraordinary being was their enemy. 

This naturally gave Hyunseong a strategic advantage.

The only reason the gang was angry was that the crow suspiciously kept dropping poop precisely on their heads.

“Young man, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Let’s talk about something more productive right now.”

Even in the middle of the skirmish, the crow was gliding around, meticulously calculating its bombing angle. 

Hyunseong was aiming to drop his “gift” at the perfect location and time. 

It wasn’t a difficult task.

Humanity’s first flight occurred in 1903 with the Wright brothers, just over a century ago. 

But birds had been rulers of the sky since birth. 

The crow didn’t understand concepts like Bernoulli’s principle. 

It didn’t need complex metaphysical calculations to trust its natural instincts.

All that was added to its routine dive for hunting was a grenade.

Biological close-air support was now ready.

“Focus on suppressing them, especially that spear guy so he can’t lift his head.”

Chunbae, who had regained his composure, nodded. 

Seeing the enhanced effects of the skill, it was clear he had also found his center. 

Having an ally like him was a good thing.

Clang!

Fragments of shattered glass brushed against Hyunseong’s eyelids. 

He tightened the strap of his slightly loose bulletproof helmet. 

The strap now fit snugly under his chin. 

Hyunseong prioritized taking out the enemies who had broken formation.

Ka-kakak-!

Bullets rained down as if to vent the anger of their fallen comrades. 

These guys clearly didn’t care about conserving ammo. 

Hyunseong and Chunbae ducked their heads momentarily. 

The tattered door could no longer provide much cover.

Hyunseong slid under the car to reposition himself. 

Seeing him unharmed, Chunbae’s face brightened with relief.

“Officer, do you know anything about the Spear Thieves Gang?”

“They’re a gang that splintered off from a crime syndicate in Incheon. The only thing we know about their leader is that he’s a martial arts superhuman. His lackeys are refugees scraped together from the port.”

As expected, the enemy was nothing more than small fry, at least according to Hyunseong’s standards as a reader in a world where power inflation had occurred. 

For Chunbae, though, they were like divine retribution out of a clear sky.

In Chunbae’s eyes, Hyunseong was an impressive young man, keeping calm despite his age.

“When you say there’s no information.” 

Hyunseong asked, sounding displeased.

“It means the military believes the militia can handle them.” 

Chunbae responded, understanding the implication.

Bang!

A bullet punched a hole through the shoulder of a vagabond who had foolishly stood up. 

The man in pink fell with a hiss of escaping air. 

Hyunseong felt a sense of unease at the lack of any attempt at camouflage.

“They sure raise their citizens tough, huh? Just like a leading military power would.”

“Let’s go with that.”

Once again, Hyunseong was reminded of how absurd this novel’s world was. 

The military outsourced public safety to civilians, and if you refused, you could easily end up dead. 

There was no use in filing a complaint with the government. 

It was a world where public servants had ultimate authority.

What a beautiful country. 

On the flip side, he had to be grateful that even this level of system was maintained. 

After all, it meant the more dangerous elements were being dealt with.

‘Is this really a nation?’

The gang leader, who had been hiding behind the car, shouted. 

Unfortunately, he was out of Hyunseong’s skill range. 

Narrowing his eyes, Hyunseong stared at the gang leader who had finally shown himself.

“Come out! Don’t hide behind cover, fight like a man!”

As if he wasn’t the one throwing spears from afar earlier. 

Now that his men were dwindling, he seemed desperate. 

The enemy’s unease was not a bad thing.

“How about you come out first, leader?”

Hyunseong poked his head out briefly, taunting the man. 

In response, bullets whizzed past him as he quickly ducked back behind the door.

The gang leader’s face turned red with rage.

Thud!

A spear pierced through the car’s hood, lodging itself into the engine.

The accuracy was terrible. 

The fact that the first spear had hit the tire was clearly just luck.

“Enough!”

The gunfire stopped. 

Hyunseong and Chunbae took a moment to catch their breath. 

A white flag fluttered from the front of the Spear Thieves Gang’s formation. 

The leader gripped his spear tightly and climbed onto the hood. 


Hyunseong moved toward the driver’s seat where cover was easily accessible.

“Hey, let’s settle this with a conversation. Hand over the car, and we’ll let you go. I swear on my name, Chang Cheolsu.”

“You’re talking nonsense when you should be paying for damages. You’re the ones who attacked first.”

Hyunseong fixed his gaze on the woman hiding behind the leader. 

Her finger hovered over the trigger of a grenade launcher. 

The other subordinates were in the same position. 

Their tense, unnatural postures betrayed their nervousness as they furtively glanced at their leader for a signal. 

Hyunseong, seeing through their clumsy ruse, sighed.

“As a 4th-year Awakened, I have no intention of killing civilians. How about we end this peacefully?”

“And you’ll give up the car?”

“The car, and that’s it, kid.”

Feigning confidence, Chang Cheolsu was seething inside. 

He had tried to catch them off guard, but the opponent didn’t leave any openings. 

Awakened beings can roughly gauge each other’s power through their mana.

He had attacked because the only thing he sensed in the car was a non-Awakened man and a chick-level mana signature. 

This was supposed to be his last big score, timed for when the military’s surveillance had loosened. 

He never imagined he’d lose his men to some rookie.

‘Who the hell is this guy?’

Surviving as a vagabond required sharp instincts and the ability to judge threats quickly. 

Chang Cheolsu knew most of the Awakened within the Incheon area. 

No matter how hard he wracked his brain, he couldn’t think of anyone like this guy. 

It was also impossible to hide one’s unique mana signature. 

This wasn’t a case of someone concealing their power.

Chang Cheolsu only realized the truth when he met the man’s eyes.

‘What’s with those eyes…’

Negotiation was never on the table. 

It wasn’t just the nauseating emptiness in those eyes. 

While the soldier next to him hadn’t realized it yet, Chang Cheolsu had seen such lifeless eyes before—in the witch who had been executed after a series of mass killings post-discharge.

The witch was Chang Cheol-soo’s sister. 

At the time of the execution, it was Cheol-soo himself who pulled the trigger. 

To avoid being implicated under the guilt-by-association law, he had no choice but to personally shoot her. 

No matter how much he might deceive the whole world, he could never deceive himself.

Leaving people like this unchecked would only lead to disaster. 

With his animal-like instincts, Chang Cheolsu could sense it. 

Sooner or later, that person would come back and kill him. 

It was better to settle it here and now while they were still weak.

Hyunseong, unaware of Cheolsu’s thoughts, was impressed in many ways. 

“Screw you.”

“Shit! It’s over, shoot!” 

Whoosh—

Cheolsu hurled the spear he’d been holding with all his strength. 

Hyunseong easily dodged the incoming spear, having anticipated it. 

As he rolled on the ground, he aimed precisely at Cheolsu’s head and fired a burst shot.

Cheolsu, despite his inferior abilities, was not completely incompetent. 

Instinctively, he grabbed one of his subordinates nearby and used them as a human shield. 

The woman’s head, once quite pretty, burst like a watermelon. 

Cheolsu’s face twisted with rage, resembling an angry octopus.

Hyunseong could almost feel the crow mocking Cheolsu. 

“I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you no matter what!”

Hyunseong hadn’t aimed at the woman on purpose. 

As evidence, there were red handprints around her neck, left by someone who had grabbed her. 

“Stop hiding and fight me like a man, you rat!”

Annoyed by Cheolsu’s shameless display of conscience, Hyunseong killed two more of his men in the meantime. 

The once 13-strong Spear Thieves gang was now reduced to just six members.

The remaining gang members were too inexperienced to even properly brace their rifles. 

Clearly, they hadn’t been trained in shooting, likely because Cheolsu usually handled things himself without needing to involve his underlings.

Still, even their wild, poorly aimed gunfire was lethal enough. 

Give a gun to a three-year-old, and they could still kill a fully grown adult Black Belt fighter.

But it wasn’t enough to take down Hyunseong or his companion. 

“Now that I think about it, the military operates quite efficiently.” 

“Spear Thieves went down this easily?” 

“It’s not over yet. Stay focused.”

Chunbae looked at Hyunseong as if he were a monster. 

Hyunseong shrugged, half-jokingly implying that it was too early for admiration, even though he was being somewhat sincere.

There was still no reason to let his guard down. 

His finely-tuned instincts, honed through his bond with animals, told him as much. 

No matter how inexperienced Cheolsu was, he wouldn’t go down without a final, desperate move.

Ideally, the army would arrive, or Spear Thieves would flee. 

But since Hyunseong had been possessed, his luck had rarely been that good. 

“Lady Luck doesn’t seem to be too fond of me.” 

He mused, as empty magazines rolled across the floor. 

He abandoned the bullet-riddled vehicle and took cover behind a concrete barrier, which could block anything except large-caliber rounds.

The crow sensed something. 

The remnants of Spear Thieves rushed over to gather near Cheolsu.

Hyunseong waited patiently, whittling down their numbers one by one as they stood up. 

Tat-tat-tat!

It felt like hunting deer running through the woods. 

Hyun-seong fired and quickly ducked back into cover. 

“My bullets sure are obedient. They do exactly what I tell them to.” 

“I hate to say this, but kid, you might be a little crazy.” 

Chunbae said, loosening up enough to joke back. 

Hyunseong downed two more gang members, but there were no clear shots left.

He took a brief pause, poured water on his overheated suppressor to cool it down, and sheathed his bayonet.

There were four left.

“Shit, shit.” 

Cheolsu whimpered. 

Trembling, he pulled out a syringe from his jacket. 

His subordinates, more terrified than when their comrades had died, watched in horror. 

The crow asked Hyunseong through their bond if it should intervene, but Hyunseong decided to watch for a bit longer.

“Boss, please, don’t!” 

One of the men begged.

“I’m sorry.” 

Cheol-soo muttered, as he plunged the syringe into his subordinate’s neck. 

The man let out a scraping moan as he writhed on the ground. 

A few moments later, he started convulsing before dying.

Witnessing this, the remaining underlings, seemingly resigned to their fate, also injected themselves with the syringes.

Cheol-soo followed suit, and soon his veins started turning green. 

His eyes lost focus, and drool began dripping from his mouth.

“Grrrgh.” 

He growled. 

“Gah, it hurts…”

Chunbae recoiled in terror as if he’d just seen a ghost. 

“What the hell is that?” 

“It’s a cheap drug.”

A variant awakening serum—produced in northern China. 

It was developed to reduce the population, which still numbered in the billions.

The effects were simple: loss of intelligence, hardening of the skin, enhanced muscle strength, accelerated blood flow, and the destruction of rational thought.

The side effects were equally straightforward: brain death and cardiac arrest.

The drug was used as a tool for human wave tactics, similar to how the Boxers had used opium in the past. 

It was a pure evil created under the pretext of war, allowing the army to decimate their enemies while solving their own overpopulation problem. 

“Aim for the head or chest. Anywhere else won’t work unless you completely blow them apart.”

“Got it.”

“By the way, Spear Thieves was full of Chinese immigrants?”

“Is that really important right now? They’re coming!”

The now zombified remnants of Spear Thieves began charging toward them like rabid dogs, still about a hundred paces away. 

The crow dove down, carrying a round object in its talons like prey.

“Get ready to throw if your aim is good.” 

Hyunseong said. 

“Caw!”

The crow was originally a highly intelligent bird, and its intelligence had further increased through its bond with Hyunseong. 

Without a doubt, it was several times smarter than an average human child.

Living up to expectations, it pulled the safety pin of the grenade it was holding with its claws and dropped it.

Tick.

It quickly glided away, out of the blast radius.

Cheolsu, who had been scratching his head, caught the falling grenade in his hand.

“Grr?”

With his intelligence reduced to that of a monkey, the leader of the Spear Thieves gang, Cheolsu, failed to recognize the grenade. 

The detonator exploded, releasing high-temperature, high-pressure gas that scattered metal fragments.

Boom!

Cheolsu literally exploded. 

His body rolled across the ground, with his upper half missing and unrecognizable.

But Chang Cheolsu, the spearhead and leader of the Spear Thieves, survived.

“I’ll… kill… all… of… you!”

Chang was the only one left alive, charging forward with a shrill scream. 

Driven purely by animal instincts, he gripped a metal pipe tightly in his left hand.

Bang bang bang!

Chunbae emptied two magazines in rapid succession. 

Smoke rose from the overheated muzzle, and Chang’s body was tattered like a rag, stiffening every time a bullet hit him.

Bang bang!

Hyunseong aimed at Chang’s vital points, but the shots targeting his heart were deflected by his mutated ribs.

Hyunseong switched targets, drilling large holes in Chang’s eyes and nose. 

The mutant’s body was tougher than he had expected.

“Die!”

It seemed that the awakening drug worked unusually well on Chang’s body.

Clang!

Chang’s swinging metal pipe clashed with Hyunseong’s sword, sparks flying. 

Hyunseong frowned at the heavy impact. 

Even though he had deflected it properly, the pressure was immense.

“You… die…!”

Chang Cheolsu, having lost all reason, didn’t even acknowledge Chunbae. 

His sole focus was Hyunseong. 

Even Hyunseong’s superhuman strength visibly struggled against him. 

Clicking his tongue, Hyunseong activated his skill.

【Projection – Fear】

“Uh… ugh.”

This skill, created through his sensory abilities, forced emotions onto the target. 

Despite having lost his reason and reduced to pure animal instincts, Chang’s movements noticeably slowed. 

His primal survival instincts had been stimulated, amplifying the skill’s effect.

Chang flailed as if trying to shake off something clinging to him. 

Hyunseong steadily increased the number of wounds, aiming for blood loss. 

No matter how tough one’s skin was, even beasts and otherworldly beings would die if they bled out.

Slash!

Rip!

The battle was evenly matched, purely because of Hyunseong’s superior combat skills. 

Several large holes were punctured in Chang’s thigh, and blood splattered on the ground.

“Knight, aim well and shoot!”

Boom!

Chang’s attack, aimed at Hyunseong’s head, missed and hit the pavement instead. 

Hyunseong focused more on defense. 

His opponent, after all, was like someone stumbling drunk at the edge of a cliff.

If he could just hold out, he would win. 

Not much longer now. 

Green blood spurted from Chang’s limbs.

A sorrowful cry escaped from Chang’s mouth. 

His hands waved helplessly in the air before they fell limp. 

Tears of green blood welled up in his eyes like a final farewell.

“Grr…”

“If you cry like that, it makes me look like the villain here.”

Hyunseong briefly mourned and then severed Chang’s hands and ankles. 

His neck was too tough to cut, so Hyunseong concentrated on targeting the blood vessels.

Bang bang!

Chunbae’s support fire was perfectly timed, targeting Chang’s joints and tendons. 

No matter how strong the drug was, Chang couldn’t move beyond his range of motion.

As Chang’s crawling slowed down, Hyunseong sensed something strange and began to slowly distance himself. 

At that moment, the crow sent him a warning.

[Synchronization]

Through the crow’s instinct, Hyunseong realized the dire situation. 

Chang’s abdomen was rapidly swelling, and green smoke was leaking from his mouth. 

His limbs bulged, glowing with a fluorescent light.

Hyunseong quickly understood the grave situation. 

Chang had been scammed even with the drug. 

He had been sold an explosive product that even the gangsters avoided using, fearing it would blow everything up.

“Save… me…”

Chang was about to explode in a green flash. 

As long as Hyunseong hid properly, he wouldn’t be harmed. 

These low-grade biological bombs couldn’t penetrate thick concrete walls.

As Hyunseong prepared to leave, he noticed Choonbae, who had twisted his ankle and couldn’t move.

“Damn it.”

Hyunseong dove, grabbing Chunbae and dragging him to the nearest rock for cover. 

Even that wasn’t enough, so he shielded Chunbae with his own body.

“If I don’t charge you for damages, you’ll give me free taxi rides from now on, right?”

“Young man! Leave me and hide! Hurry!”

“We’ll see.”

Hyunseong wasn’t the type to abandon someone once he considered them part of his group. 

Ironically, because of this personality, Hyunseong had often been saved by his comrades on the frontlines. 

Even though their conversation had been brief, Hyunseong could tell that Chunbae was a good person.

He prided himself on his ability to judge people. 

The driver in front of him wasn’t even considering abandoning him.

For a middle-aged, non-powered man to stand firm in a fight between superhumans was impressive. 

If Chang had been even a little smarter, Chunbae would have been skewered by now, yet here he was.

Chunbae had exceeded Hyunseong’s expectations. 

He wasn’t just a driver, but a real knight. 

The sense of duty that kept him in place, refusing to flee, deserved respect.

Kindness for kindness, and grace for grace.

They weren’t strangers who would part ways after one meeting.

“Hold your breath and cover your eyes and nose tightly.”

Chang was going to explode in two seconds. 

They wouldn’t die.

Fortunately, the body Hyunseong had possessed was quite tough for a superhuman. 

In the original story, this body had survived 2,800 episodes as an infantry soldier. 

By now, enough time had passed for reinforcements to identify the ongoing battle. 

Help would definitely come.

Hyunseong quickly calculated in his head. 

He’d black out for a moment, then wake up. 


It would hurt a bit, but that was all.

“It’ll sting a little.”

Cursing his fate, Hyunseong curled up as tightly as he could.

‘If I ever meet the author, I’m punching them first thing.’

An intense pain slammed into his back.



 
  Chapter 3: Demon Realm Incheon (3)


“A strange ceiling.” 

Hyunseong muttered as he tried to get up, but gave up quickly. 

His entire body was tightly bound with bandages and casts.

The pain wasn’t too bad. 

His body felt like it was on fire, and there was a dull ache from a few broken bones. 

It was a small price to pay for saving someone’s life.

“Phew.” 

He turned his head to look around and realized he was in a hospital. 

It was a spacious private room.

Everything had gone according to plan. 

The tension drained from his body, and a wave of drowsiness washed over him.

Just as he was about to close his eyes, the door suddenly opened with a clatter, and a cold breeze hit his face.

“Are you alright, patient?” 

A nurse asked as she adjusted his IV drip.

“Unfortunately, everything except my back is just fine.” 

Hyun-seong replied.

“That’s a relief.” 

She said, as she checked his body and rang a small bell from her pocket. 

The primitive tool seemed out of place in the modern facility.

“Oh, it’s just how we call the doctors here.” 

She explained, noticing his puzzled expression.

“Interesting.”

“We have a lot of patients with heightened hearing sensitivity.” 

Hyun-seong began to suspect this was a hospital for people with special abilities.

“What’s the name of this hospital?” 

“Incheon Children’s Hospital.” 

Hyun-seong chose not to say anything further. 

Soon, a military doctor, looking tired and disheveled, entered the room, scratching his head and sighing before approaching him.

“Okay, open your mouth.” 

The doctor said. 

“I’m going to tap around—tell me the pain level from one to ten.”

He poked and prodded Hyunseong, making notes on his clipboard while occasionally rolling his eyes or giving him a light slap. 

The whole process made Hyunseong feel oddly like a child again.

The doctor nodded in satisfaction and yawned. 

“You’re healing fast. You can be discharged today.”

“Uh, thank you.” 

Hyunseong replied, still in mild shock.

And just like that, the whirlwind of a doctor left the room. 

As Hyunseong lay there, the nurse commented. 

“You must be someone important.”

“Ha, I was quite something in my prime.” 

The nurse, who was now staring intently at her tablet, suddenly frowned as it beeped. 

She rubbed her forehead in frustration.

‘What’s going on?’ 

Hyun-seong wondered.

“The mayor of Incheon is coming to visit soon.” 

She said, clicking her tongue.

“I just cleaned the floor yesterday.”

She casually lit a cigarette, which caught Hyunseong’s attention.

He swallowed hard.

‘Where did she even get one of those?’

His eyes gleamed. 

“Can I have one too?”

“Patients aren’t allowed to smoke in the hospital.” 

She said, giving him a disdainful look.

“Isn’t it prohibited for medical staff too?” 

“Fine, we’re in this together.” 

She relented, and the two shared a silent smoke.

***

“Nice to meet you, young man! You’re the one who single-handedly took down the gang, right?” 

The mayor boomed as he entered the room.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Mayor.” 

Hyunseong replied, but even as he faked a grimace from the mayor’s heavy pats on his back, the man didn’t seem to notice. 

Hyunseong quickly gave up on showing his discomfort.

“Alright, smile for the camera! One, two, kimchi!”

“Kimchi.” 

Hyunseong mumbled, forcing a grin.

The cameras clicked away. 

“Great job!” 

A journalist said, giving him a thumbs-up. 

They even unwrapped all his bandages for the photo op, causing his body to ache even more. 

He needed more rest, but there was no chance of that now.

No matter what he thought, he had to act proud for the photos.

“What could we possibly do to thank a hero who solved Incheon’s biggest problem!” 

“Oh wow, thank you so much, Mr. Mayor!” 

More photos were taken as they shook hands. 

The mayor’s aides and staff clapped enthusiastically.

“Well then, I’ll be going now. It’s reassuring to know young heroes like you are still out there.” 

“I’m envious of Incheon for having such a great leader.” 


“Ha ha ha! You’re flattering me!” 

The two of them laughed, but their smiles felt stiff and forced. 

They had spent over an hour in this makeshift photo set, and it was clear the mayor was desperate to boost his approval ratings.

In the world of politics, there were factions everywhere, from military veterans to career bureaucrats. 

And all of them were constantly vying for money and power, which meant they had to keep hustling to stay ahead.

“If only other military men were as easy to talk to as you.” 

“A soldier’s duty is to protect the country, not to meddle in politics.” 

“Does that mean you have political ambitions?” 

“Ha ha ha!”

“Heh heh heh!” 

The mayor chuckled as he pinned Incheon’s city flower badge, a rose, onto Hyunseong’s chest. 

He lightly tapped the badge.

“Well then, take care. You’ll probably get some extra points at the academy once the article comes out.”

With plenty of photos taken, the mayor got into his car. 

He stretched his legs and leaned his head back, clearly tired.

Hyunseong waved him off as he left. 

The mayor’s secretaries had long since gone home, and only the driver remained.

As the engine started and the window began to rise, Hyunseong threw out a casual remark.

“Mayor, if it weren’t for the Incheon City Defense Forces, I would’ve been in real trouble. Thank you.”

“Hold on.”

The mayor clenched his fist, and the car jerked to a stop.

The mayor’s sharp eyes gleamed beneath the lowering window.

“The more I think about it, the more I believe you should’ve gone into politics, not the military.”

“You flatter me.” 

Hyunseong replied, though inwardly he was surprised. 

He had been ready to transfer to the 17th Division stationed in Incheon if the mayor hadn’t caught on to his hint. 

All he needed was to find Jeong Seol-ah, so there was no need to go far.

This mayor was sharp.

“Get in the car.” 

The mayor said.

“Well then, excuse me for a moment.” 

Hyunseong said as he climbed into the car. 

It smoothly rolled forward.

Tap, tap. 

The mayor rhythmically drummed his fingers as he thought.

“Ah, thank you.” 

Hyunseong said, downing the whiskey the driver handed him in one gulp. 

The burn in his throat felt like it was confirming the position of his organs as the alcohol went down.

“Cough, cough.”

“Tsk, you should sip it slowly and savor it. It’s an expensive drink, you know.”

“I didn’t grow up with the luxury of knowing how to enjoy fine liquor.” 

The mayor smirked. 

Hyunseong returned the smile, and as if they had agreed beforehand, both their expressions vanished at the same time.

The mayor lit a cigar while Hyunseong’s fingers twitched, thinking he needed to get his hands on a cigarette soon.

“Well, let’s get straight to it. Tell me what you want.”

“I need you to help me find someone.” 

Hyunseong said, handing over a piece of paper.

[Jeong Seol-ah] 

[Age unknown, Height: early 160 cm range, Yellow eyes, Silver hair]

He had written down other details that he remembered. 

The mayor adjusted his glasses and read the paper. 

His previously calm expression stiffened and became more severe as he reached the end.

“A mutant.”

“Come now, Mayor, are you a racist?” 

“Ha! ‘Race’? Do you really consider mutants to be people?”

“Well, like skin color, I believe it’s something we can accept.” 

“How tolerant of you.” 

The mayor replied with obvious sarcasm. 

His reaction was understandable.

Incheon was struggling with the influx of marine refugees, and the high crime rate among mutants didn’t help. 

Across the country, there were periodic purges and hate-fueled killings targeting mutants, almost like a witch hunt. 

The government turned a blind eye, tacitly approving the massacres.

“Can you do it?” 

“I’ll pass it on to the police headquarters. You’ll hear back soon, so leave your contact information.” 

The mayor said, folding the paper and placing it in his suit pocket. 

It was a spot easy to access, signifying the priority he would give to Hyunseong’s request.

This wasn’t the usual bureaucratic “We’ll consider it positively.” 

It was a promise.

“Thank you, Mayor.” 

“Do you think this alone is enough as compensation? Do you want an official commendation or something?”

“I’d like to use what’s left of my chips to earn your favor.” 

“I’m not a bar owner. What makes you think I’ll just give it away?” 

The mayor said, raising an eyebrow.

“I have a particular fondness for Incheon’s nightlife. Consider it an investment.”

This was a pure, non-magical transaction. 

The aura of mana around the mayor showed he wasn’t an easy opponent. 

If he revealed his abilities here, he might find himself caught in Incheon’s web, and that would be troublesome.

Hyunseong didn’t shy away from the mayor’s gaze. 

Their eyes locked, and they both silently read each other’s thoughts. 

The mayor’s smile deepened.

It was the smile of a satisfied businessman, having sealed a good deal.

“You really should’ve gone into politics.” 

“Haha, you’re too kind.”

They shook hands firmly.

***

“You’re a good kid. How can I accept this?!” 

Chunbae exclaimed.

“It’s fine, really. I have plenty of money.” 

Hyunseong said.

“No, no, damn it, I can’t take it! No matter what you say!” 

Chunbae’s face turned bright red as he protested.

They stood in front of a used car, arguing back and forth.

“I can’t accept it! I’d rather die than take it! No way in hell!”

“Now, when a subordinate offers a gift, the polite thing is to accept it.”

“Isn’t it the other way around?”

Tears welled up in Chunbae’s eyes. 

He felt both grateful and ashamed as he looked at the young man in front of him.

“Damn it… I feel so guilty.”

He felt like such a worthless adult. 

If this young man were to sue him, Chunbae knew he would lose. 

It didn’t matter that military courts were a thing of the past—what mattered now was that he was in the wrong.

He was in a situation where he could be beaten black and blue and wouldn’t be able to say a word. 

And yet, instead of pressuring him, this young man was comforting him and even giving him a car as a gift.

“Hey, have you guys made a decision?”

“Yes, we’ll pay in full.”

The used car dealer grumbled as he held the payment terminal and processed the transaction. 

Once the payment confirmation appeared, he left without hesitation. 

Hyunseong handed the car keys to the trembling Chunbae.

“I’m getting free rides for life, right?”

“Of course! Even if I get osteoporosis, I’ll keep driving, so don’t worry.”

“You really don’t need to go that far.”

Hyunseong wasn’t in the habit of watching middle-aged men cry, so he pretended not to notice Chunbae’s teary eyes.

To break in the car, he drove at 180 kilometers per hour. 

For a taxi driver, losing his taxi meant losing his job. 

Hyunseong had essentially given him his job back.

“Boo-hoo…”

It was always satisfying to play the hero with someone else’s money. 

Chunbae had no idea about the deal between Hyunseong and the mayor. 

His tearful drifting didn’t stop. 

Hyunseong started to feel dizzy.

He hoped Chunbae would remember he was still technically a patient. 

He shifted his gaze to the newspaper.

[Incheon City Defense Forces Successfully Subdue Spear Thieves Gang! Zero Casualties Achieved!]

[Military or City Defense Forces? Calls for Renegotiation of Garrison Funding Grow.]

[Interview with Sergeant Abri Salam, Who Shot and Killed Gang Leader Chang Cheol-su!]

[Military: ‘We Will Investigate.’ City: ‘Urgent Need for Civilian Control.’ Heated Clash.]

[Central Party Silent. No Response from Joint Chiefs or the Blue House.]

[Cadet Kim Hyunseong, Who Played a Major Role in the Spear Thieves Operation, Receives Incheon City Flower Badge from Mayor.]

The mayor, wielding the figurative knife Hyunseong had handed him, was thriving like a fish in water. 

No wonder the “performance bonus” he’d given to Hyunseong was so generous. 

After their backroom deal, Hyun-seong played along with the mayor’s game as necessary.

“Just as the boss was about to stab me, the Incheon City Defense Forces appeared like the wind!”

“Wow! Amazing, Defense Forces!”

A few professionals handled the scene manipulation, so the staged interview was easy. 

All Hyunseong had to do was read a script. 

The pre-deal interview was swept under the rug.

With the incident cleanup taken care of and tedious tasks avoided, Hyunseong was content. 

The mayor, however, was beyond thrilled.

“The winner is always on my side.”

Hyunseong fiddled with the rose badge pinned to his chest. 


His mission had gone above and beyond expectations. 

Now, he just hoped to hear news of Jeong Seol-ah soon.

“Young man! Heading to Seoul?”

“Yes, time to go home.”

Hyunseong turned his gaze toward Seoul.



 
  Chapter 4: Idolatry (1)


“Excellent! A truly rare and upright young man!” 

“These days, youngsters think the world revolves around them.” 

“Exactly. You’ve got to give something to receive in return, but they don’t get that.” 

“I envy your parents for raising such a fine person. If I get the chance, I’d love to meet them.” 

Hyunseong heard a stream of compliments from the taxi drivers around him. 

Empty bottles were scattered everywhere. 

The restaurant had long been filled with thick cigarette smoke, resembling a raccoon den. 

“I’m saying I’m the one who will save the world! Isn’t that right?” 

Hyunseong, wobbling, stood up, raised his glass, and shouted. 

The drivers burst into laughter and clinked their glasses with his. 

He had given so many lip-service compliments that he felt dizzy, as if the world was spinning. 

“Come on, drink up. It’s a disgrace if the glass of the man who saved Chun-bae stays empty.” 

Gulp, gulp. 

“Man, you drink well! There’s no hero like you!” 

“Come on, take this. Didn’t you say you wanted to smoke those old-school cigarettes? I bought a bunch for you.” 

Sssssss. Phew. 

“You’re so bold and respectful of your elders. If you were born in the old days, you’d be a great general.” 

“They say you fought them all by yourself?” 

“Well, you might be a descendant of some great warrior—maybe Hanwoo, or was it Xiang Yu?” 

“Oh, your glass is empty. Boss, what are you doing? Bring us another round.” 

“Did these guys rent out the whole place or something? How long are you planning to drink?” 

Gulp. Gulp. 

Hyunseong kept using his powers whenever his mana regenerated. 

If he hadn’t, he would have passed out and smashed his head on the table long ago. 

[Empathy – Calm]

Since this was considered an extreme situation, his skill proficiency rapidly increased. 

It was a type of training he could only do when he was rolling in money. 

Hyunseong stared blankly at the cigarette that had somehow found its way into his hand. 

The taxi drivers had gone to great lengths to gather these from the black market. 

Although distribution in Seoul was said to be well-organized, luxury goods like cigarettes were worth their weight in gold. 

For these high-paying drivers, indulging in such a luxury on a special day was a rare treat. 

If only his comrades from the frontlines could have been there, too. 

‘How many bottles have I drunk?’ 

Judging by the fact that lingering regrets were resurfacing, he must have been truly drunk. 

Except for the hard drinkers, the other drivers had already dozed off, leaning back in their chairs. 

On the opposite side, Chunbae was continually gulping down cheap liquor while narrating his story. 

He was surrounded by the families of the drivers. 

Chunbae, spinning his tale like a pansori singer, was a born storyteller. 

“To save this wretched man, bullets were raining down on the road, and… sniff.” 

“Mister, we’ve heard that part ten times already. What happens next?” 

“When the boss was about to blow me up, he hugged me tightly and said, ‘Mister, you’ve got to live to see your grandkids.’ I hurriedly told him to let go, but then he said, ‘Think about your wife and daughter, too,’ and just lay down on top of me!” 

“Wow, that gave me goosebumps. It’s like watching an action movie.” 

Hyunseong was sure he’d never said anything like that. 

“The boss promised to let us go if we handed over the driver. But I said, ‘Once a comrade, always a comrade. Even if I die here, I won’t abandon my friends.’ I couldn’t help but shed tears.” 

“Chunbae, what happened next? Tell us!” 

“The furious boss threw a massive chunk of metal at me, but I dodged it, shouting, ‘As the ancients said, what goes around comes around!’ Then I grabbed two guns and spun around, shooting like this!” 

Chunbae grabbed a water bottle and spun around, drenching the audience with water as if creating a 3D effect. 

“Dozens of them fell! When we checked later, each one had a perfect hole right between the eyes.” 

Clap, clap, clap. 

The women’s teary applause poured out.

Hyunseong found their admiring gazes overwhelming. 

It had been a long time since he’d felt this embarrassed. 

He much preferred the battlefield. 

“How could I ever repay you? You saved my life, gave me a new car, and didn’t even scold me! I don’t know how to repay this kindness!” 

Chunbae, face flushed red, pounded the table and wept. 

He was just as drunk as Hyunseong. 

“士爲知己者死(‘A warrior dies for the one who understands him!’). I’ve entrusted my life to this young man!” 

“That’s right! A man must know how to repay a debt!” 

Fancy sayings poured out. 

A woman hugged her husband, who had narrowly escaped death, and thanked Hyunseong. 

He downed his drink. 

For some reason, the drink never seemed to empty. 

***

“Ouch, my head.” 

Hyunseong woke up in a half-basement room filled with papers. 

He poured cold water on his head to clear his mind. 

He placed the envelope of money the drivers had collected for him into a box. 

It far exceeded the cost of the car he had gifted to Chunbae. 

“I told them they didn’t have to.” 

He picked up the scattered business cards from the floor and organized them. 

He had easily collected dozens. 

These were as good as letters of introduction, so he kept them carefully. 

These men were far more valuable than he had thought. 

“Ugh.” 

He headed to the bathroom, emptied his stomach, and sat down in a chair. 

The results of just one drinking party were remarkable. 

From now on, Hyunseong would never struggle to find transportation wherever he went. 

But that wasn’t all. 

Taxis, except in restricted red zones, were the modern-day nomads, traveling everywhere. 


Even aside from their connections, the amount of information they could relay was enormous. 

Quantity, in itself, had its own quality. 

“All that drinking paid off.” 

He hadn’t expected to be back to entertaining guests like in his previous life, but there he was. 

He busily organized the business cards, cross-referencing them with the information he had jotted down. 

Time flew by. 

He rubbed his weary eyes. 

He had finally finished sorting everything. 

He thought how nice it would be to have someone to help. 

Caw. 

“Did you sleep well?” 

He fed some jerky to the crow that had come at the stroke of noon. 

Since it kept tapping the wire with its beak, he let it inside. 

He crawled into the nest-like blanket roll and lay down. 

Hyunseong considered teaching document work to the magpie, but then dismissed the idea. 

That would clearly be animal cruelty. 

He picked up one of the business cards.

“Democratic Mutant People’s Labor Union.”

His body felt stiff, but he couldn’t stop smiling. 

He had planned to look into this once he brought the girl along but never expected to receive an introduction card. 

That was, until the older driver casually tossed it onto the table.

“Maybe springtime has finally come to my life.”

Hyunseong didn’t know much about mutants. 

In novels, mutants were often treated as prey.

‘Should we treat beings that drop mana stones when killed as humans?’

They spoke like humans and looked like humans, so perhaps they should be treated accordingly. 

But expecting to be treated as equals? 

That was a different story. 

That was about the extent of his perception.

Mutants were more despised than untouchables. 

Think of how leprosy patients were treated in the past in Asia or the Jewish pogroms in Europe, and you’d understand. 

Even if a mutant were stabbed to death in broad daylight and their organs harvested, the police would hush it up.

“Knowledge is the pursuit of truth.”

If the mayor of Incheon was doing his job, information about the girl would soon be available. 

Jeong Seol-ah, the person Hyunseong was planning to recruit, was also a mutant. 

A full-fledged one, with horns, wings, and even a tail.

Some mutants had hidden deformities. 

In those cases, as long as they concealed it well, they could live pretending to be human. 

But not the girl. 

Unless she cut off her transformed body parts down to the roots, hiding it was impossible.

Hyunseong had no intention of asking her to do that.

“Live by being a light unto yourself.”

He wiggled his fingers. 

Humans survive by forming groups.

Having more members in a group had its advantages:

-Increased variety of variables.

-More unpredictability in outcomes.

At this point, Korea, like Japan and China, had little knowledge of what was happening in other countries. 

The interference from the Gates was at an extreme level.

What had happened to Europe and America, which had made mutant extermination their national policy in the novel? 

Despite their overwhelming power, riots and terrorism were rampant.

What was the result of suppressing internal turmoil while pushing forward to chapter 2800?

“Human extinction.”

Not a single person survived. 

Earth was game over.

While mutant hatred couldn’t be blamed for all the failures, it was certainly a major factor among many reasons.

Here, at least, the situation was better. 

The government hadn’t made extermination a policy yet. 

One reason why the percentage of mutants among refugees coming to Korea was high. 

They had numbers and strength, but no voice.

What they needed was a focal point. 

At least in Korea, mutants needed a symbol that could unite them under one banner. 

The person Hyunseong had in mind for that role was Jeong Seol-ah, whom he’d asked the mayor to investigate.

A girl who had been brainwashed by the religious cult “Full Moon,” turned into a puppet, and then wiped out two entire divisions in a mutual destruction. 

Not a company or a battalion. A division—two of them.

If Hyunseong could recruit this living biological tactical nuke before some strange cult got to her…

If this girl could grow under Hyunseong’s future knowledge… If mutants could unite under her… They would wield a power that could no longer be ignored.

“Power comes from the barrel of a gun.”

A famous quote by a certain Chinese leader with a particular dislike for sparrows. 

Hyunseong liked that quote.

He gathered the business cards and mutant-related documents he had written after his possession. 

After a quick wash, he dressed in something that looked respectable.

“Where’s that number?”

The number of contacts had exploded overnight. 

He scrolled down for a while to find it.

“Yes, Chunbae hyung, did you sleep well last night? I’ve got somewhere I need to go.”

“Oh, did you get home safe too? I’ll be there right away.”

“Aren’t you going to ask where we’re going?”

“Does it matter? Just wait for me.”

Click.

Not long after Hyunseong gathered his things and went downstairs, a car arrived. 

He greeted Chunbae warmly and entered the destination on the GPS.

Democratic Mutant People’s Labor Union.

It wasn’t on the city map published by Seoul City Hall, so he headed to the address written on the card.

“I’ll wait around here, so call me when you’re done.”

“Yes, hyung. See you later.”

Hyunseong compared the photo on the business card with the building in front of him. 

It looked like it was about to collapse at any moment—vines covered the windows of the dilapidated structure. 

A gust of wind might blow it away.

“Hello, is anyone here?”

He approached and knocked on the door. 

There was no response. 

He knocked again, but it remained silent.

He sensed a presence inside.

But there was no sign that the door would open.

Clearing his throat, Hyunseong spoke in a sorrowful voice.

“I seek a mutant family.”

Click.

The door opened. 


The landlord’s face was completely inverted. 

The mouth on their forehead spoke clumsily.

“Come… in.”

“Thank you.”

Hyunseong entered, making eye contact with the eyes on their chin.



 
  Chapter 5(1/2): Idolatry (2)


The room they entered was bleak.

A desolate space without a single proper decoration.

Cold wind blew in through cracks in the ceiling, and the walls bore the clear marks of hardship.

“Mu-myeong… It’s the first time a human has come here… Pleased to meet you.”

“I’m Kim Hyunseong.”

Dust covered the floor, and cracks lined the walls.

The wallpaper had turned yellow, and a rusty fan groaned as it spun.

The chairs and desk creaked as if they might break at any moment.

The poor condition made Mu-myeong’s focus shift uneasily all over the place.

It had been a long time since all the bugs and rats were eaten, but in hindsight, maybe keeping a few as pets would’ve been better.

“It’s very humble here… but I have no intention of treating you poorly.”

“Not at all. It reminds me of the past. My grandmother’s house in the countryside was like this when I lived with her.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Hyunseong wrinkled his nose and gestured toward the wallpaper. 

After glancing around for a moment, he straightened his posture and extended his hand. 

The unexpected gesture caused Mu-myeong’s expression to waver slightly.

“I’m not really one for handshakes.”

“I apologize. I didn’t mean to disrespect you.”

Realizing his mistake, Hyunseong glanced at Mu-myeong’s hand—or should it be called a foot? 

If hands and feet were switched, what would you even call those limbs?

‘A foot used like a hand? As long as it works, I suppose.’

With that trivial thought, Hyunseong brushed off the awkwardness. 

He waited for Mu-myeong to speak, unsure of how to initiate further conversation.

“It’s fine… It wasn’t intentional, so don’t worry.”

Mu-myeong tried to read Hyunseong’s thoughts, but it wasn’t easy. 

The young man who had come seeking a “mutant family,” like something out of a fairy tale, left him confused about how to respond.

At first, he thought it was simple mockery, but Hyunseong’s sincere demeanor made it hard to discern his true intentions.

With a neat appearance, a soft voice, a calm expression, and a clean manner—he was certainly different from the humans Mu-myeong had encountered before. 

Still, his faded eyes left a disturbing feeling.

‘If this isn’t just my imagination, I can sense a familiar energy from this man…’

Mu-myeong’s mouth remained closed as he scrutinized Hyunseong. 

Growing tired of waiting, Hyunseong broke the silence, pulling out the gift he had prepared beforehand.

“I brought two boxes of canned food. I wouldn’t call it a donation, just a gift.”

“….”

Mu-myeong blinked in silence. 

He glanced between the large boxes and Hyunseong, then, after some hesitation, bowed his head slightly.

“Th-thank you… This will be a great help.”

“I spent a good amount of money, despite my limited funds. If you enjoy it, I’ll be the one grateful.”

Hyunseong, thinking the atmosphere needed lightening, cracked a joke. 

He had picked reasonably affordable canned goods, considering the circumstances.

The situation in Seoul resembled the one in his former reality due to the Academy, but Seoul was merely an exception. 

In most areas, canned food was as valuable as currency. 

Outside of the City Hall, subway stations, special zones, and military camps, the rest of the country resembled a slum. 

The extreme wealth gap in Korea now resembled something out of a cyberpunk dystopia.

“Getting outside is difficult.”

Mu-myeong’s mouth stretched wide, revealing sharp, yellow teeth. 

Despite his menacing grin, Hyunseong was satisfied and smiled along with him.

“I’ll bring more next time.”

“Thank you… Min-hee.”

At his call, a woman emerged from the darkness. 

Called Min-hee, she was incredibly tall and gaunt, her body almost skeletal. 

Her massive, bloodshot eyes lacked eyelids, giving her a perpetually wide-eyed look. 

After examining the boxes, she flashed a bright smile, her eye-smile oddly charming.

“I’ll enjoy these. You’re a kind human.”

“They taste better if you boil them for about 10 minutes on high heat.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

Min-hee picked up both boxes of canned food with one hand and left. 

She handled them with ease, though they were heavy enough to challenge a grown man.

“Min-hee is very strong.”

“Haha, it must be her height… She’s incredibly strong.”

“If there hadn’t been a war, she might’ve made it big as an athlete.”

“Ha, ha… You’re funny.”

Mu-myeong wiped away tears of laughter and smiled without pretense. 

The atmosphere had loosened considerably, and they exchanged small talk. 

Hyunseong had gotten used to his stuttering speech.

The more they conversed, the more Mu-myeong grew fond of Hyunseong, but at the same time, a sense of unease about him deepened. 

Yet, he couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was.

This strange feeling, this alien unease, gnawed at him slowly. 

If only there was a clue, he could figure it out. With this in mind, Mu-myeong asked,

“You said you have a mutant family?”

“Yes, although not yet officially. I haven’t gotten permission yet.”

He hadn’t even met Jung Seol-ah yet, but that wasn’t important. 

He was determined to recruit her, no matter what. 

That was the ability he had been honing for years.

“Adopting a mutant, huh…”

“Well, it’s not exactly adoption. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not at all!”

Finally, a realization struck Mu-myeong like lightning. 

He understood the source of the unease that had been bothering him. 


This seemingly normal man, Hyunseong, was insane. 

He was undoubtedly crazy. 

His instincts had rejected him because he was dealing with a madman.

Like an ant committing suicide due to depression, like a frog studying fluid mechanics, or like a worm preaching the extinction of desire.

It was the feeling one gets when watching a lunatic chase an impossible ideal. 

Mu-myeong clapped his hands and burst into laughter, his stomach aching from the strain.

“To bring a mutant into your family! You’re truly hilarious!”

“What’s so funny?”

Hyunseong, confused by the sudden outburst, asked. 

He couldn’t understand what had caused the sudden change in demeanor of the gentleman who had been so composed just moments ago.

“To make a family out of gate-born scum that should be exterminated! Do you have any idea how I feel right now? It’s like watching a deranged widow marry radioactive waste!”

The atmosphere shifted entirely. 

Mu-myeong’s face contorted grotesquely. 

Seeing the shift, Hyunseong simply crossed his arms, saying nothing in reply.

Quietly, he waited for Mu-myeong to finish speaking.

“If they’re nearby, horrible mutations spread like a plague. If you talk to them, parasites grow in your brain, eating it away until you’re crippled. Even breathing the same air makes your organs churn and bleed. Just their existence triggers rampages from the Gates, these cursed abominations.”

He trembled, simmering in his rage.

“Shooting them is too merciful. We should bury them all alive. Thousands, tens of thousands of mutants! And once the ground is tainted, we’ll need to build walls to prevent the contaminated soil from spreading. Otherwise, dumping them into the ocean might be best.”

He took a swig of his scalding tea in one gulp.

“The giant sea monsters will devour them, and even the remnants of our kind, mutants born from otherworldly filth, will disappear without a trace. It would be so clean, wouldn’t it? I just wish they would all hang themselves and die, but these cursed creatures have such tenacious lifelines!”

Thud.

As Mu-myeong gestured wildly in the air, he suddenly collapsed weakly into his chair, clutching his head. 

His breathing turned labored, as if he might faint at any moment.

“…That’s what everyone will say.”

Mu-myeong let out a bitter laugh. 

He had just hurled harsh words he didn’t need to say to someone he’d just met. 

He could’ve simply exchanged pleasantries and sent him off. 

But his emotions had been stirred because of the calmness this young man displayed, which only heightened his frustration. 

Even while Mu-myeong blamed himself, the human before him remained unbothered, as if nothing could phase him.

That shameless composure sparked a faint glimmer of hope in Mu-myeong’s chest.

“So, what does it matter?”

Recalling the torrent of words Mu-myeong had just unleashed, Hyunseong, wondering if he’d really heard it all correctly, asked in disbelief.

“What you just said… It’s nothing more than a fairytale that only idiots believe.”

“Unfortunately, the world outside is full of such fools.” 

Mu-myeong replied.

“Well, I’m not one of them, so it doesn’t matter to me.”

“W-What?”

Mu-myeong’s eyes widened in shock. 

This was unlike anything he’d ever experienced in his life. 

His heart felt like it could stop at any moment.

Sighing, Hyunseong handed over a document he had prepared after the possession.

“This is a file I’ve compiled personally. Would you care to read it?”

“I will.” 

Mu-myeong replied, cautiously taking the document. 

He added more oil to the lantern and began reading it slowly. 

As he read on, Mu-myeong’s mouth remained firmly shut, his breathing quiet, as if he had been entranced. 

Time passed in silence until the oil in the lamp ran out, and only then did a now-pale Mu-myeong raise his head.

[Empathy – Calm] 

‘Wow, that startled me. I thought I’d somehow become his sworn enemy.’


Hyunseong calmed his startled heart after Mu-myeong had used his ability on him. 

Earlier, when Mu-myeong had been pointing and fuming, Hyunseong had even braced for a fight. 

Thankfully, it turned out to be just nonsense.

Leaning back in the chair, Hyunseong passed the time listening to the sound of birds through the open ceiling. 

It was only after the kerosene ran out that the now pale-faced Mu-myeong finally looked up.
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“Are all these things written here true?”

“It’s still just a hypothesis. It needs professional verification.”

“If the hypothesis, ‘Mutants receive a unique trait during their mutation, which can be an object, a concept, or even an emotion,’ is true…”

His voice trembled.

His breathing grew ragged.

His body twitched.

His pupils lost focus.

“Then… what did we die for?”

Mu-myeong stared into space, his face full of despair.

“It’s not too late.” 

Hyunseong reassured him.

Mu-myeong’s reaction this time was something Hyunseong understood.

This was the same ideology that led to Mu-myeong’s declaration of mutant identity in the middle part of the original story.

It was the ideology that sparked the mutant uprising that devastated the northern regions.

To suppress this revolt, the military had dumped chemical warfare agents containing small amounts of toxic substances into the city. 

The intensity of the situation was so great that even civilians caught in the crossfire were awestruck

To Mu-myeong, this document was nothing short of a miraculous light in the midst of an overwhelming darkness.

“Your words are indeed true.”

Mu-myeong closed the document reverently, treating it with the same care one might show a holy scripture.

The young man before him was truly a cruel person. 

The whole process had been a test. 

A test to see who was worthy of receiving this truth. 

With mere words, he had taken Mu-myeong from heaven to hell and back again.

“Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. (Matthew 6:13)”

Mu-myeong struggled to rise from his chair and bowed deeply. 

Before the Great War, back when he was human, he had once prayed and believed in God. 

But after becoming a mutant, he had abandoned all belief in miracles, cursing the Creator.

“The heavens have chosen you as their messenger, and I, your servant, will merely follow.”

What foolish arrogance humans possess, he thought. 

The shepherd does not abandon his sheep. 

Mu-myeong’s every movement was now precise and purposeful, as if in repentance.

“Do you know how many times you’ve turned my heart inside out today?” 

Hyunseong asked, horrified by the thought. 

He had no desire to be worshipped by someone so much older than him. 

When he handed over the document, he had expected a scholar’s reaction, not this devotion of a clergyman.

“If you show a blind man the light, is that any different from being a god?”

Hyun-seong tried using his skill on the bowing Mu-myeong, but to no avail.

[Empathy – Calm]

If an ability didn’t work at all, it had to be one of two reasons: either the difference in level was vastly high, or it was because of an interdimensional species judgment. 

Hyunseong thought the mutant fell into the latter category.

“There was a reason why the magic stone appeared.” 

He murmured, realizing a hidden setting from the original work.

“Please get up. I’m not a god, and there are still many things I don’t know.”

“‘Call to me, and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.’ (Jeremiah 33:3)” 

Mu-myeong muttered in Latin. 

Hyunseong couldn’t understand a single word. 

As sweat started to run down his neck, he fiddled with the bracelet on his wrist and stood up.

“I will do so.”

Mu-myeong calmly sat down again as if nothing had happened, but he couldn’t hide the unsettling emotion flickering in his eyes. 

Hyunseong looked at him, slightly freaked out.

“I will do my best to make you feel comfortable. Are you feeling better now?”

“Yes, much better than before.”

“That’s a relief. No, truly, that’s a relief.”

Hyunseong gave up on convincing him. 

He figured Mu-myeong would change his attitude naturally as they interacted and he became more aware of his ignorance.

“Let’s go back to what we were talking about earlier. Legally speaking, there’s no problem with adopting a mutant into the family, right?”

Now transformed into something sacred, Hyunseong askedMu-myeong a question.

“That’s right. The constitution still recognizes mutants with nationality as equal citizens. Apart from perception, there are no rights or laws that limit them.”

“Would the procedure be complicated?”

“Unless the approving official puts up resistance, there should be no difference. However, since there is no precedent for adopting a mutant into a family, I can’t give you a definitive answer.”

Mu-myeong looked guilty as he explained this.

‘If it doesn’t work, I might have to get help from the mayor of Incheon.’ 

Hyunseong concluded.

“May I ask what kind of family you’re thinking of adopting?” 

Mu-myeong inquired.

“What exactly are you curious about?”

“Could you tell me what they look like?”

Hyunseong and Mu-myeong talked about Jeong Seol-ah. 

Any nonsense about her being the prophet’s companion was quickly dismissed by Hyunseong.

 As they were talking, Min-hee came in with snacks.

“I’ve never seen you talk to someone for so long, uncle.”

“It’s an honor.”

The gift was canned meat, prepared just as he’d mentioned. 

When he took a bite, the tender meat was chewy and delicious, but something was slightly lacking. 

Hyunseong figured out what it was.

“I’ll bring some pepper next time. Adding a little during cooking will make it much tastier.”

Min-hee placed both hands on her stomach and quietly stared at Hyunseong.

“You are a truly strange human. Aren’t you scared of us?”

Min-hee’s pale face stopped just in front of Hyunseong’s. 


Having built a strong heart, Hyunseong wasn’t even startled.

“Most humans either run away or try to kill us the moment they see a mutant.”

“Well, wouldn’t an ordinary person die if they got hit by you, Miss Min-hee?”

“That’s why I avoid hitting them first, whenever possible.”

Her large white eyes moved as if scanning Hyunseong. 

He met her gaze and shrugged.

“I’m confident in staring contests. How about we make a bet? If you win, I’ll give you another can of meat.”

“Pfft! What are you talking about? Hahaha.”

Min-hee laughed, slapping her thigh with her palm.

Bang! Bang!

It was intense.

“Come again next time, and we’ll try it then.”

After politely bowing and leaving, Mu-myeong, who had been silently watching, awkwardly spoke up.

“I’ll make sure to educate her. Don’t take it too personally. She’s had a lot of bad experiences with humans.”

“Not at all. She feels friendly and nice.”

She reminded Hyunseong of a lively teenage girl. 

He was even glad, recalling the time he tutored a high school girl who wouldn’t listen to a word he said.

“I’ll inquire about that girl through the association. There are members in Incheon, so you can expect good news.”

“That would be great, thanks.”

Hyunseong checked the time. 

It was about time to leave.

 As Hyunseong got up, Mu-myeong hesitated.

“Is there something you want to say?”

“If you permit it, I would like to study this document further.”

“Of course. I brought it to give it to you.”

With an emotional expression, Mu-myeong bowed his head again.

“I will never forget this kindness. As the head of the association, I declare here that our group will protect you with our lives.”

“Yes, yes. Please take good care of this useless body of mine.”

Hyunseong sighed inwardly, trying not to show it.

Isn’t this a bit too much?

What would happen if he trusted him blindly and ended up disappointed? 

How would he deal with the sense of betrayal then? 

Hyunseong was just an ordinary person who happened to know the future. 

He couldn’t fulfill fanatical expectations. 

Thinking of the aftermath made his mind wander.

“If possible, please keep my existence as secret as you can.”

“I will only share information with trusted individuals who are verified to recognize and treat you well. Don’t worry.”

As Hyunseong was about to leave in relief, he suddenly turned back, as if he had remembered something.

“What do you think your individuality is?”

Mu-myeong thought for a moment before answering.

“I can’t be sure… but it feels like revolution.”

“Hmm, I see. Next time, bring the girl with you.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Feeling like the steadfast unity of free republics echoed in his ears, Hyunseong quickly exited the room, almost as if fleeing.

He ran into Min-hee, who was busy preparing something in the kitchen.

“Oh, human! You’re leaving already? Goodbye!”

“Yes. I’ll bring more gifts next time.”

Bang!

He quickly answered her and closed the door.

“You’re later than I expected.”

Chunbae, who had been smoking a cigarette, waved at him.

“Hyung, can I have one too?”

“88 brand, right?”

“That’s fine.”

Sssshhh.

Hyunseong shivered a bit as he stared at the glowing tip of the cigarette.

“Why do you look like a dog needing to poop?”

“It’s nothing.”


In the end, he didn’t say anything about the possibility of red flags waving over Seoul. 

That would truly be the worst-case scenario.

Hyunseong had no intention of letting things spiral out of control.

‘Yeah, even a bad dog is reliable if it’s our dog.’

He just had to figure out how to put on the leash properly.
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With a sense of unease, he took a deep drag from the cigarette.

“Well, somehow things will work out.”

Tap, tap.

He flicked the ash away. 

Plants could be either poisonous or medicinal, depending on how they were used. 

Mu-myeong’s fanatical attitude was exactly like that. 

Hyunseong planned to make preparations within limits, but if Mu-myeong became a poison that couldn’t be controlled, he’d have no choice but to eliminate him.

Hyunseong couldn’t read Mu-myeong’s thoughts because his abilities didn’t work on him. 

Not knowing what Mu-myeong was thinking, he couldn’t fully trust him as his own man.

Mu-myeong could easily change his stance, like flipping a coin. 

Hyunseong resolved to keep a closer eye on how this butterfly’s wings would cause the next ripple.

“Hyung, if we just let things be, the volcano will erupt, and I’m the only one who sees the danger. I’ve been running around doing everything I can, but what if I still can’t stop it?” 

Hyunseong scratched his head as he asked.

“Ah, you’re still young. You’ve got a long way to go before you can hold a candle to the mountain itself.” 

Chunbae waved his hand and chuckled.

“If you’ve done everything you could and it still blows up, then there’s nothing you can do about it. But you think you’re the only one running around, and no one is helping? There’s no way someone as kind-hearted as you won’t get some help along the way.” 

He pointed his thumb at himself and grinned.

“I’m here too, right? I know you’re not one to lie, so we’ll give it a shot. If it doesn’t work out even after doing all we can, then it’s not on you. It’s on the idiots who didn’t help. I say it’s their own fault.”

“You’re right as always, hyung.”

“Of course. Just take things slowly, but do them quickly.” 

“You’re so cool.”

Hyunseong’s mind cleared, and he clapped his hands. 

Truly, age didn’t come for free. 

Wisdom and experience came with it.

“Hyung, let’s head to the market.” 

“Public or agriculture?” 

“Agriculture. Should I buy you something while we’re there?” 

“No, I’m good. But I do need to pick up some clothes for my daughter.”

Chunbae flicked away his cigarette and grabbed the steering wheel.

“Buckle up.” 

“Yep, drive safely, please.” 

“No need to tell me twice.”

The taxi sped off at 230 km/h.

***

Yongsan Agricultural Free Market.

Hyunseong stumbled out of the taxi. 

The more Chunbae drove, the faster he seemed to go.

“Hyung, I might take a while. If I’m not back in four hours, just head home.”

“I’ll handle it. Just leave me a message before you’re done.”

Leaving Chunbae, who was busy picking out clothes, Hyunseong walked away. 

His destination was Magpie Market.

Magpie Market was a part of the Free Market and could be understood as a place for black-market deals. 

It wasn’t exactly hidden, but the paths were tricky. 

It was like the cliché black markets in urban novels. 

The difference was that this one operated under police supervision.

“Twenty steps forward from the Magpie sign, thirteen steps to the side.”

They couldn’t completely shut down the underworld, so they pushed it once and then kept it under control. 

True black markets didn’t exist in the metropolitan area.

Magpie Market was a legitimate place, so many salaried ability users came here. 

It appeared so often in the novel that Hyunseong had memorized the way.

“Four turns to the left, one straight ahead, two more to the left.”

He felt like he was navigating a maze. 

Since the exit was controlled, it wasn’t possible to simply follow someone leaving.

“Found it.”

He arrived at a spot where a giant magpie sat atop an ancient tree, hundreds of years old. 

The massive magpie, the size of a 5-ton truck, looked imposing. 

The massive bird and the ancient tree made the scene look like something out of a classic game, like a boss monster.

Its bright red eyes scanned the new visitor. 

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Hyunseong confirmed he had found the right place.

“Ugh.”

He collapsed onto the seemingly clean ground. 

He intended to rest in front of the entrance until it opened. 

No one else was around, so the entrance must have closed recently.

The giant magpie flapped its wings as if curious about Hyunseong. 

In the original story, the magpie simply sat on the tree like a decoration. 

It had only flown off the tree for the first time when the front lines reached Yongsan.

Hyunseong had never seen it react to just one person arriving.

Having grown somewhat accustomed to unexpected situations, he didn’t panic. 

Since being possessed and immediately conscripted to the front lines, he realized the original story had its plot holes. 

The source material was just a reference, not something to follow blindly.

“Could it be you?”

If it were a beast-person, he might have debated between using empathy or resonance, but no matter how open-minded he tried to be, the giant magpie was still just an animal. 

After scanning the surroundings, Hyunseong reached out toward the magpie and used his ability.

[Empathy – Special]

Something was wrong. 

For the first time while using his skills, Hyunseong felt a sense of deprivation that hit him like a full-body blow.

[Dice roll (216) – Extreme success! Calculation in progress. The difference in power levels is overwhelming!]

Hyunseong’s consciousness was sucked into a single point. 

He found himself standing before a tightly sealed door in a vast wasteland. 


What was behind it was incomprehensible, something beyond this world.

The entity wasn’t clearly defined, and inside the massive gate, a fetus twisted and writhed, composed of an endless mixture of malice and benevolence. 

It represented humanity’s desires, and it focused its gaze solely on Hyunseong.

[Cooperation check failed, resistance check in progress…]

The moment Hyunseong saw the fetus with eyes covering its entire body, his whole body froze. 

The primal terror and existential threat overwhelmed him. 

His throat went dry, and his eyes felt like they were about to burst.

The being before him wasn’t gigantic just because of its size—it represented the very essence of humanity’s desires, making it colossal. 

To it, humanity was nothing more than revolting, rotting meat.

Hyunseong realized that the fetus was the will of the gate.

[Unexpected variable detected]

The unborn being’s tiny eyes gazed at humanity. 

There was no emotion or purpose in its gaze. 

The endless cycle of life and death flickered in and out of its pupils. 

Standing before a being that induced fear just by its presence, he realized how insignificant humanity truly was. 

In front of this entity, human knowledge and experience became meaningless. 

Like a ladybug caught in the path of an atomic bomb, he watched helplessly. 

Threads of life intertwined and surged toward Hyeonseong.

[No resistance possible (alteration)]

Hyeonseong’s body was bound, unable to move, but he managed to close his eyes and take a deep breath. 

Instead of succumbing to the overwhelming fear and despair that engulfed him like drowning, he recalled the anger and desire for revenge he’d sworn to uphold, summoning his unconscious survival instinct. 

Refusing to accept a meaningless death, Hyeonseong slowly began severing the threads and strangling the fetus. 

Fire ignited. 

Like a child meeting a long-lost parent, the fetus’s heart pulsed, shaking the space around them. 

The joy and ecstasy it felt bypassed his nervous system, directly transmitting through his senses.

“So, you are the end?”

A soft whisper echoed, and his consciousness flickered.

“Gasp! What the hell was that, damn it.”

Mana, which had been completely drained, now surged back into him like a tidal wave, but Hyeonseong couldn’t remember anything. 

His vision had simply flashed for a moment, and now his entire body was drenched in sweat. 

It felt like he’d just experienced a terrible nightmare, the kind where you wake up but can’t quite remember the details, leaving a lingering sense of discomfort.

The giant magpie looked at him briefly, then turned its head away.

“Screech, screech.”

“Of course.”

What had seemed like a hidden secret was nothing at all. 

It was disappointing.

“But why did my mana capacity expand?”

Hyeonseong clenched and unclenched his fist, observing his inner self. 

According to the original story’s setting, there were no limits to an ability user’s growth. 

Through battles near death, relentless perseverance, or deep realizations of truth, there were multiple ways to achieve it. 

In short, every time someone broke through their own barriers, they grew. 

The lack of growth just meant their mana stopped expanding because they couldn’t control any more power than their talent allowed.

[Empathy] 

[Resonance] 

[Projection]

The protagonist’s abilities in the original story, Hyeonseong’s, were unique. 


It was almost like a spiritual mutation, controlling mental imagery in addition to the physical world, whereas most abilities users could only affect the material plane through brute force. 

Because of this, Hyeonseong’s growth process differed greatly from others.

“Did the experience from using my skill on Teacher Mu-myeong finally come through? This feels a bit strange.”

Though he didn’t understand the reason, it felt as if the wall of his limitations had almost entirely collapsed. 





 
  Chapter 6 (2/2): Magpie Market


With just a narrow window of opportunity, he felt he could awaken a new skill. 

It was an unusually favorable situation.

“It would’ve been easier if that drunkard was here.”

He thought of a comrade left behind on the front lines. 

A woman who couldn’t even tie her own hair, so every time the attacks paused, Hyeonseong would fix it for her. 

She had given him many useful tips about abilities since she was a special officer in charge of abilities. 

It had stung a little to leave her crying and begging him not to go.

He’d promised to meet her after graduating from the academy, but that was still years away. 

Before then, he’d made her swear to stay out of trouble and live quietly. 

She’d taken his words seriously, especially after he used his skill to cure her insomnia.

“I don’t know what just happened, but it wasn’t bad.”

He had received an unexpected gift, seen a new side of a mascot not described in the original story, and overall felt satisfied.

The magpie had grown due to exposure to radiation and chemical waste, but its origin was still an animal. 

Since his reincarnation, Hyeonseong had developed a strange affinity with animals.

“Hey, magpie friend. Bored? Want to chat?”

“Screech.”

The magpie, gazing into the distance, slightly turned its head.

“There’s a friend of mine named Magi. He’s a crow, much smaller than you, but he’s a tough little guy. Last time, he even saved my life.”

“…?”

“He tied a fragmentation grenade to his leg. Do you know what a grenade is? Anyway, if Magi hadn’t timed it just right, things would’ve gotten pretty dangerous.”

“Screech.”

Hyeonseong was sure the magpie understood him. 

The entrance wouldn’t open for another two hours, as each shift lasted two hours. 

There was still plenty of time left. 

They chatted for a while, reminiscing about crows and wild boars he’d once ridden.

Then two people dressed in formal attire walked out.

“Why did the magpie react?”

“Maybe it’s hungry?”

“You idiot. Have you ever seen a magpie eat anything here?”

A tired-looking woman scolded a scruffy man. 

As soon as the two arrived, the magpie shut its beak tightly as if nothing had happened. 

The woman’s gaze, after checking the magpie, shifted to Hyeonseong.

“Did you threaten the magpie by any chance?”

“Not at all. I value my life, thank you.”

Hyeonseong waved his hand dismissively. 

The man smirked with a sly grin.

“Yeah, if you had, you’d be jerky by now.”

“Watch your mouth, you little bastard.”

The woman grabbed the man’s lips and punched him.

Rip, crack.

There was a sound like tearing paper. 

Tears welled up in the man’s reddening eyes.

“I’m sorry. The magpie only reacts if there’s unauthorized use of force, so I had to ask. I hope I didn’t offend you.”

“No offense taken. You’re just doing your job.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

The woman smiled and bowed. 

Her aura was anything but ordinary.

She was definitely an ability user.

Just then, the man grumbled under his breath.

“Why are you being so polite to a guy like him?”

In Hyeonseong’s opinion, the guy had a clear case of anger management issues.

“Was that directed at me?”

Hyunseong was pleased with the unexpected event that broke the monotony. 

Though his inner feelings were hidden, he made a point of showing discomfort on his face. 

“Why, didn’t like what I said to that magpie?” 

“Yes, mocking a guest who arrived properly is quite unpleasant.” 

“Oh, bu-ke-ha-nae-oh~” 

“Did you learn that mimicry somewhere? It suits your ridiculous appearance very well.” 

“What did you say, you bastard?” 

“Judging by your build, you seem like a martial artist, but scaring a fragile guest isn’t right, is it?” 

Hyunseong shrugged toward the woman. 

Her face was scrunched in anger, as if she were ready to hit the man at any moment. 

“Kangcheol, stop insulting the master. The master always told us to be patient.” 

“That bastard reeks! He smells like a dark beast… yeah, like a snake! There’s a stench of the earth, like a snake!” 

The woman ground her teeth audibly. 

“I’ll fix that nose of yours later.” 

“So, of course, it’s all my fault again?” 

The guards, both martial-type ability users, appeared to be close, like family. 

‘Hmm.’ 

Hyunseong mentally sifted through the list of minor characters from failed stories. 

He eliminated many siblings who wouldn’t likely be at the magpie market at this time, narrowing down the options. 

The woman was most likely Kachusha. 

“Damn, I can’t even ask a simple question without screwing up.” 

“Let’s just get this over with…” 

The ragged-looking man, Kangcheol, was clearly Ivan, also a defector from New Soviet Union. 

Since Hyunseong now had a reason, he thought he might as well ask for their help. 

With a friendly smile, he said…

“Your Korean is excellent! Was it hard to learn?” 

“Thank you. But both of us were born in Korea.” 


Kachusha smiled brightly. 

Ivan’s expression stiffened for a brief moment before relaxing again. 

Hyunseong didn’t miss that fleeting change. 

Though there was no solid proof, his suspicions were confirmed. 

He recalled a code used by the New Soviet Union’s Intelligence Agency. 

“Чёрный Барон все ещё болен? (Is the Black Baron still ill?)”

He pulled out a red business card from his pocket and waved it. 

The card didn’t have any particular meaning; it was just red, which was necessary for his ploy. 

He cast bait that Ivan couldn’t resist. 

In the original story, Ivan was a brute who relied on muscle over brains. 

‘If I’m wrong, I’ll just apologize and run.’ 

“Черт, кто ты на самом деле? (Damn, who are you really?)”

‘Bingo.’ 

Hyunseong smiled inwardly. 

As expected, Ivan, rattled, drew his sword. 

Kachusha glanced at her watch and then calmly removed her white gloves, revealing well-maintained knuckles. 

Unlike the composed Kachusha, Ivan glared at Hyunseong like a dog with its tail on fire. 

“Squawk!!” 

The tense standoff was broken by the massive magpie flapping its wings with a roar. 

All three of them staggered back a few steps. 

The sharp aura sent a tingling sensation through their bodies. 

“Whoa, whoa, calm down, friend. I don’t plan on fighting.” 

“Hah.” 

“Beast! Don’t interfere!” 

The giant magpie’s presence was one of the main reasons why ordinary people could come to the magpie market. 

Kachusha’s pupils briefly wavered before she resigned herself, closing her eyes. 

She slowly put her gloves back on. 

“Чего ты хочешь? (What do you want?)”

Kachusha asked, her tone calmer. 

Ivan, who had been on the verge of attacking Hyunseong, was now panting after being hit by Kachusha. 

“Как говорить по-корейски? (How about speaking in Korean?)”

Hyunseong gave a thumbs-up to the magpie, which poked at its wings with its beak as if nothing had happened. 

“Видите ли, я не очень хорошо владею русским языком. (I’m not very fluent in Russian, you see.)”

“…Fine. I will speak in Korean.” 

Kachusha, seemingly irritated by Hyunseong’s tone, frowned. 

Hyunseong hadn’t started this for no reason. 

In the magpie market, items were classified into grades, from the ordinary Grade 1 to the highly restricted Grade 9. 

To purchase anything above Grade 5, special qualifications were required. 

Normal routes involved complicated procedures, so Hyunseong sought to bypass them. 

“Don’t worry. I’m a patriot of South Korea.” 

“Stop mocking us. We’ve always suspected you’d get caught one day.” 

“Right. You’re Kachusha, and that’s Ivan. Want me to tell you your real names?” 

Kachusha’s eyes widened in surprise, likely not expecting him to know their aliases. 

Ivan, seeing Kachusha’s shock, stepped forward, growling protectively in front of her. 

Though his intimidation paled compared to the magpie, it was still fairly menacing. 

“Don’t test my patience. Before the magpie kills me, I can at least take you down with me.” 

Calm now that his patience was wearing thin, Ivan seemed more dangerous than before. 

Hyunseong, however, didn’t intend to provoke them any further. 

“Would you believe me if I said I want to get along?” 

“Spouting nonsense, as expected.” 

“I’d like to buy a Grade 5 item. I’ll pay properly.” 

“Money is…” 

Ivan, knowing that items above Grade 4 skyrocketed in price, started to speak but stopped. 

He assumed Hyunseong had the means to pay. It wasn’t an entirely wrong assumption, as 

Hyunseong did have enough money. 

“Damn it, Kachusha. I told you something was off about this guy!” 

“If you hadn’t provoked him, this wouldn’t have happened. Now, shut up.” 

Now back to her professional self, Kachusha flashed a sales-friendly smile. 

Ivan grumbled but didn’t protest.  

“I’ll guide you personally.” 

Kachusha seemed resigned as she released the cognitive dissonance she had cast on Hyunseong. 

With her blonde hair and blue eyes, she looked like a typical Western beauty. 

However, Hyunseong walked past her and pointed at Ivan, grinning. 

“I’d like this gentleman to escort me.” 

“You damn…!” 

“Ivan.” 

Under Kachusha’s harsh glare, Ivan scowled, pouting as he opened the door to the magpie market. 

The heavy iron door creaked open with a loud noise. 

Ivan’s eyes were filled with a murderous glare. 

“Relax, I won’t file a complaint.” 

“Ты сумасшедший. (You’re insane.)”

Hyunseong chuckled and patted Ivan’s shoulder. 

After speaking with a guard who approached to check on them, Ivan grinned bitterly and led the way. 


“Don’t lose sight of me.” 

“I won’t.” 

As Ivan smiled, Hyunseong wondered if he was trying to act friendly, so he draped his arm over Ivan’s shoulder in response. 

Ivan’s expression darkened as though he wanted to bore a hole through the Earth’s mantle. 

Hyunseong needed to buy an item crucial for identifying Jung Seol-ah’s true identity.




 
  Chapter 7: Hello, I’m capitalism!


As they ventured deeper inside, the atmosphere grew gloomier and more secretive. 

Guards with fierce expressions began coming and going more frequently. 

The types of customers were varied, but no one had a dedicated assistant like Hyunseong did.

“Hey, is that a VIP next to Mr. Steel?”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

After passing a security checkpoint guarded by police, they came upon a staircase wide enough for three grown men to stand side by side. 

From below, calm and low voices could be heard. 

The atmosphere shifted dramatically, separated only by a single step on the stairs.

“Hey, brat. Do you even know the name of the item you’re trying to buy?” 

Ivan asked, stopping in his tracks.

Hyunseong, tapping his fingers at Ivan’s question, pondered an alias. 

First, he flipped his name backward, then thought of synonyms, and finally translated it into English. 

After some consideration, Hyunseong > Seonghyeon > Seongin > Jesus. 

He liked how it rolled off the tongue.

“I know a few, but I’d like to check the product first. Call me Jesus, not brat.”

“Damn it, I’m Orthodox.”

“Then call me Socrates. Soc for short.”

“Fine, Source-man.”

“If you prefer that, sure. You have quite the childish taste, don’t you?”

Ivan gritted his teeth at Hyunseong’s teasing reaction. 

The more he talked to the guy, the more he felt like he was falling into his trap. 

Frustrated, Ivan swiped his security card.

“Wow, it’s like an aquarium. Much bigger than I expected.”

“Cut the crap. I’m starting to get a sense of who you really are.”

As the mechanical door whirred open, a vast hall with high ceilings was revealed. 

Hyunseong, visiting the place for the first time, gaped in awe.

There were researchers in white lab coats, people with rough, draped clothing, and others with their faces fully covered. 

Suspicious as they seemed, most were officials. 

From rank 5 and up, the goods got expensive, so there were more organizations than individuals.

“I’d like to look around. Could you explain a bit?”

“Sure.”

Ivan obediently opened a product catalog. 

Hyunseong raised an eyebrow at the unexpected response.

“Aren’t you annoyed this time?”

“You’re still a customer, after all. Even if I want to punch you, I was taught to finish the job like a pro.”

There was plenty Hyunseong could have criticized from the very first encounter, but instead of mocking Ivan, he quietly nodded in acknowledgment. 

Having met many lunatics, Hyunseong was also a professional in social interactions.

“There are hundreds of products in just the 5th rank. It’d be easier if you gave me a keyword.”

“Otherworld Cult.”

“…Wait a second, Source-man.”

Ivan, momentarily halted by the mention of a poorly-selling product, skillfully wet his fingers and flipped through the thick catalog. 

It finally stopped when only a few pages remained.

“5-AT-1 to 18. There aren’t many, so it won’t take long. Are you going to check them all?”

“Yes.”

“Hey Steel, who’s this guy?”

Pointing to an empty space, a voice came from behind. 

A guard, much smaller and meaner-looking than the muscular Ivan, had arrived. 

Ivan’s face immediately soured.

“It’s a VIP, so don’t worry about it.”

“Hmm, I don’t think we’ve met. Pardon me, sir, but are you satisfied with that guy’s service?”

A man with a mole-like appearance rubbed his hands together, approaching. 

Hyunseong, clearly irritated by the unwelcome guest, expressed his annoyance.

“Quite a rude day, isn’t it? Feels like it’s time to start farming or something.”

“Hahaha! How about me? I can offer you far better service than this meathead.”

It was a typical case of trying to steal a customer. 

Guarding a client was a guard’s skill, and it showed how little Ivan was respected in the organization.

Hyunseong, needing to keep a low profile, gave Ivan a nudge, silently telling him to handle it.

“I told you to mind your business. What, do you want me to radio Hyunwoo?”

“If it’s Hyunwoo Yang… well then, dear customer, please look me up anytime you need this Kakarot!”

Ignoring Ivan’s warning, the mole-man backed off after reading Hyunseong’s expression. 

Perhaps his real goal was just to mess with Ivan.

A dangerous sound came from Ivan’s tightly clenched fist. 

He was holding back, but his poor social skills almost caused a disaster.

“If I ever get the chance, I’d love to knock his teeth out.”

“Don’t like him, do you?”

Flipping through the catalog peacefully, Hyunseong’s casual question made Ivan crack his neck.

“He’s a fellow 5th rank employee, but he’s always acting all superior. It’s annoying.”

“Yeah, some people are like that. I totally get it.”

“Source-man, are you sympathizing with me?”

Ivan’s expression softened a little. 

Thinking back, this customer hadn’t complained or lost his temper once, despite Ivan’s many mistakes. 

Ivan was, after all, a man with a sense of shame.

‘He might actually be a decent guy.’

He had planned to crush him into the ground later, but decided to hold off for now. 

That is, until the next words came.

“Or are you just mad because he’s after Katya—uh, I mean, Hyunwoo?”

In an instant, Ivan’s ears turned red, as his carefully hidden affection was suddenly exposed.

‘Is he a mind reader?’

The possibilities of the National Intelligence Service, an informant, or some organization whirled in Ivan’s mind. 


At least he was relieved he hadn’t entrusted Katya to this lecherous mole.

Doing his best to hide his embarrassment, Ivan turned away.

“Forget everything. It was my mistake to expect anything from you.”

“Honesty is what makes a man attractive, you know.”

The Soviet guard practically fled towards the Otherworld Cult section, trying to escape the devilishly smiling customer.

***

“Hmm, strange. There’s no way it’s not here…”

As Ivan waited with his hands politely clasped, a vein bulged on his forehead. 

Hyunseong had spent an hour carefully examining the “Otherworldly Species” category, only to sit down on the floor groaning.

‘Nerve of a swift-footed organization, huh? It must’ve been hard to disassemble due to the acidity, but it’s impressively fresh.’

‘A G12 bomb? That’s already out? Must be just before commercial release.’

‘I’ll buy all the mana control restraints. Only five per person, you say? Ah, come on, give me a bit more.’

Hyunseong’s knowledge was impressive enough to earn Ivan’s admiration. 

He needed no further explanation about the products. 

In fact, apart from asking about prices and acquisition times, he muttered to himself while inspecting.

However, Ivan’s admiration was short-lived. 

Hyunseong’s expression began to harden, and soon, like a child discovering there was no Santa, he started to deny reality. 

Even when Ivan asked the reason, Hyunseong wouldn’t tell him, which drove Ivan to frustration.

“Ugh, this won’t do.” 

Hyunseong groaned.

“Damn it, just say it! How am I supposed to know what you want if you don’t tell me?!”

Hyunseong shot a sharp look at Ivan. 

Under the suspicious gaze, Ivan involuntarily stepped back a few paces.

“Are you sure you’ve shown me everything? You’re not hiding anything?”

“I swear I have.”

Realizing why Hyunseong was dissatisfied, a cold sweat trickled down Ivan’s neck. 

He had forgotten that the man in front of him was someone who had figured out his and his friend’s identities in a single glance. 

Ivan was nothing more than a monkey dancing in the Buddha’s palm, caught in his shallow deception.

“Do you have the corpse of the red eight-legged spider?”

“How on earth do you know about that? It’s a secret product that only a few people know about.”

“Never mind that, just tell me quickly. I’ll only take the heart and be on my way.”

Intact corpses of Otherworldly Species were widely useful. 

Unlike magic stones, which could be extracted immediately upon beheading, collecting corpses was a hassle. 

Once the mana stopped flowing, decomposition occurred rapidly, and the frontlines weren’t exactly free enough to leisurely gather corpses.

As a result, the price skyrocketed, often far beyond the market value. 

Even government research institutes, brimming with money, had stationed themselves on the frontlines just to secure experimental materials, reflecting how difficult the task was.

“Were you trying to swindle me by not telling me?”

Despite its rarity, the corpses weren’t always priced accordingly. 

Industry insiders could gauge the rough market value and negotiate a reasonable deal, but if a clueless rich person showed up, they could easily be fleeced for ten or even a hundred times the price.

‘I thought this guy had some kind of half-baked moral code. Turns out he’s just as brain-muscle-bound as he is in the story.’

Regretting having treated Ivan nicely, Hyunseong stared at him in disgust. 

Realizing Hyunseong’s thoughts, Ivan hurriedly raised both hands.

“It’s a misunderstanding! I swear!”

“What kind of misunderstanding? Hurry up and explain yourself.”

“Source-man, it was for your sake. A group has already set the purchase price for the spider corpse. You know if I sell it now, I’ll have to pay them a penalty, right?”

Hyunseong, now adopting a “let’s hear it” attitude, nodded his head.

“Since it’s their first transaction with the Magpie market, the penalty won’t be too steep. But still, no matter how much money you have, it’d be unreasonable. Come closer.”

When Hyunseong bent down, Ivan covered his ear and whispered.

It was indeed a sum that would make even wealthy people run. 

After all, there were clear limits to the funds a private individual could move. 

The Magpie market was already well aware of the major power players and capitalists within Seoul.

Even Ivan, not the brightest, had memorized the entire list, so no matter how impressive Hyunseong was, Ivan didn’t believe he could afford the corpse.

However, Hyunseong was no ordinary person. 

Having awakened to the cheat of bonds and stocks, Hyunseong was far from reaching his financial limits. 

He had already multiplied his earnings several times over, even exceeding the restrictions imposed by the Incheon market. 

If it weren’t for the apocalypse and gates, Hyunseong’s story might’ve been about healing.

“What do you say? I didn’t tell you because I was being considerate. For men, money is tied to their pride, after all.”

Seeing Hyunseong fall silent, Ivan looked at him with pity. 

Guarding the customer’s mental well-being was also part of a guard’s job. 

They weren’t so different from inn attendants in martial arts worlds.

“Thanks for the consideration. Now, would you like to come closer for a second?”

Hearing the number of credits Hyunseong had, Ivan froze on the spot. 

He was even more shocked than when Hyunseong had figured out their identities, his mouth gaping open.

‘I probably should’ve knocked off two zeros.’

Seeing Ivan speechless, Hyunseong gave him a look of pity.

“Mr. Steel, please show me the way.”

Ivan, now like a soulless doll, opened a small security door. 

A cold draft escaped from the open crack, and stepping inside revealed the massive corpse of a spider the size of a hippopotamus, impaled on dozens of stakes.

Eight legs, eight eyes, eight feelers, and eight fangs. 

It was the red eight-legged spider Hyunseong had grown sick of seeing. 

The important parts were already exposed, much like a crab that had been prepared for dissection. 

Once the purchase was confirmed, the spider would be immediately severed and packed into a specialized container.

A heart the size of a human skull was frozen in place. 

Unless for research purposes, the rest of the corpse was of no use.

It was difficult to weaponize, and because of its toxicity, it couldn’t be used as food either.

“I’ll buy it now.”

After a brief inspection, Hyunseong was satisfied with its quality. 

He’d gained enough experience from slicing through dozens of this species on the frontlines. 

While other species might require Ivan’s appraisal, lower-level Otherworldly Species didn’t need it.

“Understood. The Mole is going to be quite envious.”

Ivan, having resigned himself, started cutting without a word. 

After all, the guards earned 1% of the purchase price as a commission, so it was a gain for him.

“Careful when cutting the right atrium. No, follow the grain and cut smoothly, will you? Ah, give it to me.”

“If you preserve the fascia while cutting, there won’t be any hematoma. This is a premium specimen, so can you give me a discount?”

Ivan, now just watching a dissection show after his knife was taken away, gave up on trying to understand Hyunseong’s identity. 

He decided to quietly take whatever leftovers fell his way. 

Normally, anonymous proxy purchases would incur additional fees, but Ivan kept his mouth shut. 

It was obvious that challenging him would only result in losses.

“Give me the container.”

Thunk!

The heart fit perfectly into the container.

“Hmm, whoever did it, they did a clean job.”

Without responding, Ivan quietly packed the container. 

After completing the transaction with the device Hyunseong handed him, the purchase of the heart was confirmed. 

As soon as the data was uploaded, Ivan’s radio began to ring like an alarm.

“You’re getting quite popular. You sure you don’t need to answer that?”

“Aren’t you under a fake identity? Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.”

Having an overwhelming success was undoubtedly a good thing. 

This heart deal alone might even earn Ivan a promotion to the 6th rank. 

It was amusing to imagine the mole, who had once provoked him, gnashing his teeth in jealousy and regret.

‘It feels like I’m caught in a spider’s web.’

However, a chill ran down his spine, as if he had been hooked by the nose. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that the man in front of him knew about the entire promotion system as well.

“I’ll just pick up a few more small things before I go. Mr. Kangcheol, please make some personalized recommendations.”

Suppressing the yearning he felt for Kachusha, Ivan began a desperate attempt at customer service, throwing out all sorts of items in an effort to get Hyunseong out as quickly as possible. 

As Hyunseong listened to Ivan’s explanations, he was lost in thought. 

Having obtained the heart, the rest was of little importance.

‘Should I kill them if they lean too much toward the alien side?’

Hyunseong intended to feed the heart to Jeong Seol-ah first.

The artificial chimera was an ambiguous lifeform. 

Its identity as a person was determined by which bloodline it received more of.

‘Feed it the heart of the mutant species, then feed it a human heart.’

If both were consumed and the pupil and iris turned purple, it meant the erosion had begun. 

It was a method commonly used in frontlines to conduct emergency interrogations. 

Alien species gain power by devouring their own kind.

While Hyunseong could suppress the mental collapse caused by alien erosion with his skills, it was only a temporary measure. 

It wouldn’t prevent the tragic outcomes of either suicide or execution by comrades.

“This is an M870 MCS, modified to fire magic rounds. It has a six-round tubular magazine…”

“Oh, I’ll take that one.”

From the moment Hyunseong saw the heart, he had an odd feeling. 

It was a sense of foreboding, like the eerie sensation he had when using his skills on the giant magpie, as if a thick wall was about to be shattered. 

There was no clear reason, just a feeling.

He thought that, if an awakening occurred, the outcome could be reversed.

‘I won’t let you die so pointlessly like they did.’

He recalled the bodies of his comrades, decomposing like alien species due to the erosion. 

Even if Jeong Seol-ah was a chimera, if he couldn’t save an abused child from the hands of a cult, what was the point of being reincarnated?

It would make him a failure as an adult.

Even if she were an mutant species, Hyunseong’s confidence to transform her into a human grew stronger.

After all, wasn’t there a saying in subculture that if you treat a pretty man like a woman, you won’t know the difference?

If something as fundamental as gender could be blurred by Schrödinger’s box, then species should be no different. 

Hyunseong started planning a human education curriculum while browsing the goods. 

If after all his efforts it didn’t work, then so be it—he would just let humanity go extinct.

Receiving the sturdy shotgun made Hyunseong feel more at ease. 

While he was enjoying the satisfying grip, his attention was drawn to a beautiful necklace.

“What’s this?”

“Hmm? Oh, that’s a necklace made from a megalodon tooth. It doesn’t have any particular effects.”

“I’ll take one.”

The lacquered base, which gave the necklace a sense of stability, complemented the rare tooth perfectly. 

It matched Hyunseong’s taste precisely. 

Ivan, curious, packed the necklace.

“This is strange. Do you have a lover?”

“I used to.”

In both his past and present lives, he couldn’t protect the ones he loved, and they died. 

Hyunseong looked at the necklace for a moment before placing it in his pocket. 

Seeing Ivan awkwardly scratching his cheek, Hyunseong smirked wickedly.

“Why don’t you buy one? I’ll pick one that will suit Ms. Hyunwoo.”

“Ahem, it’s for my mother, so don’t twist things.”

“Whatever you say.”

Ivan, imagining how delighted Kachusha would be, attentively listened to Hyunseong’s descriptions. 


The roles had reversed, but neither of them found it strange.

[Thanks, Source-Man.]

Upon returning home, Hyunseong smiled when he received a text from Ivan. 

In the picture, Kachusha was wearing the necklace Hyunseong had chosen for her.

These small moments in everyday life reminded Hyunseong that this world wasn’t just a novel—it was reality.



 
  Chapter 8: No Longer Human (1)


The jerky made from prey that Magi brought whenever he was bored swayed in the wind. 

Hyunseong, who was blankly staring at the meat, shut his eyes tight and activated the alarm he had checked multiple times.

===

Notice of Admission to the Paranormal Officer Candidate Program 

In accordance with Articles 141-3, 51, and 492-14 of the new Military Service Act, you are hereby notified of your admission. 

The shield of Korea awaits you.

===

The screen was filled with the penalties for failing to attend. 

Upon checking the calendar, he realized there wasn’t much time left.

The academy in the other novels Hyunseong knew of was neither this horrific, brutal, nor inhumane, but who could he blame? 

It was his own fault for being reincarnated into a lousy story.

“Congratulations on your duty to national defense!” 

A devil’s whisper echoed from somewhere. 

He threw his device onto the mattress and rolled on the floor.

Of all the ways to prevent extinction, this was the best and most optimal. 

Just thinking about the main characters he’d encounter over the next two years, the question “Why drag these guys along?” naturally came to mind. 

But reenlisting is an absolute nightmare that every Korean man can relate to.

“Three times in the army, three times!!” 

Caw! 

The crow tapped its wings on the shoulder of its friend, who was rolling around like a caterpillar, offering comfort. 

Although a bird exempt from military service since birth couldn’t understand the primate’s devastating despair, it could still empathize.

Regaining his senses thanks to Magi’s comfort, Hyunseong used his skill. 

The world was tinged with vibrant colors, as if seen through a thermal camera, showing life forms within his sensory radius.

[Empathy – Expansion] 

Emotions were expressed in colors. 

Measuring the distance, he calculated a range of 200 meters. 

Unfortunately, animals with lower intelligence couldn’t be detected.

It was one of the encouraging achievements Hyunseong had gained after tirelessly moving without rest since returning from the magpie market. 

After observing the colorful world for a while, he deactivated the skill.

As the world returned to its original colors, he felt a faint sense of emptiness. 

He maintained his M870 and K2, and inspected his auxiliary weapons. 

He considered the K3 for firepower but gave up due to its frequent malfunctions and bulky weight.

After finishing his routine, Hyunseong sat in his room and stole a piece of jerky that Magi had been eating, chewing on it. 

As Magi, furious, pecked at him, the crow brought over his device in its beak.

[G. Incheon Mayor. Bureaucrat.] 

The call he had been waiting for.

“Yes, Mayor, I’ve received your call.” 

“It’s been a while. How have you been?” 

“I’ve been doing well, relaxing with my legs stretched out, just waiting for your call, Mayor.”

Laughter spilled from the other side of the screen, a mixture of exasperation and disbelief.

“We don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point. We found the mutant you mentioned.” 

“Is that so?” 

Finally.

Hyunseong clenched the device tightly with trembling hands. 

This was his second goal after reincarnation and the key to launching his counterattack.

“The situation has become complicated. There was a big fight between a cult and some thugs in the slums.” 

It was exactly like in the novel. 

The conflict between the slum organizations and Paul Moon.

Jeong Seol-ah, who only briefly appeared in a few paragraphs, gets caught up in this and goes missing. 

Her first and last appearance was, as you know, mutual destruction with two military divisions after she had completely turned dark.

It was barely a consensus, but after lengthy discussions with the few remaining deep-sea explorers, they concluded that this would be the last chance to save the chimera.

“If the battle doesn’t spill out of the slums, the city won’t intervene. The military also sees it as just a turf war between organizations.”

Hyunseong saw through their shallow tactics. 

As long as taxes were paid, they didn’t care which side won. 

More accurately, they were after bribes. 

Regardless of who won this struggle, both sides would suffer heavy losses, making them easier to control afterward.

Tightening the leash. 

They were aiming to gain from this.

The magpie mayor himself had risen to his position under similar circumstances, with the help of the police. 

He probably believed that this time, too, would be just another success story. 

Little did he know that the consequences of his actions were coming back to tighten the noose around his neck.

“The last known location is the cult’s base. Beyond that, our informant couldn’t get close.”

Hyunseong weighed the benefits of actively involving the mayor, versus following the novel’s path of non-interference. 

The only variable was his own presence.

After a brief moment of consideration, Hyunseong decided to lean towards non-intervention.

“…Are you listening?”

“If you want to just sip the sweetness with your blindfold on, I’ll let you. Even if that sweetness is poison, a blind man wouldn’t know what he’s eaten and would just die.”

“That’s enough. Just send the informant. Oh, and one mercenary permit, please.” 

Hyunseong left the future of Incheon up to fate.

***

“Do you really have to go this far, commander?” 

“I told you not to follow me. I’ll feel more at ease if you wear that at least.” 

“How can I leave when my adoptive son is heading into a death trap?”

Chunbae twisted his whole body, uncomfortable with the suffocating gas mask. 

On top of that, he was carrying a bag full of heavy gear, including a spider heart. 

Hyunseong shook hands firmly with Chunbae, who had volunteered to carry the load.

“Meeting you was truly a stroke of luck for me.” 

Despite being dissuaded many times, Chunbae had stubbornly followed along. 

After giving up on convincing him, Hyunseong entrusted him with the task of carrying the load, which Chunbae readily accepted.


Chunbae, having witnessed the battle between Spear Thieves and Hyunseong, knew he wouldn’t be of much help. 

“Don’t say embarrassing stuff and let’s just go. I’m just repaying a debt, that’s all.”

As they headed deeper into the slums, explosions and thick smoke filled the air. 

Heavily armed military police were controlling the city, and the streets of Incheon were desolate, not a single civilian in sight. 

They easily passed the checkpoints with the mercenary permit issued by the mayor. 

Only one final barricade remained. 

Chunbae swallowed nervously, suppressing his fear.

“Halt, halt. You can go no further.” 

A young soldier blocked Hyunseong’s way. 

The soldier’s eyes trembled as if there had been an earthquake. 

The frontline troops didn’t understand the current situation.

Why weren’t they intervening? 

Why were they just watching as their hometown was turned to ashes? 

Unable to reveal the higher-ups’ true intentions, even the commanders probably gave vague explanations.

Unable to watch any longer, Hyunseong used a skill to ease some of the soldier’s anxiety.

“This is a mercenary permit issued by the City of Incheon.” 

“Confirmed…”

Leaving the soldier with a troubled expression behind, they continued walking. 

Soon, a man dressed in layers appeared. 

Chunbae, surprised that he hadn’t sensed the man until he was right in front of them, pulled out his pistol, but seeing Hyunseong’s calm demeanor, he put it away.

It was the informant the mayor had mentioned.

“I’ve been waiting. You can call me Nabi.”

“I’m Source, nice to meet you.”

Hyunseong didn’t bother hiding his identity. 

He liked the nickname Ivan had given him, so he continued to use it. 

The informant was still active, so no matter how much they moved around, they were in the palm of his hand. 

Nabi seemed to understand this as well, nodding slightly before leading the way.

Gunfire and explosions continued to ring out, and a street battle was unfolding before their eyes. 

The organization hid in narrow alleyways and inside houses, waiting for Paul Moon’s forces to approach, then launching concentrated fire when they turned a corner.

From time to time, the piercing scream of a woman echoed in their ears. 

They could tell by the uniforms. 

The organization was armed with makeshift bulletproof vests, helmets, and old-looking guns, while Paul Moon’s forces were in black uniforms with red cloth tied like epaulets.

It was a clash between Paul Moon, who emphasized quality, and the organization, which relied on numbers. 

A war between a cult and a gang was a rare spectacle.

“Be careful. We still have 5 kilometers to go.” 

The three of them crouched and moved while staying hidden. 

The fact they hadn’t been caught so far was thanks to Nabi’s excellent navigation.

Tat-tat-tat. 

Debris from the buildings struck their bodies. 

The air was filled with the stench of rotting bodies and the metallic smell of blood. 

Both sides continued their hellish street battle amid the destroyed steel and concrete.

Ratatatat! 

A machine gun sticking out from a broken window turned several of the gang members into cold lumps of meat in an instant, relentlessly spewing bullets.

One of Paul Moon’s disciples sliced off the limbs of a hostage with a knife and waved them around to taunt the gang. 

Fury and screams mixed together, creating utter chaos.

“It seems we need to take care of this.” 

Nabi signaled them to stop.

He pointed to a machine gun nest belonging to Paul Moon. 

There was no way to get past it without being detected unless they dug a tunnel.

“I’ll take care of it.” 

“I’ll cover you.”

[Empathy – Expansion] 

Hyunseong expanded his sensory range, allowing him to detect enemies that weren’t visible. 

The world split into colors according to the emotional state of those within range. 

Blue, purple, red, brown—mostly dark colors came into view.

He factored in the bird’s-eye view of a crow flying high in the sky and plotted his route. 

The machine gun crew members were all marked in brown, indicating they were in a state of panic. 

Like a snake slithering over a wall, he quietly climbed up and stabbed the ammo bearer in the neck. 

The sensation of life fading away traveled through the blade.

“Uh…” 

As the ammo bearer let out a faint, wheezing sound and collapsed without understanding what had happened, Hyunseong gently laid the body down. 

The gunfire covered the sound, and they still hadn’t noticed him.

Hyunseong then approached the gunner, whose hand hadn’t left the trigger. 

Slice. 

The gunner clutched his severed carotid artery, jerking in pain. 

The more he writhed, the more violently the blood spurted out.

Bang. 

By the time the assistant gunner turned the barrel, there was already a large hole in his forehead. 

Hyunseong’s gunshot was quietly swallowed by the surrounding explosions.

Not long after Hyunseong took over the position, Nabi and Chunbae climbed up.

Nabi, impressed by Hyunseong’s clean, ghost-like execution, marveled.

“There was no room to assist. You’re incredible.” 

“You’re too kind. Can we confirm from here?” 

“It’s that building over there. I don’t know where they got the mortars, but everything except the first floor has been blown away.”

The building was in clear view. 

Being a slum formed after the Great War, there were no tall buildings to obstruct the sight. 

The building Nabi pointed to was an unremarkable church.

Once home to many worshipers, it was now mostly destroyed, only the eerie sound of wind blowing through its remains.

Hyunseong’s eyes sharpened. It was just like the novel. 

An old, sacred church, the basement, the last sermon.

“Let’s hurry. We don’t have much time.” 

“As you wish.”

At Hyunseong’s urging, Nabi nodded obediently, his expression changing.

Chunbae silently provided backup.

As they cleared out several squads and made their way through, both Paul Moon’s forces and the gang began to take notice of the trio. 

While there were no witnesses to their assassinations, the sight of enemies disappearing during the battle did not go unnoticed.

Hyunseong chose to break through quickly rather than focus on a completely stealthy operation, even if it meant exposing themselves a bit.

“Are those guys on our side?”

If one had read the novel, they’d be bound to develop a hatred for Paul Moon, and perhaps by divine wrath, Paul Moon had taken over every checkpoint they passed. 

As a result, their actions didn’t cause much damage to the gang.

“Aren’t they the hitmen the boss recruited last time?”

The gang members didn’t realize that Paul Moon’s inquisitors had already taken out their own superpowered strike team.

With all communications cut off due to the chaos, these people, who were forced to rely on primitive messenger systems, were bound to be mistaken.

“…Seems like it? Cover them!” 

“Give those three fire support! What? Not enough? Turn all the artillery this way!”

Unintentionally misunderstood, Hyunseong received the gang’s support, allowing him to advance much more quickly. 


Although the firearms were outdated, bullets were still equalizers, and quantity became quality. 

Even though Hyunseong’s party was unofficial, their numbers had multiplied many times over.

“…What is going on?”

Only then did Hyunseong sense something was off, but he didn’t feel any obligation to correct the misunderstanding, so he suppressed his awkwardness and continued steadily reducing the enemy’s numbers.

The ruined church finally came into view.



 
  Chapter 9: Chapter 8: No Longer Human (2)


“Hyung-nim, three magazines please.” 

“Magazines? Ah, ammo clips. Got it.” 

Clack.

The closer they got to the cathedral, the more enemies appeared, noticeably increasing in numbers. 

The once sparse defense lines were now solidly established. 

Even after emptying all the magazines they had brought, the enemies swarmed relentlessly. 

Hyunseong could feel the full strength of the Paul moon’s force. 

Despite cutting down dozens so far, there was no sign of them wavering. 

“I will accompany you only up to this building.” 

“Very well. You’ve done well.” 

Nabi, who had just taken down an enemy charging while crouched, spoke. 

Hyunseong nodded naturally, grateful for the informant who had fulfilled his role diligently. 

“Good luck.” 

“Take care. If you feel something strange on the way, come back.” 

“Haha, I’ll do that.” 

Although he saw Hyunseong’s serious expression, Nabi took it as a joke. 

There hadn’t been any truly dangerous situations up to now. 

Hyunseong didn’t bother to stop him after seeing his attitude. 

Tuka-gagang! 

The falling debris and dust were irritating. 

The Paul moon’s firepower was concentrated on Hyunseong, whom they deemed the greatest threat. 

The wall he had just hidden behind collapsed helplessly. 

To ensure Nabi’s escape, Hyunseong exposed himself and ran in the opposite direction. 

It was only a brief moment, but it was a considerate act for someone who had been helpful. 

Nabi, recognizing Hyunseong’s intention, quickly disappeared to lighten the burden. 

“How can I survive this?” 

A bullet grazed his calf, drawing blood. 

When he tore his clothes to inspect the wound, he saw that a piece of flesh had been torn off. 

He wrapped it tightly with a bandage to stop the bleeding. 

His limbs ached and felt heavy as if soaked in water. 

Just as Hyunseong was checking the remaining distance, a head flew past him. 

“Oh dear, why have you come with only your neck?” 

The owner of the head was Nabi, his face pale. 

The severed area was ragged, as if torn apart. 

Hyunseong let out a low grunt and checked the direction from which it had come. 

With his sensing ability, he detected a deep red aura — extreme excitement. 

The armband tied to the figure showed that they were of priest rank. 

“Got you, rat.” 

A woman with a massive bear-like build and a fierce appearance. 

Her bulging muscles, as if she was on drugs, reminded Hyunseong of Ivan. 

“Could you soften your expression a bit? Who knows, we might end up having a good relationship.” 

“Oh, I’ve been craving a man, actually. They’ve all been too weak to satisfy me.” 

The bear-woman licked her lips with a creepy smile. 

Her sincerity made Hyunseong shudder unconsciously. 

As he examined the terrain, he glanced at her face. 

“Sister, sorry, but you’re not my type.” 

It wasn’t just because her left eye was gouged out. 

Her face, with skin peeled as if it had been shaved with a vegetable peeler, and her yellow teeth, which hadn’t been cleaned in who knows how long, were far from ordinary. 

“That’s a shame. You’re quite handsome, so I liked you.” 

Hyunseong blankly stared at Nabi’s fallen jaw. 

What had he wanted to say in his final moments? 

Now, no one would ever know. 

Mida, the Butcher of Stallions. 

A mid-level leader of Paul moon. 

Hyunseong had anticipated running into her here. 

In the original story, she was portrayed as someone who raped numerous organization members atop a pile of corpses. 

Her depravity knew no bounds. 

The small talk was over. 

Hyunseong made the first move. 

Bang! 

As soon as the single gunshot rang out, Hyunseong threw himself forward. 

He didn’t have to worry about support from Paul moon lackeys. 

In Paul moon’s extreme hierarchical structure, shooting at a priest, even by mistake, was unthinkable. 

Just in time, the entire group began shooting at the lackeys instead. 

Various reasons piled up, and the lackeys shifted their target from Hyunseong to the organization.

Bang bang bang. 

Mida blocked every bullet with the protective gear around her wrists. 

She deftly parried the shots, which were aimed precisely at her vital points, and charged toward Hyunseong like a bear. 

The mere wind pressure from her swinging fists made the scene blur, as if a smoke bomb had gone off. 

The explosive sounds that followed resembled cannon fire. 

It was a fight between a bear aiming for a critical blow with raw power and a snake dodging dangerously close, accumulating damage. 

Mida knew her strengths and weaknesses clearly. 

The moment she allowed him to get close, the tables would turn. 

If she could grab even the edge of his sleeve, she was confident she could snap his neck. 

‘This damned bastard.’ 

But the pretty boy in front of her didn’t allow any distance. 

It was clear that he knew and calculated his reach precisely. 

Her attacks missed by just a finger’s breadth. 

Reading his gaze as if he could see through her, Mida hesitated for a moment. 


Sensing her falter, bullets rained down on her. 

She quickly crossed her arms to block them, but two knuckles from her left ring finger were blown off. 

Mida felt the loss of blood from her left hand and the sharp pain. 

The powerlessness she hadn’t felt in so long ignited her fighting spirit. 

“Kya-haha, good! Good! This is what makes the fight worth it!”

The force of her jump shattered the stone floor, sending debris flying.

Her punch, once again, missed by mere inches. 

This attack had been a feint to close the distance. 

As if anticipating a dodge, Mida twisted her waist and delivered a low kick.

Crunch.

The impact hit solidly, causing Hyunseong’s body to tilt. 

He felt his thigh bone break through his foot. 

It was an attack where Mida had compressed her mana into a small point, generating explosive power.

‘Of course.’

Just as she was about to relish her triumph, Mida’s grin twisted. 

Hyunseong, who should have been groaning in pain and begging for mercy by now, was instead smiling back at her.

“This will sting a bit.”

Mida sensed something was wrong and tried to withdraw her leg, but it was too late. 

A blade had sliced through her Achilles tendon, making it impossible. 

The searing pain radiating from the wound made her body tremble uncontrollably. 

The cost of allowing Hyunseong’s skill to land was significant.

[Projection- Panic]

Her insides churned violently, and it felt as if the world was spinning at an accelerated pace, like she was on drugs. 

While her body was primed to move instantly, her brain couldn’t comprehend the situation and was overwhelmed by pain.

The feedback loop of her thoughts spun endlessly, amplifying the pain and panic. 

The only reason she managed to free her leg and catch her breath was due to her intensely trained body.

“Aargh… Ugh… Ahhh!”

Hyunseong took advantage of Mida’s disoriented state, staggering as she clutched her head, and reloaded his gun. 

His blade had struck Mida’s bone, rendering it unusable.

[Empathy – Tenacity]

Hyunseong grabbed his weakened left leg, bracing the broken bone with a wooden splint. 

He could still move. 

Like a frightened rat curling up, he aimed the muzzle of his gun at Mida’s head.

Thud, splat.

He emptied an entire magazine. 

Mida’s head, now shredded and torn apart, bloomed like a flower. 

Her brain, along with chunks of grey matter, oozed down her body and splattered onto the ground.

Clack.

Hyunseong swapped out the magazine of his K2 rifle. 

The M870 loaded with magical rounds for otherworldly beings wouldn’t have much effect here. 

Despite Mida’s almost inhuman appearance, she was still human.

“Don’t pretend to be dead. I know you’re still alive.”

Mida wasn’t memorable from the Paul moon episode simply because she was a rapist.

The Final Glimmer (회광반조)

Her unique ability had left a lasting impression on him.

“This is fun, this is really fun, so much fun.”

Mida’s decapitated body slowly rose, swaying unnaturally. 

Fluent Korean words spilled from her hollow throat.

A normal person would’ve been terrified by the grotesque sight, but Hyunseong had already faced a drug-fueled gang boss before. 

At least Mida wasn’t going to self-destruct at the end.

“Pretty boy, you know I don’t have much time left.”

“Yes. How about we stop fighting and just chat our way to hell?”

“I never thought it’d end like this… So dull.”

Ratatatat!

Sensing the priest’s end, Paul moon’s lackeys began firing at Hyunseong. 

With nothing left to lose, bullets rained down like a storm.

Hyunseong didn’t even pull the trigger, but Mida’s entire body was riddled with bullets.

“It’s over now. Goodbye, pretty boy. I’ll pamper you when we meet on the moon.”

Hyunseong didn’t respond. 

With her final words, Mida’s body slumped, and her arms dangled lifelessly in the air. 

Her once powerful muscles shriveled as they contracted, leaving behind nothing but gaunt bones.

“Where is it? Where is it? Where is it?”

Mida, as if searching for her missing head, flailed her hands over her neck, but there was nothing to grasp. 

With a choking sound, a fountain of blood spewed from her esophagus.

“Did you take my head?”

Her movements stopped abruptly. 

Turning towards Hyunseong, Mida shot forward faster than a cannonball. 

Blackened blood splattered across the debris.

Though her attacks were now much faster and more precise, Hyunseong easily evaded them. 

Mida, now relying solely on her heartbeat to locate him, was blind.

She threw punches indiscriminately, unaware that Hyunseong was guiding her movements. 

With only the simple thought of killing in mind, the hunk of flesh couldn’t recognize the cold, heartless steel of the claymore right in front of her.

“Get down, lieutenant!”

As soon as Chunbae saw Hyunseong crouch, he detonated the claymore they had set up earlier, just before the battle with Mida.

-!

The sound rang sharply in his ears. 

The explosion sent hundreds of 3mm steel balls hurtling at Mach 3 speed, causing the ground to tremble from the blast and shockwave. 

Even someone of Mida’s caliber couldn’t withstand the full force of modern weaponry concentrated in that way. 

Her limbs were utterly pulverized, leaving no recognizable trace. 

The largest remaining part of her was just a foot, stripped of all its attachments.

“Did we… did we get her?”

Chunbae, who had been hiding among the debris, asked cautiously. 

He had followed Hyunseong’s orders to stay out of the way during the battle with the superhuman.

“Yes, it’s really over now.”

The members of Paul moon around the cathedral were gone. 

Hyunseong stood in front of the cathedral’s entrance at last. 

He spat out the blood pooling in his mouth and stretched his neck. 

Chunbae, meanwhile, slumped against the wall, exhausted. 

Several of the organization’s men, who had been watching the fight with Mida from a distance, cautiously approached.

When Hyunseong waved at them, they hesitated for a moment, then awkwardly waved back. 

Despite his intentions, it seemed like he had ended up receiving help from the group.

Since they had taken care of the Paul moon grunts around the cathedral, the situation had become less annoying. 

The men seemed confused themselves, unsure of how to act. 

Sensing no hostility from them, Hyunseong instead turned toward the gaze he had noticed earlier.

[Empathy – Expansion]

Suddenly, feelings unrelated to the chaos of the scene flooded in.

Yellow—joy. 

Green—respect.

Hyunseong realized who they were.

“Ah, I’ve heard a lot about you from Chairman Moomyeong. Please call me Boulder.”

“Are you members of the Mutant Union?”

Hyunseong fished out a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. 

Inhaling the acrid smoke, the nicotine coursed through him, making him feel slightly alive again.

“Yes. From left to right, we’re Boulder, Pebble, and Rock. Chairman asked us to assist you.”

Their skin was as hard as stone, resembling that of a leper. 

Hyunseong frowned at the self-deprecating names they had chosen.

Without responding, he put the cigarette back in his mouth and pushed open the cathedral door. 

The rusty hinges creaked loudly as they swung.

“You could die.”

“We already live like dogs, despised by the world. We’d gladly give our lives for you.”

“In that case, let’s do it.”

Hyunseong stubbed out his cigarette on the floor and stepped inside. 

Pulling back a large carpet, he revealed a passage leading underground.

“To be honest, I still don’t fully trust you.”

“…I understand.”

“Please guard my comrade and the exit. It won’t take long.”

The four mutants bowed their heads, their expressions somber. 

Though they seemed to have a lot to say, they didn’t dare challenge Hyunseong’s decision.

“Lieutenant, you better come back alive. Otherwise, I’ll take a few of those bastards with me and die right alongside you.”

Chunbae handed him a bag with a determined look. 

Despite their short time together, the bond they had formed was strong.

“Haha, I’ll count on you.”

With everything prepared, Hyunseong squeezed himself into the passage.

“For the Father judges no one, but has given all judgment to the Son. (John 5:22)”

As if they had been waiting for him, the grunts inside the cathedral stood solemnly with their hands clasped in prayer, eyes gleaming with fervor. 

They weren’t carrying guns—just enormous blades, as thick as their arms.

Just beyond the firmly shut door behind them was Jung Seol-ah.

“The time has come for judgment to begin at the house of God. (1 Peter 4:17)”

It was the final showdown, the boss fight.

This was the moment Hyunseong had been waiting for since the battlefield.

“He judges the world with righteousness; he judges the peoples with equity. (Psalm 9:8)”


Muttering scripture under their breath, their bloodshot eyes turned red as they charged at him like a horde of zombies. 

Hyunseong’s response to the fanatics rushing him was simple:

Ratatatatat!

“Amen, hallelujah.”

It was a baptism of lead bullets.



 
  Chapter 10: No Longer Human (3)


“Crazy Cult Bastards.”

It wasn’t a battle—it was a one-sided massacre.

It resembled a colony of termites charging at an African elephant.

The result of striking a boulder with cotton was obvious.

Thud, thump.

Empty cartridges fell with dull thuds onto the mangled flesh.

The ground squelched under the debris and blood seeping from dozens of corpses.

I threw the overheated K2 rifle aside carelessly.

The unfocused, lifeless eyes of a limp underling stirred the nightmares of the battlefield deep within my mind.

My pale hands trembled faintly.

I longed to sit in a quiet corner and light a cigarette.

But I couldn’t stop here.

I had come too far to turn back. 

Forcing my heavy legs to move, I pressed onward.

I walked among the cold, dead hearts of the living and the still-warm remains of the dead.

[Empathy – Serenity]

“Jesus, Buddha, Allah, and other holy figures.

I’m not religious, but what sins could these ignorant dead souls have committed?”

I retrieved a vial of extract from a spider’s heart and an M870 shotgun.

I tied a bundle of grenades to my waist and grabbed the M4 I had brought as a secondary weapon.

Tentacles slithered out from beneath the door, spreading thin like a membrane to cover the floor.

Pulsating like overgrown veins, the tentacles sucked up the blood and remains from the corpses and the ground.

Squirm. Squirm.

When I nudged a desiccated corpse with the stock of my gun, it collapsed into dust.

There wasn’t even a bloodstain left on the basement floor.

“Like sparrows crying for their dead mothers, I pitied them and handed them a direct ticket to a heavenly fan meeting.”

Crushing the tentacles that crawled up my shoes, I clasped my hands in a short prayer.

The tentacles writhed and twitched like decapitated earthworms.

“If You truly exist, may You handle the judgment Yourself.”

“Like sparrows crying for their dead mothers, I pitied them and gave them a direct ticket to a heavenly fan meeting.”

Crushing the tentacles crawling up my shoes, I clasped my hands together briefly in prayer.

The tentacles twitched and writhed like decapitated earthworms.

“If You truly exist, may You handle the judgment Yourself.”

Boom.

I tore the crescent-shaped emblem from the underling’s neck and inserted it into a slot.

The stone wall, adorned with a depiction of the Last Supper, opened.

A nauseating stench of iron and the grotesque decor sent shivers of excitement through me.

[You have entered the flesh temple of devout faith.]

Thump.

“Ha, hahaha!”

Thump.

Confronted by the sight before him, Hyunseong burst into hysterical laughter.

Even clamping his hands over his gaping mouth couldn’t stop the laughter spilling out like a broken faucet.

Thump.

[Mental resistance check initiated]

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.

A wave of nausea hit him, and he couldn’t hold back the vomit.

Pale stomach acid dripped onto the floor from his empty stomach.

His heart pounded wildly like a steam pump.

[Dice roll [Fixed]: Critical failure! Extreme disparity in values!]

Hyunseong heard the sound of dice rolling.

He also heard something grabbing and crushing the dice.

A cheerful, resonating laugh, as if erasing the concept of sound itself, filled the air.

“Ah… ahhhh. How beautiful…”

Heaven had descended.

If heaven existed, this must be it.

It was beautiful.

Heaven had descended.

If heaven existed, it would point to this place.

It was beautiful.

Everything about this sanctuary was beautiful.

[Unexpected Variable Detected!]

The skin, which had hardened like a crust covering the entire basement, the eyes that wouldn’t close and quivered as if screaming despite being dead, the stiff neck contorted in a grotesque manner, and the warm blood droplets dripping from the ceiling.

The claws and toenails scratched the tiled floor repeatedly, as if to claim they were still growing. 

The arm extended like a plant, growing towards the sky, while the hair fluttered, caressing the floor softly like a mother’s touch.

The nose accurately ventilating the air like a chimney, the lips forming a choir in sync, singing praises, the neck trembling unnervingly as if it held a groan stuck deep inside, the exposed ribs beneath torn flesh proudly showcasing the internal organs, the only visible watch.

Amid all this, Hyunseong gazed at the fang glistening under the moonlight, reflecting its brilliance, and tears flowed from the overwhelming sense of beauty and desperation.

“Praise be to Him, who according to His abundant mercy, has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. (1 Peter 1:3)”

A cardinal, his face drenched in crimson mucus, swayed in midair.

His jaws, split into four like a cockroach’s mandibles, clicked menacingly.

Tentacles slithered into his mouth and pierced out through his hands and feet, turning him into a grotesque spectacle resembling a starfish washed ashore after being infected by parasites.

Like a diver sinking into the ocean without gear, Hyunseong’s eyeballs and eardrums expanded and contracted repeatedly.

Blood vessels burst, staining his vision red.

He scratched at his face as though trying to soothe an unbearable itch caused by insect bites.

“Open my lips, and my mouth will proclaim Your praise. (Psalm 51:15)”

[You are being touched.]

Hyunseong felt a tender sensation on his torn cheek.

It reminded him of his mother’s cautious touch, lost in a fire long ago, and his heart raced.

Crunch.


He bit his thumb hard.

The bone crumbled as easily as soft flesh, shattering into fragments.

The pain wasn’t enough.

He aimed the gun at his foot and pulled the trigger with difficulty.

Still not enough.

Gripping the knife in reverse, he drove it forcefully into his thigh.

The suffocating pressure around his neck vanished, and he took a long, gasping breath he had been holding back.

“I cried to Him with my mouth, and my tongue exalted Him. (Psalm 66:17)”

Around the cardinal, corpses gathered and fused together.

Bones and organs were compressed, shattering with sounds like bursting balloons.

The basement, once filled with grotesque human remains, returned to pristine condition.

Every shred of flesh was absorbed into a spherical mass.

“Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. (1 Timothy 1:17)”

What remained was a round sphere, like a meatball rolled from minced flesh.

Anything other than pure tissue dropped to the ground beneath it.

[Resistance check succeeded!]

Hyunseong felt the whispering narration in his mind.

Memories of the forgotten Magpie Market came flooding back.

He had thought he was merely a pawn, but as he grew, it seemed he was finally being recognized as a knight.

Hyunseong considered several possible interpretations of the narration.

However, the lack of information made it impossible to determine anything with certainty.

“For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16)”

The ceremonial robes and symbols they had taken pride in fell away, rendered meaningless.

The end result of fanatical devotion and blind worship was nothing but emptiness.

Scoffing, Hyunseong picked up the shotgun.

The blood loss he had endured to escape his panic left his mind hazy.

Though his wounds were healing much faster than before, it was still difficult to ignore.

“We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. (1 Timothy 6:7)”

“This is the only thing I understood after coming here: ‘You come with nothing, and you leave with nothing.”

[You are facing the root of despair.]

Staggering, Hyunseong raised his shotgun.

The cardinal’s perpetually muttering jaw suddenly stopped.

His aimless, wavering pupils fixated on Hyunseong.

“Do you think the plaything of a lowly creature can actually affect me?”

“Everyone’s entitled to their opinions.”

Bang!

A slug round slammed into the cardinal’s face.

His previously enraged expression contorted into one of agony, followed by a chilling scream.

The magic-infused rounds, designed to combat the horrors of otherworldly cults, proved worth their cost.

The “meatball” of flesh now bore a deep crater, as if gnawed by rats.

“Until you’re hit, that is.”

Boom! Crash!

From the moment he had been discharged from the military, Hyunseong had thought about how to deal with mind control from Paul Moon after infiltrating their cathedral.

His encounters with the monstrosities at Magpie Market had given him clues.

Would he hear the voice again? 

Would he act according to the whims of the unnamed entity?

Nothing was clear, but Hyunseong had taken his chances.

His all-or-nothing gamble had paid off.

For now, it seemed that the “entity” had no intention of letting Hyunseong die.

“Argh! Please, stop! Stoooop!!”

“Ugh, you’re so loud.”

“I’ll give you everything! Our sacrifices, the truths we’ve uncovered—just spare me!”

Capturing Cardinal Tanghuru was an easy task. 

If one had thought of using magical bullets, it would have been no harder than twisting a child’s wrist. 

The reason the suppression forces were cut down by the cardinal in the original work was simple. 

They never considered shooting magical bullets at a person. 

It was understandable since magical bullets were rarely used outside the front lines or research labs.

“We can’t stop here. We must reveal the light according to the prophecy. Please, I beg you!”

“I prefer the dark.”

“Foolish! Ignorant! Inferior, weak, and pathetic wretch! I curse you! You will rot like a sewer rat, abandoned and alone, meeting a miserable end!”

The magic rounds melted the grotesque meatball down to the size of a human.

Its tentacles, which had kept it afloat, lost their strength and dropped it to the ground.

As its cohesion weakened, its components scattered violently.

Squish!

“Ah, ah… No. No, it can’t…”

Crack!

“It can.”

Hyunseong stomped on the cardinal’s head, crushing it completely.

What remained was a woman who had been at the center of the grotesque mass.

Her naked body was drenched in blood, chunks of flesh clinging to her here and there, but her expression showed no change.

[The Mother of Blood and Flesh gazes upon you.]

“Jeong Seol-ah, right?”

The woman, whose blood-dripping hands trembled slightly, turned her head silently toward Hyunseong.

Blood pooled in Hyunseong’s torn cheek before dripping from his lips.

He hastily stuffed a makeshift bandage into the hole to stem the flow.

“How does it feel to have caused such a spectacle? Satisfied now?”

“You.”

Click.

Hyunseong swapped the magazine in his gun and aimed it at Seol-ah.

 Despite having her life held hostage, there wasn’t even a flicker of emotion on her face.

It felt as though he was speaking to a doll.

“I didn’t think you had mind-control abilities. You look so innocent and delicate, but you’ve got a cruel side to you.”

“Arrogant.”

[Empathy – Expansion]

Darkness, Emptiness, futility hollowness, absence of thought, impermanence, loss, despair, deficiency.

I only glanced at it briefly, but a wave of negative emotions surged like a tidal wave.

If they had the ability to control a monster that overwhelms current operational divisions, Paul Moon wouldn’t be confined to a small peninsula.

“Any last words? I’ll make sure they’re included in your autobiography if your head stays attached later.”

“Kill me.”

It was a rare misjudgment by Hyunseong and the few readers.

They believed Jeong Seol-ah had been completely brainwashed, but the one who was truly manipulated was Paul Moon.

The deviation from the original story and progression was likely due to her existence.

Jeong Seol-ah, used as Paul Moon’s test subject and longing for death, sought to achieve her goal through others.

The tool that would serve as the noose of death was Hyunseong.

Hyunseong willingly danced on the stage she had set.

Facing off against henchmen and tentacles in the cathedral, the scenery of the basement, and even the grotesque meatballs—he confronted it all, suppressing the overwhelming disgust that pierced his limits.

“Don’t worry; I’ll kill you. As painfully as possible.”

“Okay.”

Even as Hyunseong took one step closer, then another, Jeong Seol-ah did not resist.

She closed her eyes.

The dozens of tentacles trailing behind her drooped limply to the ground.

As the muzzle was aimed at her solar plexus, an excited sigh escaped her lips.

Her voice was so calm that it was hard to believe she was someone about to die.

With a pensive expression, Hyunseong pulled the trigger.

Bang!

“Gah…!”

Bang! Bang!

The exoskeleton, almost indistinguishable from otherworldly species, began to crack and peel away.

Blue blood spurted from a small mouth.

When the magic-infused bullet pierced through her ribs, the heart was exposed.

Sensing her imminent end, Jeong Seol-ah closed her eyes.

But the end did not come.

Her heart continued to beat.

The momentary feeling of puzzlement passed quickly.

Hyunseong grabbed Jeong Seol-ah’s chin, forcibly pried open her mouth, and poured a liquid inside.

The unfamiliar sensation in her mouth made her reflexively swallow the viscous extract of a spider’s heart.

Purple.

A strange gleam flickered in Hyunseong’s eyes.

“What…?”

Jeong Seol-ah reached out urgently, aiming to grab his neck and tear it out along with his spine.

However, her grip loosened before she could achieve her intent.

“It’s too late.”

Clutching her heart, Hyunseong activated his awakened unique skill.

 The condensed mana exploded, causing her pulsating heart to shine.

 In an instant, the light engulfed both of them.

[Reflection on Life and Death]

Consciousness simultaneously flickered out.

***

“Mom!”

“My beloved daughter.”


A middle-aged woman embraced Jeong Seol-ah.

She looked as though she was only about to enter elementary school.

‘Is this a flashback to the past?’

Everyone acted as if Hyunseong didn’t exist.

With his arms crossed, Hyunseong silently watched the unfolding drama.



 
  Chapter 11: No Longer Human (4)


With bloodshot eyes, a mother shields her child from the malice aimed at her, taking the full brunt with her own body.

A father swings a bottle, his face as red as the blood streaming from his wife’s torn forehead.

In the corner of the room, a girl cowers helplessly, trembling in fear.

Crash!

The bottle shatters, and as the father’s hand trembles at the sight, he stumbles out of the house.

Without even considering the glass shards embedded in her head, the mother embraces her daughter, stroking her back.

The girl clings to her mother, sobbing uncontrollably in her arms.

Jeong Seol-ah’s childhood was like a cheap documentary.

Her mother was a prostitute.

Her father was one of her regular clients.

Deceived by the promise of love, her mother had become nothing more than a punching bag and an emotional dumpster.

And yet, she considered herself happy.

At least when she returned home, her daughter would greet her.

Even if her husband’s hands and words were rough, she was still there.

Unlike her own lonely upbringing, the mere fact that her daughter had a father brought her satisfaction.

“I love you, Seol-ah.”

Her maternal love was nothing short of pure.

When her husband’s gambling debts piled up, she had to comply with requests from clients she would have otherwise rejected.

Seol-ah was never registered at birth, so she couldn’t attend school.

Having inherited nothing but resignation from her prostitute mother, she existed outside society’s welfare network.

Though there were hands willing to help, she couldn’t recognize them, having never experienced genuine goodwill.

Dragging her bruised and battered body home, what awaited her was yet another ruthless beating.

The only reason she managed to endure was because her world was confined to a small, rural village.

Even if others ridiculed her as a frog trapped in a well, she remained a frog that believed the well to be the entirety of the world.

She had never experienced the bright sunlight outside the well, the charming animals, or the chirping buzz of insects.

Her life merely mirrored that of her mother, who died and became ashes.

It wasn’t a particularly strange or tragic existence—it was a life of quiet resignation.

Life was no different from walking a tightrope, coated in iron filings, as if it were the natural order of things.

But within a heart she thought had been reduced to ash, a small dandelion bloomed.

“My baby, my beloved baby.”

It was the conception of her daughter, whom she had been pressured to erase.

For the first time, the woman—once foolishly obedient—stood up against her husband.

Her cheek was torn, her mouth swollen, leaving her unable to even swallow porridge.

A jar swung at her broke her leg, forcing her to crawl around the room.

Yet no matter what happened to the rest of her body, she clung tightly to her stomach.

“You sickening wench.”

Her husband gave up only after witnessing the near-mad obsession she had for the child.

And so, she was able to give birth.

She delivered the baby alone, without ever setting foot in a hospital, without receiving a shred of help—a dandelion that bloomed amidst the cracks.

Jeong Seol-ah

Jeong (井): Well

Seol (雪): Snow

Ah (娥): White Light

Jeong Seol-ah.

With a crumpled banknote in hand, she spent hours studying a dictionary she had received from a bookstore owner who had once been a client.

Unable to read, she had painstakingly asked around and pieced together the name.

Unlike herself, who had no name and was simply called “the miller’s daughter,” she wanted her child to grow up loved by many.

“A name as pure and beautiful as snow resting atop a well.”

Perhaps because of her name, Jeong Seol-ah loved snow.

The child grew up to be kind and mature beyond her years.

Her mother began to notice that her daughter was different from ordinary people.

She possessed extraordinary strength, healed rapidly from wounds, and sometimes murmured as though speaking to someone unseen in the air.

Even though her mother noticed that the way Seol-ah looked at people was no different from how she looked at insects,

to her parents, she was still their daughter, someone to protect.

“My baby, don’t catch a cold.”

Every winter, Seol-ah would play for hours in the snow-covered fields, only to crawl into her mother’s arms and fall asleep.

The girl wanted nothing more.

The damp smell of the moldy blanket they shared, the rough texture of their worn pillow, and the warmth of her mother’s embrace were enough for her.

That day was just like any other.

Her mother, distressed, gently stroked the corner of Seol-ah’s eye, which had been cut by flying shards of glass, and spoke slowly.

“Seol-ah, shall we go to the market today?”

Seol-ah’s mother tightly held her daughter’s delicate hand as the girl shook her head in protest.

For the first time, the two ventured outside together.

They hummed a skipping rope song as they walked.

Seol-ah found it surprising that her mother knew the song.

She had never seen her mother sing before.

Seol-ah had never played with children her age because of the bullying she endured.

The song was one she had secretly listened to from a distance, far enough away that stones couldn’t reach her.

She was simply happy to be out with her beloved mother.

Even when the townspeople cursed at them with scornful expressions as though they had seen filth.

Even when an old woman kicked away a dog wagging its tail at them.

“Don’t mind them. Don’t mind them, Seol-ah.”

The little girl nodded her small head repeatedly.

She didn’t care anyway.

Whether they cursed, hit her, or threw hard objects at her, it was nothing out of the ordinary.

But when she turned slightly to look at her mother, her smile seemed fragile, precarious.

As if letting go of her hand would send her drifting away like a kite carried by the wind.

“Froggie, froggie, what are you doing? If you don’t come, I’ll take your house away.”

Seol-ah tightened her grip on her mother’s hand.


As if they had planned it, the two gradually slowed their pace, hoping the warmth between them would last forever.

“What a pretty marble, just like our Seol-ah,” her mother said.

Seol-ah, who had been circling the market for hours, stopped in front of a general store.

The girl’s face was reflected in the smooth, round glass marble.

She gazed, mesmerized, at the tiny duck pattern encased inside.

Letting go of her mother’s hand, she picked up the marble.

“Wow.”

She watched the marble roll cutely in her palm, fascinated.

The sound of her mother’s footsteps grew closer.

Soon, the girl put the bundle of marbles back and shook her head.

5,000 won.

Noticing the price tag, she quickly averted her gaze before her mother could catch on.

Instead, she picked up a small wooden figurine.

It was a cheap toy with no special features.

100 won.

Placing the wooden toy on her palm, she extended it toward her mother.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, Seol-ah.”

Her mother softly stroked her hair, then gently set the wooden toy back down and handed her the bundle of marbles.

The girl looked at her mother with worry in her eyes, guilt beginning to seep in at the thought of the expensive price.

“I want to give my precious daughter everything, like a beautiful princess. I want to buy you delicious beef, take you to an amusement park hand in hand, and pack us a picnic on a sunny summer day.”

Startled, the girl flinched as a drop of water fell on her head.

She couldn’t see her mother’s face as she knelt down and held her tightly in an embrace.

“I just need you, Mom.”

With her tiny hands, the girl gently stroked her mother’s broad back.

Her trembling figure reminded the girl of herself—curled up and crying to escape her father’s violence—and it tugged at her heart.

“So close! I lost this time. Should I go easier next time?”

In their small, 4-pyeong (about 13 square meters) home, they sat together, enjoying a game of marbles.

The loser would get a playful flick on the forehead as a forfeit.

To make it more fun, her mother exaggerated her movements, tightly shutting her eyes.

Flick!

The girl, who had been quietly watching, leaned in and placed a soft kiss on her mother’s forehead.

“Mom?”

Her mother, who had been smiling brightly, suddenly had reddened eyes.

When the girl, worried, approached her, her mother quickly returned to her usual radiant smile, as if nothing had happened.

With tearful eyes that had turned red, her mother began gathering the marbles and placing them in a plastic container.

Although the girl felt a pang of disappointment, she didn’t show it.

As she stared at the floor, a piece of paper appeared in front of her.

“Ta-da! Let’s write letters to each other. Just write whatever you want to say.”

The girl hesitantly picked up the pencil.

She had learned how to write Korean from her mother, but she wasn’t very confident.

Sensing her hesitation, her mother gently wrapped her hand around the girl’s as she held the pencil.

“You can draw instead.What matters in a letter is the feelings conveyed through the process, not the outcome.”

Encouraged, the girl began enthusiastically scribbling with the pencil.

Her awkward hand movements produced a crude drawing, but she felt quite satisfied with it.

As the girl finished her picture and turned to proudly show it to her mother, she stopped short.

Her mother was holding the letter close to her face as if rereading it, both hands clutching the paper tightly, not moving.

Her bruised face was hidden behind the small scrap of reused paper.

When some time had passed, and her mother finally lowered the letter, delicate tears glistened on her eyelids.

“Mom’s a bit of a fool, so it might take me a little longer. Let’s have my sweet girl go to sleep first, okay?”

Following her mother’s gentle guidance, the girl lay down on the bedding.

Her mother stayed by her side, watching her drift off.

Once the girl seemed asleep, her mother pulled the blanket up to cover her completely, and the sound of her footsteps grew distant.

The girl couldn’t fall asleep that night, disturbed by the flickering light of the kerosene lamp that burned until morning.

“It’s cold.”

What woke her wasn’t her mother’s familiar voice but the chilly wind seeping through the open door.

Pushing the blanket aside, she stepped outside.

Her shoes were gone.

No matter where she looked, there was no sign of her mother.

Then her eyes caught sight of a noose hanging from the door.

It felt as though her mother had vanished, as if she had never existed.

As the girl stood staring at the snow-covered yard, her gaze followed its edge and landed on her father.

For the first time, her father wasn’t drunk.

His face wasn’t red.

Instead of a bottle, he carried a shovel and a pickaxe.

He didn’t seem to care about the dirt clinging to his body.

“Let’s go. Pack your things.”

No tears came.

Her father handed her a letter, a bundle of marbles, and the necklace her mother always wore.

It was a tone of voice she had never heard before.

In the man’s pupils, the girl’s eyes looked hollow.

The two of them rode off in an old truck, its wheels rattling along the uneven road.

She didn’t ask where they were going, when they would return, or where her mother had gone.

The girl listened to death throughout the night.

She heard the clattering of the truck and the sound of a chair tipping over.

She heard the scratching of fingernails against a rope.

She even heard her mother’s voice faintly whispering her name.

She heard screams, stifled so the sleeping girl wouldn’t wake, as if her mother had endured the pain for her sake.

The girl shut her eyes tightly and covered her ears.

That must have been what her mother wanted.

“It’s cold.”

With trembling hands, she pulled out the letter.

She couldn’t make out a single word.

The ink had bled everywhere.

What had her mother tried to write?

What had she wanted to leave behind?

What did she wish to say to the daughter left behind all alone?

The black ink had smudged and created a beautiful pattern.

The letter her mother must have written throughout the night was completed with her tears.

It was a single picture.

“It’s cold, Mom. I’m so cold.”


Only then did Jeong Seol-ah’s tears begin to fall, drop by drop.

She opened her mouth, but the scream caught in her throat wouldn’t come out.

The tears of the mother who left first were now covered by the tears of the daughter longing for her.

She erased the traces of her mother.

She erased her mother.



 
  Chapter 12: No Longer Human. (Completed)


The place where the girl was abandoned was an orphanage run with financial support from a church. 

Her father left without looking back, pressing a bundle of crumpled bills into her hand with clumsy hypocrisy.

Late at night, she sat in front of the firmly closed door, wide awake through the long hours. 

When the sun rose, birds chirped, and the sunlight warmly embraced her. 

Snow had quietly piled up on her as she sat hugging her knees.

“Oh, Lord…”

A nun, who had come out to clean, ran out barefoot and brought the girl inside. 

She brushed off the snow and dried her hair.

Clink. 

A warm cup of tea was placed before her.

But the girl didn’t move from her seated position. 

The nun felt a deep sense of helplessness as she watched the girl, wary like a stray cat.

“Sister, I won’t ask for your story.” 

The nun didn’t stop her from receiving the blanket she placed over her.

“May the Lord have mercy on you.”

The girl silently stared at the nun.

She suddenly realized the marbles she had kept in her pocket were gone. 

Terror gripped her mind.

The loss of her mother and the guilt of failing to protect her erased all reason.

“Guh… kehk… kuh-uhk…”

By the time she regained her senses, she was already strangling the nun.

The nun’s face turned pale as she clasped her hands together in prayer without resisting. 

Startled, the girl quickly pulled her hands away, stumbling backward until she fell to the floor.

The nun, coughing, quickly stood up and staggered toward her. 

The girl instinctively wrapped her arms around her head, trembling uncontrollably.

She remembered the time she had pushed her father away when he was hitting her mother with a bottle. 

Though she had injured him, he beat her nearly to death afterward. 

Even then, it wasn’t out of familial compassion that he stopped. 

He had only relented because her mother had threatened to report him to the police, which had frightened him instead.

“Sister, are you hurt anywhere?”

What returned was not the expected violence, but a worried, gentle touch. 

The nun bent down to check if the girl’s leg had twisted from her fall.

The girl saw her mother in the nun. 

Her first love who she would never see again, the only person who had ever loved her.

“Were you looking for this, by any chance?”

The marbles were stored in a pretty container.

Hesitant, the girl timidly nodded.

Relieved, the nun smiled warmly and handed her the marbles and necklace. 

She softly held the girl’s trembling hands, avoiding her gaze, and began to tell a story.

“A long time ago, Peter asked the Lord a question. ‘Lord, if someone who has wronged me comes to me, how many times should I forgive them? Should I forgive them seven times?’”

The nun spoke gently and calmly.

The girl didn’t know who Peter was or who the Lord might be.

However, the girl quietly waited for the nun to continue speaking. 

“And the Lord answered, ‘Seven times? Not even seventy-seven times would be enough.’ (Matthew 18:21-22). There are no limits to a forgiving heart, and revenge only leads to more revenge.”

The words “revenge” and “forgiveness” were unfamiliar to the girl. 

She didn’t understand their meanings, but when she heard the word “revenge,” her body subtly trembled. 

It was a feeling akin to finding an object of deep yearning.

The nun easily noticed the girl’s unease.

“I understand. The emptiness of revenge must be difficult and incomprehensible to you.
I won’t force forgiveness upon you. I’ll pray that as you grow, your path will be free from pain.”

From that day forward, the girl became a member of the orphanage.

“What’s your name?” 

“Snow.” 

“That’s such a unique name.” 

“Huh?”

The nun taught her how to control her strength. 

The girl chose to remain silent rather than express her emotions. 

With her composed and graceful appearance, no child her age disliked her. 

There was some childish jealousy among the other girls, but it was bearable. 

Thanks to the nun’s proactive intervention, any conflicts were quickly resolved, and even apologies were offered.

The girl also discovered that the child who treated her the kindest was, in fact, the nun’s secret daughter.

Several years passed. 

A great war broke out.

“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name, Your kingdom come, Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”

The draft was expanded to include women of conscription age. 

It was a measure to block the Chinese forces advancing alongside North Korea in an unstoppable surge.

As the call-up deadline neared, mushroom clouds began blooming across the Korean Peninsula.

“Give us today our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.”

The nun, the girl, and the nun’s daughter would often gather fruits in the forest near the church. 

That day seemed no different from any other.

They encountered a group of deserters. 

The nun tried to reason with them but soon realized it was futile. 

Grabbing the girl and her daughter by the hands, she ran.

By the time she felt the emptiness in her left hand, it was already too late. 

The nun’s daughter had vanished, taken away by the deserters.

Her name was Maria—a dear friend to the girl.

From that day on, the nun changed. 

Everyone at the orphanage noticed, but no one said a word.

The girl’s share of food was noticeably reduced. 

If anyone secretly gave her food or spoke to her and got caught, they were subjected to a session of collective hatred and humiliation akin to a public trial.


The girl was burdened with the laundry and left to handle all the dirty work alone. 

She was also assigned to dangerous tasks without hesitation. 

The other children pitied her but feared punishment too much to help.

The girl, who had already been quiet, completely shut her mouth.

“Are you talking about those with special abilities?” 

“Yes. If you happen to find one, please contact the nearest military base.” 

“I will do so.”

While cleaning the orphanage entrance, the girl overheard a conversation between the nun and a soldier.

As the soldier stepped outside, their eyes met. 

The soldier’s gaze was filled with greed.

“You’re really pretty. If you ever find yourself without a place to go, come find me.”

The soldier licked her lips but left without further comment, noticing the nun’s watchful eyes.

The nun’s confessions began on the day the soldier visited.

***

“Are you enjoying this?” 

“Doesn’t look so great, does it?”

The voice from behind startled no one, least of all Hyunseong.

Jeong Seol-ah, who appeared before her, was staring at her past self. 

Her faded, murky eyes slowly closed.

“Is that so?”

Hyunseong stood silently next to her. 

Her bare body was exposed, revealing countless scars and wounds that had long since healed.

Stab wounds from sharp objects, incised wounds from cutting edges, crushing injuries from heavy objects, bruises from blunt force trauma, ruptures from excessive pressure, frostbite, burns, and bite marks from animals—all were etched into her skin.

“Even my teeth,” she said. 

“Who did this to you?”

She pulled her lips back to reveal straight teeth, though all her molars were missing.
There were also fractures and signs of tetanus from broken wounds.

“My stepmother.” 

“The nun?”

To prevent resistance, the nun had bound the girl’s limbs with rope.

Disheveled and wild-eyed, the nun used a spoon to carve into the girl’s back as if it were a block of clay.

Scraping, grinding—the sound of flesh being scooped out echoed, like peeling ice cream.

The discarded chunks of flesh piled on the floor, but the girl didn’t scream even once.

As the pool of blood deepened, a cross-shaped scar emerged clearly on her back.

“She said it was all my fault. That her daughter died because of me, that my parents abandoned me here, that the war started, and that my friends were starving—it was all because I was cursed.”

The visit from the soldier had been the spark. 

Learning about the existence of those with special abilities, the nun redirected her misplaced rage at the girl.

For the devout nun, an ability beyond human comprehension was nothing less than a mark of Satan.

Under the pretense of repentance and purification, the abuse began.

The more the nun “purified” the girl, the more at peace she felt.

She redirected all her despair onto a powerless victim who couldn’t resist, and somehow, that made her happy.

“She used to tell me over and over to ask for forgiveness. One day, I couldn’t endure it anymore and said I was sorry. I begged her to stop. The physical pain I could somehow tolerate, but…”

Jeong Seol-ah lightly pressed her hand against her hollow chest.

“The emotional pain was unbearable. She wasn’t my real mother, but she was the only one who ever treated me like her own daughter. The thought of losing her too… it terrified me.”

The nun also knew the truth.

She understood that it was nothing more than a string of misfortunes.

But facing that truth would mean shouldering all the blame herself, so she refused to acknowledge it.

Instead, she blinded herself and blocked her ears, seeking solace in her twisted self-justifications.

When the girl asked for forgiveness, the nun grew even more enraged, calling it a false apology.

She threatened to tear the girl’s mouth apart for uttering such lies and hurled sharp objects at her face. 

As the days passed, the nun’s actions became less like punishment and more like torture.

The entire orphanage turned a blind eye to what was happening.

“One day, a boy came up to me and said, ‘Thank you for being the sacrifice.’ Can you believe that? Isn’t it hilarious?” 

“It’s absurd.”

After receiving such a grotesque “thank you,” meant to absolve others of their guilt, the girl’s heart grew even emptier.

Her wounds increased by the day, as did the tools the nun brought to torment her. 

Anyone who saw the state of her body would know exactly what was happening, yet no one intervened.

The children were complicit in their silence.

As victims themselves, their inaction was hardly different from active complicity. 

Emboldened by this, the nun grew bolder, eventually speaking openly about her actions.

“I wanted to die, but I couldn’t. I stole a rope and hanged myself, but after two hours, I was completely fine. I tore the useless rope apart and slept right there.” 

She didn’t bother cleaning up the evidence.

A child found the torn rope and told the nun about it.

When accused of trying to escape through death, the girl silently endured the nun’s intensified torture.

Reporting the abuse never even crossed her mind; her life felt utterly meaningless.

Her desire to die and find peace far outweighed any will to live.

“You had the strength to resist, even if it wouldn’t kill her.” 

“I didn’t want to become like my father. And I made a promise to myself after I choked my stepmother and regretted it.” 

“You think righteous resistance is the same as violence?” 

“Maybe.”

Hearing rumors, Paul Moon came to the orphanage and proposed a deal to the nun.

If she handed over the girl, he promised her enough credits to live comfortably for five years.

Disguised as a priest, Paul Moon’s intentions were obvious to anyone with a sliver of awareness.

But to the nun, what became of the “spawn of Satan” was none of her concern.

Like a commodity with a price tag, the girl was sold.

Arriving at Paul Moon’s sanctuary, she became the subject of countless experiments.

 An undying test subject was a high-value asset.

Anesthesia was a luxury she never experienced.

Everything was endured with full awareness.

“One day, they fed me all kinds of meat. They said it was to observe stimulus responses. My stomach felt like it would burst, but they kept forcing it in with a funnel. I think you can guess which meat caused the strongest reaction.”

“I know what it tastes like. Not a good memory, but I’ve had the experience.” 

“That gives us a little common ground, doesn’t it?”

The experiments made the nun’s abuse seem almost playful by comparison.

The girl’s body was repeatedly cut and stitched back together.

Unknown substances were injected into her every day through countless needle marks.

Whenever her body rejected transplanted foreign matter, it was “replaced.”

The higher the grade of the otherworldly materials grafted onto her, the more violent her immune responses became.

Her internal organs had long since lost their original functions.

“Ta-da! Here are my horns, tail, and wings! And I can control blood thanks to the core implanted in my heart.”

Jeong Seol-ah spun around, fluttering her wings.

She was already broken.

Her very presence exuded an overwhelming malice that was impossible to ignore.

“One day, they suddenly said I was being relocated. I was planning to go quietly, but then someone showed up. From what I overheard, even Mida had been hit, and everyone was in chaos.”

“The reason for the change in plans was…” 

“Yeah, it’s because you’re not from our world, are you?”

She stepped closer, locking eyes with Hyunseong.

Her yellow irises gleamed brightly.

Through the awakened skill Life and Death Insight, a dreamlike space emerged where their inner thoughts intertwined.

Just as Kim Hyunseong glimpsed Jeong Seol-ah’s world, she too saw his.

“Wow, so that’s how I die. Quite the crowd on my journey to the afterlife.”

“I’m sorry it turned out this way. Truly.”

“Save it. From the time period you came from, it’s already over.”

Jeong Seol-ah sighed deeply, shrugging her shoulders.

The sudden shift in her demeanor left no room for adjustment.

With a teasing attitude, she prodded Hyunseong’s chest repeatedly.

“There was someone else besides Mom who liked me. That’s a little heartwarming.”

“It’s not exactly liking, but… sure. Let’s call it that.”

The more Hyunseong talked with Jeong Seol-ah, who was supposed to be a minor character in his novel, the more he felt the growing chasm between reality and his perception.

He had told himself countless times that this world was real and that he was part of it, yet his resolve wavered greatly.

“You’re having some seriously unpleasant thoughts. Who are you to pity me? This is who I am—a withered dandelion stubbornly scattering its seeds even on stone pavement.”

Jeong Seol-ah stared at Hyunseong, who was visibly confused, before covering her mouth and chuckling softly.

“As a thank-you for liking me, let me tell you something.” 

With a mischievous grin, she leaned closer and whispered, 

“You’re gravely mistaken—this isn’t a novel. You’ll understand someday.”

Just as Hyunseong opened his mouth in shock, a severed finger touched his lips, silencing him.

“Shh, not yet. It’s too soon. I just found out myself.”

Blood trickled from Jeong Seol-ah’s lips.

She stared blankly at the droplets as they fell, then casually wiped them away with her hand.

“The resistance is strong. It’s definitely too early. Anyway, I’m going to die soon, so spilling the truth doesn’t matter.”

“You seem mistaken. Who said I’d let you die?”

“What? You’re not going to kill me?”

When Hyunseong nodded as if it were obvious, a flicker of something unusual crossed Seol-ah’s eyes.

A faint sense of hope began to stir.

“Once your skill ends, I’m going to rip your neck out and kill you. And before my body collapses out there, I’ll kill everyone I can.”

“Go ahead, if that’s what you want. Life isn’t something I cling to.”

In this space where thoughts and emotions were shared, lying was impossible.

Both spoke openly, baring their true intentions.

It was, in the truest sense, a chamber of truth.

“You really have that kind of ability?”

“To be exact, I’ll seal you. But your core will still live. Someday, if you want, you could come out again.”

“Ugh, I hate that. Living as a half-existence, waiting indefinitely, sounds awful.”

Hyunseong finished his preparations, circulating his mana.

Resonating through the maximized rings, an immense amount of mana gathered—far beyond what he had ever wielded before.

“Your weakest self will emerge in that moment. Neither of us knows when, but it will happen.”

“…You’re really capable of doing this?”

“When I’m serious, I never lie.”

Hyunseong knelt down and met Jeong Seol-ah’s gaze as she sat there, sobbing with her knees drawn up.

He grasped her exposed heart and infused it with mana.

The flood of mana surged and then drained away entirely.

The extreme overuse of his abilities, far beyond his limits, caused his hands to begin rotting.

Hyunseong endured the excruciating pain, driven by a sense of duty he couldn’t fully understand.

Though she was a complete stranger from a world he had never known, the searing agony felt like frying his brain in oil, and yet, he pressed on.

“I really regret it. If I’d met you just a little earlier, could I have been happy too?” 

“I’ll say it again—sorry I was late.”

“Ugh, you idiot, it’s not your fault.”

As her body began disintegrating from the edges, Seol-ah cupped Hyunseong’s face and smiled softly.

From this man, she felt the same warmth she once felt when she slept huddled with her mother under a blanket.

In a life filled only with cold, the sensation was like a ray of sunlight, piercingly comforting.

Slowly and tenderly, she caressed his cheek, just as her mother had once stroked hers. 

Awkwardly, she wiped away the tears that pooled in his eyes.

She wanted to tease him for crying over a woman he had just met, but the tears welling in her own eyes stopped her words.

“It’s not cold anymore. You’re warm, like Mom.”

“You’re not dying. Just watch everything from the core. When you’re ready to take control, come out at your own pace.”

“Heh, so you’re forcing a monster that wants to die to live—now you’re responsible for protecting me?”

“I swear I will.”

“Of course, of course. That’s how it should be.”

Jeong Seol-ah gradually faded away.

Like her mother, who once hung herself without hesitation, she too was ready to soar away without regrets.

The wounded girl finally understood her mother’s feelings completely.

How foolish you were, too, she thought.

The inner child, who had long ignored her mother’s lingering spirit, now faced it head-on.

At last, she could take her hand and smile.

By the time her body below the neck had turned to spirit, her eyes blinked as if recalling something.

“Right. There’s something I want to say to my past self.”

“Say it. I’ll make sure it’s delivered.”

“The bead! Just say it’s a warm bead—I’ll understand.”

“A code of some kind?”

Hyunseong didn’t receive an answer but slowly withdrew his hand.

Before him, there was nothing left.


As his mana ran dry, a massive sense of loss crashed over him like a tidal wave.

The world, now devoid of its owner, began to crack and collapse.

“I’ll make sure she gets the message. Rest well, wherever you are.”

In response, a butterfly perched lightly on his shoulder.

It was time to return to his original world.



 
  Chapter 13: Unfair Deal (1)


The pain that resurfaced reminded him that he had returned to reality.

His entire body was a wreck, with no part unscathed.

The only solace was the disappearance of the terrible headache.

He scanned his surroundings.

Not a single second of real-world time had passed while he used his ability.

Hyunseong let out a short, bitter laugh.

“Looks like I fell for an illusion.”

Dragging his unresponsive left leg, he approached Jeong Seol-ah, who was trembling, curled up into a ball.

She, who could easily be called a woman, now seemed so small.

Her exposed skin, entirely bare, was riddled with scars.

It was no different from the body he had seen in his recollection.

Her tail and wings hung limply, devoid of strength.

“You’ve lived quite a tragic life yourself.” 

The basement of the eerie cathedral was bitterly cold.

The space was filled with fresh blood and corpses, yet it wasn’t enough to warm the air.

Even when he looked for something to cover her, all he could find were ceremonial robes.

He couldn’t bring himself to redress her in Paul Moon’s clothes.

Instead, Hyunseong removed his ragged upper garment, wrung out the blood, and put it on her.

Thanks to the difference in their builds, his shirt reached down to Seol-ah’s thighs.

He gently laid her on the relatively clean altar.

Her face was still pale.

Supporting her back lightly so as not to burden her, he poured the remaining spider heart extract into her mouth.

“Mm…”

Her complexion regained a bit of color, but it wasn’t enough.

After some hesitation, Hyeonseong let the blood dripping from his torn palm flow into her mouth.

Her condition visibly improved.

Still cold, she wiggled her fingers.

He held her in his arms.

Her movements gradually ceased, and her ragged breaths calmed.

The uneven, torn flesh brushing against him didn’t feel pleasant, to say the least.

But Hyunseong wasn’t in any condition to worry about others.

He leaned his head against the altar and caught his breath.

“Looks like I’ll have to visit Nightingale.”

He recalled the head nurse from Incheon Children’s Hospital, where he had been admitted after the battle with the Iron Spear Faction.

The nurse who had nonchalantly lit a cigarette in front of her patients.

If anyone could help with recovery, it would be Nightingale.

Thinking of the number she’d given him after their shared smoke, he closed his eyes for a moment.

Thunk.

He felt a pressure on his chest and opened his eyes to see Seol-ah’s horn pressing against him.

The sharp pain made him lift his head, only to be met with golden eyes that gleamed as if carved from pure gold.

They stared at him intently, unblinking.

Blink. Blink.

Seol-ah, still nestled in his arms, slowly turned her neck, her eyes opening and closing as she gazed at him.

Hyunseong hesitated, unsure of what to say, as their eyes locked. 

An awkward silence stretched between them.

Unable to endure her increasingly persistent gaze, Hyunseong broke the silence first. 

“How old are you?”

He had debated whether to use formal or casual speech but decided to speak informally.

Titles and tone often played a crucial role in emotional connection, and he wanted to grow closer to her—the first witness to his disruption of the original story and someone he had vowed to protect.

Seol-ah, who had been staring at him blankly, acted as though she hadn’t heard the question.

Still, she fixed her unwavering gaze on him before finally answering in a soft voice.

“Seventeen.”

Hyunseong let out a quiet sigh of relief after hearing Jeong Seol-ah’s answer.

He had worried about what he would do if she suddenly tried to strangle him, but their first interaction wasn’t as bad as he had feared.

‘She’s reverted to her younger self from a few years ago.’

Her eyes looked hollow, as if devoid of emotion.

Seventeen—right around the time when her modifications were in full swing, just before her mind began to erode.

He had no means of defense left.

His mana rounds were completely depleted, and the M4 he had brought was left at the entrance.

If anything unexpected had happened, it would have been disastrous.

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

“The core. Here.”

Seol-ah pressed her finger against the right side of her chest as she spoke.

Her solar plexus area protruded slightly.

It was painful to imagine—embedding the core of a higher-tier otherworldly being into her already small frame.

“That must have hurt.”

“Yeah.”

Her calm response was both admirable and heartbreaking.

Some might scoff and ask why anyone would feel pity for a killer.

If Hyunseong were to answer such a question, he wouldn’t claim to be a saint either.

He had killed hundreds, believing he had no choice.

He had long since simplified his thoughts on the matter: kill, or be killed. 

Good and evil could never be entirely objective.

Every second, someone dies.

If a person knew this yet remained committed to their family and job, would they be deemed lacking in humanity?

If one isn’t an omnipotent god, it’s impossible to save everyone.

And in a godless world like this, he had no intention of preaching morality.

“You’ve been through a lot,” he said.

For him, it was enough to protect those within his own circle.


That was all he needed.

Hyunseong brushed away a strand of hair sticking to Seol-ah’s lips.

Her eyes followed the movement of his hand before locking onto his again.

“But… who are you?”

“Well, uh…”

Seol-ah tilted her head slightly, her horns—practically works of art—catching his gaze. 

Scratching his cheek, he pondered how to explain.

He didn’t even know where to begin.

“If I said ‘the warm bead,’ would that make sense to you?”

“Who said that?”

“You did.”

“I did?”

“Yeah, your future self did.”

Hyunseong decided to take the direct approach.

Seol-ah blinked rapidly, clearly confused.

She seemed utterly clueless about what “the warm bead” could mean.

Whatever the outcome, he was prepared to deal with it, but he didn’t want to complicate things unnecessarily.

“I’m me, though?”

“Yeah, you’re you.”

“My future self is still me?”

“Of course.”

“All of them are me?”

“Every one of them.”

The conversation devolved into an absurd little farce.

Hyunseong suppressed the laughter threatening to spill out.

Watching Seol-ah’s expressions change in real time was unexpectedly entertaining.

It was amusing.

“Did I really say that?”

“You said that if I mentioned ‘the warm bead,’ you’d understand everything.”

“So it was me who said it?”

“Yeah, you did.”

“Then that’s fine.”

“I’ll explain it all in more detail later. As you can see, this isn’t exactly the best place to talk.”

Only then did Seol-ah glance around.

Despite the grotesque scene that could easily make an ordinary woman scream and faint, she remained unfazed.

She looked around nonchalantly before shifting her body slightly.

“Put me down.”

“It might feel a bit cold.”

Hyunseong carefully lowered her to the ground, keeping her in a seated position.

Still wearing the shirt he had given her, she rested her chin on her hand and frowned.

“Mm.”

“It’s probably overwhelming. Let me know once you’ve sorted things out in your head.”

“Okay.”

Her gaze alone made his face feel hot.

The saying, “Even after a hundred years, you wouldn’t get tired of it,” suddenly felt far less credible.

He leaned against the altar, waiting patiently for Seol-ah to finish her thoughts.

Her once-drooping tail began to sway slightly.

She pursed her lips, then crawled toward him in a manner that resembled a curious cat.

Smack.

A warm sensation touched his forehead, stiff from dried blood.

Jeong Seol-ah, who had kissed him as if a cat were rubbing its nose against something, plopped down right in front of him.

“You’re like a mom, aren’t you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You just are.”

When the flustered Hyunseong raised his hand to wipe his forehead, she grabbed it firmly.

Her cold gaze hadn’t changed, but for some reason, a chill ran down his spine.

“Don’t wipe it.”

“…Alright.”

Without realizing it, Hyunseong lowered his hand.

Seol-ah flapped her wings lightly and licked her bloodied lips.

She nodded in satisfaction and began kneading Hyunseong’s face as if it were clay.

Her hands, stained red with his blood, moved steadily.

“Weak.”

“Of course I am.”

There was no point in being offended.

Hyunseong admitted it without resistance.

It was a miracle he had even made it this far with his abilities.

If it had been the original protagonist, he would’ve been caught at the outskirts of Incheon and subjected to an endless, frustrating ordeal.

A snake that couldn’t hunt like a tiger had its own cunning ways to hunt.

Hyunseong had honed his ability to turn his weaknesses into sharp weapons.

He didn’t fight losing battles.

If victory wasn’t possible, he made sure to drag his opponent into the mud with him. 

That was Hyunseong’s true strength.

With a serious expression, Jeong Seol-ah raised her index finger in front of his face.

“What does that mean?”

“One second.”

“Well, now…”

Her gaze wasn’t mocking—it was filled with concern, and it made the corners of his mouth twitch.

“I can kill you in one second.”

“I know that, you little rascal.”

Hyunseong couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter.

‘That’s exactly why I saved you.’

He was reminded of his younger sister, who had passed away in an accident.

He reached out and ruffled the small head between her horns.

“Ugh, stop it!”

“Sorry.”

When he pulled his hand away, Seol-ah shook her head vigorously to fix her hair.

“You’re weak but warm. You’re like my mom. Even your eyes, they look like they could soar into the sky.”

“Don’t worry. I’m stronger than you think.”

“Mm, okay. Anyway, my future self told me not to lose you.”

The meaning of the “warm bead” piqued his curiosity.

It felt like there was a lot of depth and nuance behind it.

But he didn’t ask.

He figured he’d find out when the time was right.

“She said if you’re going to die, die together.” 

Seol-ah said, her face crumpling into a pout as she held his hand.

“She said not to send me off first like my mom. That you’re someone precious.”

“That’s quite the generous compliment.” 

She had come back after saying she’d rip his throat out the moment the skill wore off—only to leave behind a heartfelt gift.

Or maybe she entrusted me with it instead, he thought.

Either way, it didn’t matter.

He had received an unexpected gift.

Hyunseong dug into his empty pocket and pulled out a necklace he’d picked out at the Magpie Market.

He placed it around her neck.

“It looks just like the one my mom gave me.” 

She said, fiddling with it curiously.

Hyunseong recalled the bundle of beads and the necklace she had clutched at the orphanage’s entrance.

It was a strange twist of fate.

“Thanks. I’ll give you a compliment.” 

Rising on tiptoes, she placed her hand on top of his head.

Pat, pat.

Hyunseong thought about shaking his head like she had earlier but decided against it.

He was too old for such antics.

Seol-ah’s eyelids began to droop.

“I’m sleepy.”

Hyunseong caught her as she collapsed like a string-cut puppet.

“Mom.”

She clutched the necklace tightly and fell asleep.

A faint smile played on her lips, as if she were having a pleasant dream.

“Sleep well.” 

He stood up.

His overworked muscles screamed in protest, twitching with exhaustion.


After carefully laying Seol-ah down, he retrieved the M4 he had tossed by the entrance.

Footsteps echoed down the stairs.

The heavy, dull ones likely belonged to four mutants, while the lighter, erratic steps were probably Chunbae’s.

Click.

Following behind them were undoubtedly members of the organization.



 
  Chapter 14: Unfair Deal (2)


“Huh, holy crap.”

Chunbae’s eyes widened as he covered his mouth with one hand.

The sight in the basement was enough to strain any middle-aged man’s heart.

“I told you, I believed in Sir!”

Contrary to expectations, Chunbae tilted his chin up proudly, looking as if he were more pleased with himself.

He patted Hyunseong on the shoulder.

“As expected…”

The mutants took it a step further, letting out awestruck sighs and clasping their hands together.

They seemed to interpret the grim scene in the basement as the sacred mark of a trailblazer enduring trials.

Hyunseong decided against responding.

“What happened upstairs?” he asked.

“An armed group has arrived. We tried to hold them off until you came out, but…”

With a stony expression, Boulder glared at Chunbae, who shook his head and walked closer.

“They wanted to talk. I thought about what Sir would do and figured you wouldn’t have stopped them.”

Hyunseong understood the situation.

“You did well.”

From the organization’s perspective, Hyunseong was an unknown entity.

Speculation might be rampant, but they likely had little solid information.

Destroying the cathedral outright to eliminate potential threats wasn’t out of the question.

Engaging them directly was better than fueling their wariness by blocking their approach.

“See? You heard it, right, guys? You think I’ve been hanging around Sir for just a day or two?” 

“I’m sorry. It’s our fault.”

When Chunbae began to feel smug, Boulder broke into a cold sweat, unsure of what to do.

Chunbae, however, didn’t pay any attention and deeply bowed his head toward Hyunseong.

Dumbfounded, Chunbae gaped with his mouth wide open.

“It’s fine. It’s fortunate no one got hurt.”

Footsteps drew closer and closer.

He adjusted his suspenders into a three-point style and prepared to meet them.

Startled by Hyunseong’s ghost-like appearance after the intense battle, the gang members flinched.

“Eek! Is that thing even alive?”

“Look, his leg’s bent sideways.”

Hyunseong stood shirtless, his entire body soaked in blood.

Fresh blood continued to flow from a gaping wound.

It wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to mistake him for a moving corpse.

The fleshy mass brushing against their feet deepened their horror.

Whispers grew louder.

When Hyunseong mischievously smirked, they recoiled, trembling. 

“Enough.”

The man at the front clicked his tongue at his pathetic subordinates.

His appearance—dusty yet neat, with intellectual glasses—made him look more like a strategist than a field leader.

‘Is it him already?’

The butterfly effect from Incheon didn’t stop with Jeong Seol-ah.

Hyunseong’s interest was piqued.

He stopped joking around and locked eyes with the man.

“Is this your work?”

“Yes. It wasn’t easy.”

Adjusting his glasses, the strategist scanned the area, mentally reconstructing the battle through the traces left behind.

No matter how many simulations were run, the result was annihilation.

With the torn-apart organization’s capabilities, they could never have handled the basement.

‘What on earth is that?’

A mountain of flesh piled high.

Shattered, grotesque skulls.

This man could never be turned into an enemy.

The strategist, who quickly structured the framework for negotiations, extended his hand.

“I am Zhang Xuelin (張學霖), strategic advisor to the Heuksanpa. It’s an honor to meet you, great warrior.”

“I’m Kim Hyunseong.”

Zhang Xuelin was impressed by the air of the blood-soaked man, devoid of even a hint of tension.

His consistently composed demeanor made it clear it wasn’t mere bravado.

“Yes, yes.”

When Hyunseong placed a cigarette in his mouth, Zhang Xuelin reached back with his hand.

A subordinate promptly handed over a lighter, which he swiftly grabbed and lit for him.

Hyunseong chuckled lightly at the unmistakable deference.

“You don’t have to go this far.”

“Please, don’t feel burdened. It’s simply what I should do.”

With both hands stuck firmly to his trouser seams, Zhang Xuelin bowed at a precise right angle—an impeccable display of hierarchical etiquette.

“People like us live and die by loyalty. What you’ve done for us today, we will absolutely repay.”

“Make sure you do.”

Zhang Xuelin cleared his throat and turned around.

“Pay your respects now. This man is the cousin of the right-hand man of our boss.”

A booming voice filled the basement.

He personally smacked the head of a dazed subordinate, forcing him to bow deeply.

“Though both the boss and the deputy boss died because of those cultist bastards who deserve to be torn limb from limb and turned into side dishes, this man has avenged the Heuksanpa!”

Blowing out puffs of smoke, Hyunseong half-heartedly played along.

All he had to do was puff on his cigarette with a wistful expression, making it look as though he were savoring the moment.

“The boss left us with his final will! Xuelin, you are to lead the organization! And I’ve left behind someone to help you—a trusted person, my gwanxi! That person is this man!”

Any doubts about the out-of-nowhere will were quickly swept away by the atmosphere Zhang Xuelin orchestrated.

“Oh! The boss, whom I revered as a father, has become one with the sands of the earth, and I am blinded by tears!”

The subordinates, their eyes now red, no longer cared whether the will was genuine or not.

“To think he left behind family for our sake…”


“Even in his final moments, he gave everything for his unworthy subordinates…”

“Power doesn’t last a decade, and a flower doesn’t stay in bloom for ten days. But we shall rise from the ashes and soar mightily once more!”

Zhang Xuelin clenched his fist and raised it high into the air.

“Thank you for avenging us, great warrior!”

“Thank you, great warrior!”

Hyunseong nodded solemnly, though he was secretly laughing to himself.

It felt like he was watching a movie.

Chunbae, who had quietly approached at some point, muttered a complaint under his breath.

“Those junkies are acting up again, aren’t they?”

Hyunseong shook his head.

“They’re from a different faction.”

In the novel, Zhang Xuelin used his intellect.

He promoted thorough legitimacy and unified the other organizations in Incheon through sheer force.

He relentlessly eradicated drugs and human trafficking, building connections with the military and police.

After establishing infrastructure and laying low, he flooded the Chinese warlords with drugs as soon as the maritime trade routes opened.

In a chaotic era where trade laws had long been torn to shreds, South Korea suffered no direct harm.

As long as regular tribute was paid, no one had grounds to nitpick.

Zhang Xuelin was a figure who successfully exploited China’s drug-promoting policies and South Korea’s corrupt military-first politics to walk the tightrope of survival.

“But do you really think you’re that guy’s—what’s the term—his trusted person?”

“No way.”

It wasn’t hard to deduce why Zhang Xuelin acted the way he did.

“The boss and Zhang Xuelin were likely from different factions. Then, the cult took over Zhang Xuelin’s superiors. Given the antagonistic relationship he had with the boss, any suspicions that arose were conveniently silenced by using me as a scapegoat.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. He revealed my identity, which none of the organization members knew, and submitted to me. His subordinates were probably already nervous, but this gave them a way out. By praising me, he’s essentially created a mental defense mechanism: ‘It’s not shameful to bow to a strong man.’”

“Uh… I guess I’m hopeless when it comes to using my head.”

Chunbae looked confused.

Wondering if he’d said too much just for fun, Hyunseong patted Chunbae’s back reassuringly.

“How would you like to receive the advance payment?”

Zhang Xuelin, having finished his rallying speech, asked politely.

Instead of answering, Hyunseong gestured toward Zhang Xuelin’s subordinates.

“Let’s talk about it later. Cleaning up the aftermath seems more urgent right now.”

“Thank you for your consideration, great warrior.”

They shook hands.

As their hands parted, Hyunseong noticed a piece of paper stuck to his palm.

He shoved the note, which had a number written on it, into his pocket.

Zhang Xuelin flashed a sly smile.

“Well then, I’ll take my leave.”

“Take care.”

The Heuksanpa withdrew like the ebbing tide.

“Things are moving so fast, I can’t make heads or tails of it…”

“There are times when ignorance really is bliss.”

“True enough, I suppose.”

Chunbae scratched his head.

Left in the basement were corpses, a groaning Seol-ah, a dazed Chunbae, and the four mutant brothers who gazed at Hyunseong in awe.

The stench of blood and decay drifted out through the gaping hole in the ceiling.

Feeling slightly less suffocated, Chunbae wandered around aimlessly.

“Who’s this young lady?”

Noticing Seol-ah snoring in the corner, Chunbae called out loudly.

“She’s the prettiest among the girls her age I’ve ever seen.”

Chunbae snapped his fingers in admiration.

She was as beautiful as a masterpiece sculpted by the gods.

Looking at her felt more like appreciating a work of art than observing a human face.

‘Good thing the scar is hidden.’ 

Hyunseong thought as he adjusted Seol-ah’s slightly disheveled clothing.

“She’s a girl who was captured as an offering. Her name is Jeong Seol-ah. She’s an orphan with no one to take her in.”

“Oh dear… How tragic at such a young age.”

Hyunseong hid the truth about Seol-ah’s identity.

Not only did Seol-ah herself not remember what she had done, but there was no need to implant unnecessary prejudice in anyone’s mind.

Feeling a surge of fatherly affection, Chunbae gazed at the sleeping Seol-ah with pity.

But there was something about Chunbae’s expression that made Hyunseong feel uneasy.

“By the way, doesn’t this bother you at all, brother?”

“Hm? What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you see the horns and tail?”

“What kind of nonsense is that?”

A question mark seemed to hover over both their faces.

Careful not to wake her, Hyunseong gently grasped the tip of a horn and pointed it out. 

“Brother, touch here. Feel this.”

“Is there a fly or something?”

Chunbae’s hand passed straight through Seol-ah’s horn as if it were an illusion.

He swung his arm several more times, but he couldn’t make contact with the horn.

“Playing pranks on someone who’s had it rough will bring divine punishment. No matter how hard things are for you, is this really what you want to do?”

“No, it’s just… I think I might’ve seen something that wasn’t there.”

The pitying and disappointed look Chunbae gave him felt unbearably heavy.

Meanwhile, the mutants were adding to the chaos, quietly whispering and hyping each other up.

“Ah, this must be the prophesied Virgin the union leader spoke of…”

“Even her name, Jeong Seol-ah, is so noble.”

“How dare you let such a sacred name pass through your filthy mouth?”

“Ajaya ajaya, bara ajaya, barasang ajaya, mojisavaha.”

It was a bizarre mishmash of Buddhism and Chalcedonian Christianity, a chaotic blend that somehow achieved religious unification through Seol-ah’s mere presence.

He used a skill on Seol-ah, who had become the center of this phenomenon.

[Empathy]

[Resonance – Daydream]

Both abilities worked perfectly on the chimeric Seol-ah.

Using Empathy, he checked her condition, and with Resonance, he ensured she could rest peacefully.

Judging by the faint twitch of her lips, she seemed to be having a pleasant dream.

“My daughter’s like a bear that hasn’t eaten in a hundred years.”

Her irresistibly cute appearance made Chunbae’s fatherly smile bloom to its fullest.

As he watched over them with pride, a question he had completely forgotten suddenly popped back into his mind.

“Oh, right.”

He suddenly realized he hadn’t asked if Seol-ah wanted to accompany him to the academy, even though he’d soon have to shake down the mayor of Incheon for various things.

Hyunseong smacked his forehead.

The highly advanced academy was no different from the military.

He wondered if it was right to decide for her, but there was no time to hesitate.

With his terminal vibrating relentlessly, now was the perfect moment.

‘If I leave her behind, it’ll be hard to take care of her, and Seol-ah probably wouldn’t want to be apart from me either.’

Besides, considering Seol-ah’s survival through countless hardships, the military might be her true calling.

They’d provide meals, shelter, clothing, a home, and even allow them to stay together 24/7.

“Come with me.”

Resolving to protect her, Hyunseong made the decision as her guardian to enlist Seol-ah in the military.

He busied himself looking for evidence to raid the Incheon mayor’s pockets.

The mutants and Chunbae joined in, scouring the basement.

“I think we found the notebook you mentioned.”

“Let me take a look.”


Hyunseong opened the notebook handed over by Jangdol.

Even though it was just a list of numbers, a wave of nausea rose within him.

It was the evidence he’d hoped wouldn’t exist.

“Ha, they sure gorged themselves.”

They had found the cardinal’s ledger, filled with evidence of human trafficking.



 
  Chapter 15: Unfair Deal (3)


“Hyung-nim, please take Seol-ah and go ahead with these people in a taxi.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll make a quick phone call and join you right away. If Seol-ah wakes up and asks about it, just say you’re my colleague.”

After sending everyone off, he dialed the mayor’s number.

The ringing tone sounded briefly.

“So, you’re still alive? I thought you were dead.”

“I’ve managed to survive once again. Mayor, do you have a moment to talk?”

“First, take a rest. I’ll arrange a room for you.”

The mayor’s voice was icy, just as expected.

“No need. I prefer to rest at home, where I know who might show up.”

“Ah, your words wound me. What do you take me for?”

Hyunseong clicked his tongue at the mayor’s brazenness.

Politicians have always claimed innocence without evidence — a tale as old as time.

He opened the ledger that had been fluttering in his hand.

“March 11: Fourteen. March 18: Twenty-one. April 6: Forty-six. May 27: Eighty-eight. Wow, Mayor, that’s quite a lot you’ve handed over.”

The mayor remained silent.

Exaggerating the sound of flipping the pages, Hyunseong continued unwaveringly.

“June 2: Thirty-two. June 7: Forty-three. June 9: Seventy-one. June 11: Nineteen. And June 12 hits triple digits. We have two full pages just for June.”

“Are you going to keep going?”

“I seem to recall there was a cleanup in the slums this June. I had no idea there was another reason the streets looked so spotless. We’re far from done—do you need more?”

The sarcasm dripped with mockery.

Through the receiver, he could hear the grinding of teeth.

“Perhaps dying there would have been easier for you.”

“I may not look it, but I have a stubbornly long life.”

Hyunseong clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to calm his anger.

“If this were an ordinary ledger full of drug addicts or gangsters being handed off, I might have let it slide. But as you know, our relationship isn’t exactly ‘ordinary,’ is it?”

“I suppose not.”

“But you damn bastard. Handing over little kids—ones who haven’t even started school yet—as test subjects for some cult? That’s crossing the line, don’t you think?”

He pulled the phone away momentarily to take a deep breath.

The mayor’s roaring laughter echoed through the room, filling the basement like a sinister melody.

[Empathy – Calm]

‘Goddamn novel. Godforsaken world.’

It made quitting smoking impossible.

He lit the cigarette perched on his lips.

“My apologies for the profanity. I got a little worked up. I’m fine now.”

“When you asked me to find that mutant girl, I should’ve known. You have a surprisingly sentimental side—that’s your charm.”

“You sell off kids barely old enough to be nursing, like culling male chicks, and yet you don’t feel a shred of guilt. I admire you, Mayor. Truly.”

“Guilt? Why would I feel guilt?”

The mayor’s boisterous laughter rang through the line, and Hyunseong’s lips curled into a grim smirk.

“Your perspective is flawed. If kids are doomed to die anyway, shouldn’t I be praised for salvaging some scrap value out of them? Think about it—if human lives had varying worth, would those cultists you slaughtered be any different?”

“I’m listening. Go on.”

He took another drag from his cigarette. 

Half of it burned away in an instant.

“Have you ever seen someone cry while eating beef? To me, everything you’re saying sounds just like that—whining while eating steak, only this time the steak happened to be a calf. What’s the difference between animals and slum kids? At least animals give us meat.”

“Maybe you have a point. I’ve wrestled with that thought myself.”

He didn’t think this was just because he had recently saved Jeong Seol-ah.

It wasn’t a conviction built in a single day.

“Watching little kids die ruined my entire day. If I want to live as myself, I need a spine. That’s all there is to it.”

“That’s it? Some brats die in experiments, it ruins your mood, and now you want to turn against me for that?”

The mayor clicked his tongue in irritation.

“Pathetic and foolish. If I think of it as the recklessness of youth, I can somewhat understand, but it doesn’t suit the man who once boldly negotiated with a steel spear in hand.”

“Oh, of course not. I’ve left out something important. There’s something you’ve misunderstood, Mayor.”

He snapped his fingers.

As the mayor suggested, this wasn’t mere venting.

If there was a real purpose, it was to raise the stakes.

The mayor’s downfall was premature.

When the revolutionaries staged their coup at the academy, when the heads of countless corrupt officials and generals piled high into a tower, he would beg for mercy beneath their feet, just like the children who had been sold off.

“Did you know the 17th Division is planning to take you down? The division commander is furious, feeling utterly betrayed.”

“Im Geun-dong, after me? You’ve given me quite a few laughs today. Enough nonsense.”

“Rumor has it that the deputy commander and the finances are entirely under your control. They’re saying you’ve even started meddling in personnel matters. The military is supposed to be politically neutral, but this situation is truly lamentable.”

A brief silence.

“Where did you hear this?”

“Mayor, that’s not what matters. What’s important is the impact this ledger would have in the hands of the division commander.”

Of course, there was no informant.

In the novel, most of the tribute money offered by Paul Moon, who had taken over the organization, ended up in the mayor’s pocket.

When even the incoming funds dwindled as his subordinates were cut down, the division commander couldn’t bear it anymore and assassinated the mayor.

However, the mayor had no way of knowing that Hyunseong was a possessor.

To him, the idea of an internal informant seemed far more plausible.

“That idiot Im Geun-dong, I pinned a star on his shoulder, and now he bites me back. Ungrateful bastard, acting like some brat whining over losing pocket change.”

“Think of it however you wish, Mayor.”

The provocations ceased.

Hyunseong laid down his cards.

Time passed meaninglessly in the heavy silence.

By now, the dried blood had hardened like paint.

All-in or fold.

The mayor’s move:

“Tell me what you want. It seems I’ve already lost to you twice.”

Fold.

“You’ve made the right decision.”


Hyunseong had won.

***

“Hey, young lady, please, calm down for a moment!”

“Dear Mother of Mercy, please compose yourself first.”

With Seol-ah hugging her knees and sobbing uncontrollably, Chunbae broke into a cold sweat.

“I miss him.”

She had been fine when they laid her down in the front seat of the taxi.

The mutants she’d befriended on the way turned out to be surprisingly easy to talk to.

Although their reverence for Hyunseong was unsettling—bordering on madness—they didn’t seem inherently bad.

“Don’t get mad.”

“Then untie this for me!”

She struggled to free herself from the ropes binding her hands and feet as if she were a criminal.

No matter how hard she tried, the ropes didn’t budge.

A few drops of blood trickled from her bitten hand and turned into ropes that moved on their own.

In the blink of an eye, she was bound once more.

“Where is he?”

“Oh, I told you, he said he’d be back soon! He just went to make a quick call! It hasn’t even been an hour!”

Though her question had no explicit subject, the guilty five mutants immediately understood.

Ever since Seol-ah had opened her eyes, she had been waiting for Hyunseong like a baby bird longing for its mother.

“Be calm, noble steed. It’s just a little stiff, isn’t it?”

“It’s not a steed, it’s Chunbae. Chunbae!”

Though Chunbae had been Hyunseong’s dedicated knight, he had become a steed at some point.

Thinking of his fox-like daughter and bear-like wife, Chunbae’s eyes filled with tears.

“I’m not a man who deserves to be treated like this…!”

“Idiot.”

“W-What? What did you just say to me, young lady?”

“Ugh, my ears hurt.”

Seol-ah frowned and covered her ears.

Seeing this, the mutant’s expression hardened.

“The Holy Mother says it’s too loud, so why not quiet yourself for a moment? Isn’t this just another trial to overcome?”

“Huuuuh… Huuuuuh…”

Chunbae desperately wished for Hyunseong to return, perhaps even more than Seol-ah did.

Seol-ah, who had been gloomily fiddling with her necklace, suddenly perked up, her rabbit-like ears twitching.

Chunbae, too dejected to even wipe the drool from his mouth, asked, 

“What is it? Hungry?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, let me untie you, and I’ll get you something to eat.”

With her mouth slightly open, Seol-ah wasn’t looking at the five mutants.

“Okay.”

The ropes dissolved into drops of blood, falling to the floor, and in the same instant, Seol-ah was gone from her spot.

“What’s with her now?”

Frowning, Chunbae turned to look in the direction Seol-ah had run off.

At the end of his gaze stood Hyunseong.

“Mine!”

“Urgh—!”

With the force of a cannonball, Seol-ah’s head collided directly with Hyunseong, sending him rolling across the ground multiple times.

Seol-ah awkwardly brushed the dust off Hyunseong, guilt written all over her face.

“I found you.”

Hyunseong hurriedly checked the spot on his stomach where her horns had supposedly pierced him, but there was no hole.

He could feel the sensation, but there was no physical damage—it seemed like part of an illusion.

He grabbed Seol-ah’s outstretched hand and pulled himself up.

“Looks like my brother didn’t explain. Were you waiting?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go for now. I’ve got some things to tell you… but first, let’s eat.”

“Okay.”

At the mention of food, Seol-ah’s eyes widened like saucers.

Walking beside her, Hyunseong matched her pace.

“Just a quick question—would you be interested in going to the academy?”

“What about mine?”

“I’ll go with you.”

“I’ll go.”

Seol-ah nodded, her hair fluttering like a flag in the wind.

Hyunseong let out a low hum.

“Are you sure about this? I’ll explain everything later, so think about it after that.”

“Hm?”

“And my name is Kim Hyunseong. Call me whatever you’re comfortable with.”

“Mine.”

“Hmm. Have you ever thought about just calling me by my name?”

“Nope.”

After promising the mutant brothers that they’d meet again soon, Hyunseong parted ways with them.

The taxi carrying the three of them leisurely left Incheon.

Homeward.

“This is my house.”

“Nice.”

To the academy.

“That’s your new home for the next three years.”


“Nice.”

After taking a look at the academy building from the car, they returned home to unpack.

For Seol-ah, there wasn’t much to unpack.

[Final instructions will be provided two days before enrollment]

The enlistment was just around the corner.



 
  Chapter 16: Academy, all clear (1)


Seol-ah wasn’t really interested in the academy’s explanation.

She was simply delighted to be able to spend time with Hyunseong.

When Hyunseong handed over the recommendation letter he had wrangled out of the mayor, half worried and half relieved, it was signed immediately.

The hurdle he thought was the most difficult was cleared almost anticlimactically.

Even calling me by my name instead of “mine” took only minor resistance before she compromised.

The problem arose when it came to bath time.

After noticing the prolonged silence, he went to check on her, only to find her dozing off under the warm water.

Worried she might have gotten burned or hadn’t brushed her teeth properly, he ended up checking everything until dawn.

After finally laying the freshly-cleaned Seol-ah on the mattress, Hyunseong collapsed onto the floor and passed out.

That was a few hours ago.

“Hyunseong. I’m hungry.”

Thanks to Seol-ah shaking his arm, he managed to pry open his heavy eyelids.

The sun was already high in the sky.

“What should I make for you?”

He asked in a husky, sleep-laden voice.

His once broken and battered body had almost fully recovered.

It was tangible proof that he had grown stronger than before.

“Anything.”

Carrying Seol-ah, who had no intention of letting go, he headed to the kitchen.

On the shelf, there was a box of canned goods he had bought to give to Mu-myeong.

He grabbed two cans, heated them up, and placed them on the dining table.

“Be careful; it’s hot. You’ll burn the roof of your mouth.”

“Mm?”

No sooner had he spoken than Seol-ah gulped down the canned food, licking up even the sauce.

She didn’t seem to mind the heat, her flushed face now glancing sideways at Hyunseong’s can.

Silently, he slid the can over, placing it in front of her.

Seol-ah made a face like a cat eyeing a fish and shook her head. 

“Hyunseong, you eat.”

“I’m not hungry. Don’t hesitate, just eat.”

“Really?”

She met his eyes for a few seconds before cautiously reaching for the can.

“Uh-huh.”

Like a blink, she emptied the two cans in a flash and smacked her lips, staring at the cleaned-out cans.

Without a word, Hyunseong stood up and heated more canned food.

In the end, they finished off the entire box of canned goods before the meal was over.

Despite consuming 12 liters of soup, her stomach remained flat as ever.

“Now you’re full, right?”

“About as full as an ant.”

Seol-ah rubbed her belly and then headed off to wash up.

A faint, unfamiliar hum echoed softly from the bathroom.

Hyunseong let out a sigh of relief, grateful he had managed to multiply his funds significantly.

If he had only saved his meager soldier’s salary, they’d already be bankrupt just from food expenses.

Listening to the sound of water mixed with her humming, Hyunseong’s thoughts wandered.

‘Follow orders without question.’

‘I’m right’ – Authoritarianism (權威主義)

‘All as one’ – Collective Uniformity (集團統一)

‘Keep secrets’ – Seclusionism (閉鎖主義)

The concepts from a paper on military organizational culture came to mind, and Hyunseong jotted them down with a pen.

While the academy atmosphere becomes more relaxed in the second year, the first year was no different from a boot camp.

This was because the author, who had never set foot in a university, had based the setting on the Nonsan Training Center.

At the time, Hyunseong found it novel and enjoyed reading it, but now that he was living it, he felt nothing but emptiness.

I’ve already been through this twice.

I had confidence that I could win over the hearts of all the upperclassmen within a month.

“Even just smuggling some civilian cigarettes would make them all okay with it.”

The real concern was Seol-ah. 

The issue wasn’t about not being able to endure it. 

Seol-ah was too strong to worry about maladaptation.

Through his memories, Hyunseong had seen firsthand Seol-ah’s immense patience.

In some ways, she might possess a stronger resolve than even he did.

However, in any place filled with all sorts of people, there are always those who defy logic—a lunatic beyond imagination.

He recalled a captain who, during meal distribution, kicked over a soup container because the ladle had accidentally touched the battalion commander’s tray, all because the soldier hadn’t properly announced their name and rank.

At the time, powerless as he was, Hyunseong had just endured it.

But Seol-ah, who now had enough strength to crush anyone…

“What if she loses her patience and kills them all?”

Imagining the worst-case scenario, a cold sweat trickled down his back.

He couldn’t help but picture a soup pot, not filled with bland stew, but brimming with someone’s blood.

If it were the battlefields of Manchuria, where monsters beyond humanity clashed, it might be different.

But here in Seoul, there were few who could stand a chance against Seol-ah.

It wasn’t that the academy members were weak.

It was simply that Seol-ah was an anomaly, someone who shouldn’t even exist at this point in time.

Even with her memory gone, her true form remained that of a human weapon.

She was like an African lioness set loose among a flock of sheep.

It was Hyunseong’s heavy responsibility to tame this lioness so she wouldn’t harm the flock.

But he felt confident.

With a minor in psychology, numerous volunteer experiences at nursing homes and orphanages, a history as a WoW raid leader, survival on the Harbin front in Manchuria, the longest-serving squad leader among his peers, and the know-how he’d honed through countless battles,

“There’s nothing I can’t handle.”

As Hyunseong nodded to himself, he felt a small head rest on his shoulder.

It was Seol-ah, completely soaked from head to toe.

“Hyunseong, what are you looking at?”


“You need to dry off before coming out.”

Her damp hair had soaked the area around his neck.

“It’ll dry on its own.”

Seol-ah retorted in a sulky tone, trying to brush it off.

“Still, go dry off quickly. You’ll catch a cold.”

“Dry me.”

He used a hairdryer to dry her hair, folded her wings forward, and helped her put on clothes.

Only then did she turn her attention to the paper.

“What’s this?”

“I was doodling. Want me to explain?”

“I don’t like books.”

Losing interest, Seol-ah set the paper aside again.

Since they had already packed everything the day before, there wasn’t much else to do.

To make the most of the remaining time, Hyunseong began explaining basic commands and protocols.

“You don’t have to end sentences with regular endings, just use one of the formal endings like –da, –na, or –kka.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll ask you a question, and you answer me. What’s the trainee’s name?”

“Jeong Seol-ah-da-na-kka.”

Hyunseong almost burst into laughter but managed to hold it back.

[Empathy – Calm]

It wasn’t realistic to expect perfection from Seol-ah, who had no prior experience in social interactions.

With some additional, patient explanation, she improved significantly.

“What’s the ability of that white-haired trainee over there?”

“I control blood. And I’m a little strong.”

“Are you from the supernatural division? Trainee, who do you think of the most right now?”

“I think of my mom, who became a flower. But it’s okay now.”

Clap, clap, clap.

Hyunseong clapped proudly, feeling accomplished.

However, Seol-ah’s expression wasn’t cheerful.

“Is there a problem? It’s okay if it’s still hard. You did well enough already.”

“It’s not that…”

Grip.

Her small hand tugged at Hyunseong’s arm.

“I don’t like it. It feels like we’re growing distant. I don’t want to talk to you like this.”

Hyunseong was momentarily taken aback by her unexpected perspective.

Then he smiled and gently patted her back.

“You don’t have to use it with me. We’re equals, so don’t worry.”

“Okay.”

Reassured, her face brightened again.

Hyunseong continued the rest of his explanations.

***

Morning has broken.

The two stood in front of the academy’s entrance near Seoul Station.

Chunbae hadn’t come, saying he had something important to attend to.

When asked, he had avoided the question, so Hyunseong didn’t press further.

[Patriotic Cradle]

The familiar main gate came into view.

Hyunseong’s expression twisted at the meticulous yet malicious historical accuracy of the writer.

“Wow, so many people!”

Seol-ah excitedly looked around, her eyes sparkling.

Everyone except Hyunseong wore bright expressions.

Even now, soldiers and officers alike were being ground down on the front lines.

Had North Korea and Manchuria not been forcibly annexed, the lack of manpower would have caused Seoul to fall long ago.

As a veteran of the Manchurian front, Hyunseong knew this all too well.

“There are probably about 770 people per class.”

“Really?”

“The area we need to defend is that vast. Even this isn’t enough.”

A facility established to reliably replenish the supernatural officers with the highest casualty rates.

The Supernatural Officer Academy – Shield.

Also known as the Academy.

Its high risks translated directly into high rewards and prestige.

This logic was universal, even outside the realm of free-market economics.

When ranking officer academies nationwide, Shield always claimed the top spot.

As an elite track guaranteeing success, this wasn’t surprising.

The only oddity was Hyunseong, the sole case of someone drafted from the enlisted ranks.

“Mom, stay healthy. I’ll make it big and bring back way more than Dad’s hospital bills.”

“Son, your mom doesn’t need money. Your dad wouldn’t want that either. Just come back with both arms and legs intact, okay?”

Families tearfully sending off their sons, now chosen as supernatural officer cadets.

“Hey! If you cheat on me, you’re dead! I swear, if you even glance at another woman, I’ll kill you!”

“Why would I risk getting ripped in half by a human gorilla? I’ll visit before deployment—mmph!”

In a crowded street, a woman shared a final kiss with her boyfriend.

“Honey, I’ll send money every month. Make sure you eat well, and if you’re unsure about anything, ask your brother.”

“Dad, when will you come back?”

“Hold Mom’s hand tightly, and I’ll return. Until then, listen to what she says, okay?”

Even a young breadwinner, likely a refugee judging by his tattered clothes, stroked his daughter’s hair as she clung to her mother.

The requirements: ages 17 to 29, no criminal record, and possessing supernatural abilities.

Regardless of age, race, gender, religion, wealth, or appearance, these individuals were selected purely based on their abilities.

How many of them would make it back home alive?

“Seol-ah, let’s head in now.”

“Okay.”

Shaking off idle thoughts, Hyunseong turned and followed the guide inside.

The sorting of the 770 candidates began right in the middle of the street.

“Follow the Taegeukgi (The national flag of South Korea)! Seoul, 30 paces forward. Gyeonggi, 40 paces to the right. Gangwon, 50 paces to the left. Immigrants, 100 paces back!”

“Move quickly! Hey, you there, blue cap! Get your act together!”

The sight of the massive crowd moving like ants was impressive.

Surprisingly, the blaring shouts, which Hyunseong thought he would hate, felt oddly familiar and comforting.

The 770 were divided into seven companies of 110 each.

As expected, Seol-ah was assigned to the same 1st Company as him.

Under the supervision of a drill instructor, they moved to the 1st Company’s training field.

Standing on the wide dirt ground, everyone stood at attention, facing the review stand.

Seol-ah seemed to have adapted far better than others.

She stood there with a bored expression, but when her eyes met Hyunseong’s, she flashed a shy smile.

Thankfully, there were no clueless fools ruining the atmosphere by murmuring.

Just this much was enough to call them S-class comrades.

Hyunseong let out a sigh of relief, unnoticed by others.

The drill instructor at the very front, holding the unit flag, stomped it on the ground with a thud.

“Attention!”

When the lead drill instructor shouted, the instructors surrounding them in a semicircle echoed in unison.

“Attention!”

Startled reactions rippled through the recruits.

Some flinched, others scowled, and the variety of responses was amusing to watch.

The silence was suddenly shattered as a woman climbed onto the reviewing platform.

Every recruit, without exception, stood slack-jawed, their gazes fixed on the woman who looked sharp enough to cut with her mere presence.

“Nice to meet you. For the next three years, I’ll be in charge of you as the Commander of Shield’s 1st Battalion. You may call me Battalion Commander Baal or Professor of Magical Studies.”

This was the woman who had met her end while destroying Seol-ah’s energy core during the latter’s rampage.

The sharpest blade of the revolutionary faction.

“The Guillotine. Gyejong Skull Collector. Iron-blooded Witch Baal.”

“As long as you don’t break the rules, I don’t care what you do, but I hope you don’t upset my mood.”

Hyeonseong prayed quietly to himself.

Please, I hope no one says anything.

I just want them to admire it quietly and leave it at that.

As one enlightened sage who understood the laws of the world once said…

If five people gather, one will always be useless.

“Wow… so beautiful.” 

It was a voice as small as an ant, as if the person thought it wouldn’t be heard.

The instructors, who were like machines, turned their heads toward the one who spoke those words.

As soon as Hyeonseong saw Baal raise her finger, he clenched his teeth.

Damn discipline enforcement, damn collective responsibility.

[Empathy – Patience]

As Seol-ah felt the skill, a sensation like insects crawling began to dominate her mind.

It was different from Hyeonseong’s mental interference that controlled hormones.

Headaches, stomach pains, coughing, blurred vision, vomiting, muscle pain, fever, shortness of breath, paralysis, delirium…

One of the factors that drastically reduces the survival rate of frontline soldiers.

All the symptoms that began to eat away at the mind point to mana addiction.

A monster that causes a phenomenon only occurring after prolonged exposure to gate waves, by overloading with just a single person’s operation.

Except for a few, everyone else contorts their bodies like caterpillars, writhing on the ground with spine-chilling screams.

Foaming at the mouth, clutching their stomachs, they vomit.

‘The prior learning is tough, but they’ll have to clean up their mess themselves.’

Unfortunately, what can be done?

Unlike Seol-ah, who calmly watches the human caterpillars as if visiting an insect museum, Hyeonseong felt like he was dying himself.

“Who… asked to speak?”

Baal muttered, as if in disbelief.

Hyeonseong glared at the instructors, who were diligently scribbling something in small notebooks.

Though they had some help, Hyeonseong, who had endured the spiritual pressure of the basement of the cathedral, knew exactly how to control his strength and wasn’t one to falter.


The academy was, after all, a military academy.

Every attitude and action directly affected their grades.

‘Everyone come in. I won’t even blink.’

The first test of the day had only just begun.





 
  Chapter 17: Academy, all clear (2)


A purple haze enveloped the training ground.

The instructors entered with grim faces, first pulling out those in particularly bad condition.

If they judged someone to be faking, they’d drag them by the hair and slam them onto the ground.

“Open your eyes. I said open them. Breathe in, breathe out. People don’t die that easily. Pull yourself together.”

“Mom? Why are you looking for your mom here? Do you think only recruits have moms?”

If someone resisted in a panic, they were beaten indiscriminately, regardless of gender.

The sounds of muffled impacts and screams mingled, echoing eerily.

It felt fitting for an egalitarian, modern military training system.

As the number of recruits standing firmly on their own two feet approached zero…

Thud.

With a short cry, another recruit collapsed.

They seemed on the verge of hyperventilation, but that might have been for the best.

“You held up well. This is good enough.”

Even the instructor seemed to share Hyunseong’s sentiment, handling them more gently than before.

They slung the recruit over their shoulder and carried them out, careful not to strain them further.

Time passed.

Having adapted, Hyunseong now maintained the standing-at-attention posture without difficulty.

“You will undergo three months of basic military training. Before being cadets, you are soldiers. I hope none of you will suffer the disgrace of being looked down on by the enlisted soldiers you’ll command.”

Baal, arms crossed and surveying the training ground with arrogance, began to speak.

“Forget everything about your life outside. The power, relationships, and honor you’ve built—none of it will contaminate the 1st Battalion under my command.”

It was an imposing declaration, but no one dared to refute it.

Her eyes were unwavering, steady, and resolute.

“Continuously prove your worth. Prove your name, the convictions that back it, the will to carry them through, the skills to substantiate them, the efforts you’ve invested, and the goals you’ve achieved.”

When Baal snapped her fingers, the mist began to slowly dissipate.

“But remember this: The day you waste is the tomorrow that someone who died yesterday so desperately longed for. As long as you are under my command, weakness will never be tolerated.”

“Skill without results is meaningless, and low-level results are tedious. I’ll forge you so thoroughly that no one will ever dare to mock you. That is all.”

As her speech concluded, the lead instructor turned around and bellowed: 

“Company, attention!”

Startled by the instructor’s booming voice—one that seemed forged from swallowing a train whistle—the recruits snapped to attention.

“Salute the Battalion Commander!”

“Salute!”

“Salute.”

“Speech concluded!”

Baal left the field accompanied by several individuals who appeared to be her staff officers.

The recruits collectively exhaled the breath they had been holding.

Exactly eleven remained.

One by one, they subtly turned their heads, glancing at each other.

“Hehe.”

When Seol-ah, looking refreshed, met Hyunseong’s gaze, she waved at him with a grin.

She seemed more energetic than before.

Could she have absorbed mana?

While the instructors were momentarily distracted, Hyunseong subtly gave her a thumbs-up.

Feeling proud, Seol-ah responded by spreading her fingers into a V-sign.

“Wow, eleven recruits! That’s the best record in the 1st Battalion. Looks like this group will be fun to watch. Nice to meet you all. I’m Ni Hoa Quan, a third-year senior.”

The instructor who had been giving commands approached, patting each recruit on the shoulder.

Hyunseong didn’t recognize Quan, but his hearty demeanor was appealing.

“Looks like the Battalion Commander took a liking to you. In three years, I’ve never seen her talk that much before.”

Quan stared at the spot where Baal had stood for a moment before opening his notebook.

“Form a single-file line. I’ll call out names in order. Let’s start.”

Before Hyunseong realized it, he was at the very front.

Seol-ah, almost like a ghost, had positioned herself right behind him.

“Kim Hyunseong.” 

“After you finish, the person behind will call their name.”

“Jung Seol-ah.”

Hyunseong was surprised by how few Koreans there were.

There were more recruits from foreign countries than he had expected.

“Kim Hyunseong, you’re number one. Jung Seol-ah, you’re number two. I trust the rest of you can figure out your numbers without me explaining further.”

“Yes, sir!” 

They all responded in unison.

“Good voices. Think of your assigned number as your name. And what does that mean? It means you’re nobodies—no names, no ranks, just worthless rookies.”

Quan smirked openly, his lips twitching in a way that made him look especially smug. 

“So, anyone upset about me teasing you? Anyone feel like punching me?”

He suddenly raised his hand dramatically and exaggeratedly looked around.

Seol-ah stared at Quan with a blank expression, as if wondering where a dog’s barking was coming from.

Thank goodness.

At least she’s letting this slide.

Thanks to Seol-ah’s remarkable mercy, Ni Hoa Quan was spared from a harsher fate.

Hyunseong relaxed and let go of his tension.

“Hmm, there are exactly eleven of you. Each of you will be in charge of a squad.”

Everyone but the calm Hyunseong had question marks practically floating above their heads.

Realizing his mistake, Quan clarified further.

“The 1st Battalion consists of 110 people, divided into 11 squads of 10 members each. You’ll be the squad leaders, responsible for commanding your ten squad members.”

“Senior, I don’t understand.” 

A Brazilian woman with a puzzled expression raised her hand.

“You’ve been to school, right? Think of it like being the class president. Got it?”

“Yes, understood.”

Those from Asian countries nodded in understanding, but the rest still seemed confused.

It was because she came from a country where the concept of a class president didn’t exist.

“Whatever, just try to understand the gist of it. You’re getting extra points for the mental strength you showed enduring the Battalion Commander’s speech, and if you just manage to hold on, you’ll even earn squad leader points.”


The Brazilian woman reluctantly lowered her arm.

“The biggest perk of being a squad leader is that you can go to the PX. It might not seem like much now, but soon enough, your peers will be begging you like crazy.”

Quan sighed and scratched his head irritably.

“The PX is just a store, nothing fancy. You’ll go there often to buy snacks or daily necessities, which makes it convenient. And depending on how you use it, it can become a source of power. Got it?”

“Senior, can you buy cigarettes or alcohol there?”

A Russian man raised his hand high, his eyes gleaming like those of a cow that had narrowly escaped the slaughterhouse.

“Of course, those Slavic guys can’t resist alcohol.”

Whack!

Instead of the answer he was hoping for, the man got a swift smack on the back of his head.

He wore a deeply aggrieved expression, which made Hyunseong burst out laughing, unable to hold it in any longer.

The previously tense atmosphere loosened up a little.

“Sorry!”

A Polish woman, startled by the scene, quickly turned her head, pretending she hadn’t seen anything.

Quan crossed his arms and held up three fingers.

“I’ll take questions instead. You get three chances total. Opportunities to meet such a generous instructor like me are rare, so think carefully before you ask.”

You could almost hear the sound of gears turning in the recruits’ heads. 

Hyunseong watched, curious to see what kind of questions would come up.

“Senior, are all the instructors considered our seniors?”

“Even if you’re rookies, you’re still officer candidates. We can’t have enlisted soldiers beating you up. Besides, once you gain seniority, you wouldn’t listen to them anyway. So, we select instructors based on merit. It’s a volunteer system.”

Quan shrugged. 

“I ranked 17th in the 1st Battalion.”

“Senior, is the food any good?”

“Which lazy glutton dares—”

The veins on Quan’s forehead bulged as he started to curse but stopped when he saw who had asked.

‘Well, Seol-ah is pretty, I’ll give her that.’

Whether she knew her looks had saved her or not, Seol-ah’s eyes sparkled like stars, filled only with the hope of delicious meals.

“Ahem. Our battalion’s head cook is a top-notch veteran, so you don’t have to worry about the food. It’s fantastic. The problem is they’re about to be discharged, but for now, it’s great.”

Seol-ah, thoroughly satisfied, lowered her hand.

An invisible wagging tail seemed to sway behind her.

“Any more questions? Opportunities like this really don’t come often.”

When Quan looked around, everyone seemed to shrink back, too intimidated to speak. 

Feeling a bit disappointed, Quan smacked his lips. 

Hyunseong raised his hand to break the silence.

“Oh, Number One! I was wondering why you hadn’t said anything yet. Go ahead, ask the final question.”

“Thank you, Senior. I understand there are various ways to classify ability users. I’m curious about how squads are organized.”

“Impressive! You just earned some bonus points.”

Quan clapped his hands, genuinely impressed.

Seol-ah joined in with a bright smile, and the rest of the recruits, sensing the mood, hesitantly followed suit.

Hyunseong, who hadn’t expected such a reaction, gave an awkward smile.

“In Korea, ability users are divided into three categories: combat, ability-focused, and support. There’s a downside in that the line between ability-focused and support can be blurry, but it’s a classification system that emphasizes specialization.”

“Isn’t there a shortage of support personnel?”

“What did you do before coming here? You’re spot on. That’s why we often divide squads into 4-5-1 or 4-4-2 formations. For groups lacking support members, even 5-5-0 formations are common. Once the sorting is complete on the drill ground, we’ll assign members to balance out the squads.”

Having answered the question, Quan started heading toward the barracks.

As Hyunseong took the lead, Seol-ah followed close behind, and the rest trailed after Quan.

“Every month, squad leaders are reassigned based on a 50% vote from squad members and 50% performance scores. If you cling to your position too stubbornly, you risk becoming an impeached squad leader. Got it?”

Upon entering the barracks, the instructors already inside turned their gazes toward them.

Surprised by the unexpectedly large number of people, the instructors only showed interest for a moment. 

Their gazes quickly turned sharp, like predators sizing up new prey. 

The recruits, sensing the tension, shrank back instinctively.

Quan stopped in front of the barracks, turned around, and addressed the group.

“You’re only temporary squad leaders for now. If your squad members reject you, you’ll be replaced. If no one objects, you’ll stay as you are. For the next hour, we won’t care what happens inside the barracks.”

He wagged his finger playfully and gave a mischievous smile.

“Understand what I’m saying? If you want to keep your position, whether you beat them into submission, persuade them with words, grovel on your knees, or beg—it doesn’t matter. Just do whatever it takes to hold onto that armband. And yes, this same message has been delivered to those still on the drill ground.”

The instructors listening in chuckled as if this was a long-standing tradition.

Their eyes gleamed with curiosity, wondering how many would last.

“We’re leaving now, but we expect all of you to return intact when the squad leader assembly happens.” 

Two instructors curious about the recruits’ condition approached and took Quan by the arm, dragging him away.

“Well then, see you later.”

“Uh, yes.”

The remaining eight recruits steeled themselves, each with their own determination, and headed to their respective barracks.

In the hallway, only Hyunseong, Seol-ah, and Number Four remained. 

Number Four, who had been standing there awkwardly, glanced at Hyunseong before speaking.

“Uh, Number One, what was your name again?”

“Kim Hyunseong.” 

“Yes, I’m Yuna. Well then, see you.”

She said only what she needed to and left without hesitation.

Watching the retreating figure, Seol-ah tilted her head.

“Do you know her, Hyunseong? What a strange girl.”

“Not really.”

Hyunseong hadn’t expected her to approach him so suddenly.

He had noticed Yuna before, with her frosty, intimidating expression.

She did resemble the heroine from the original story, but her name being different left him puzzled.

Brushing it off, Hyunseong gently placed a hand on Seol-ah’s shoulder.

“Seol-ah, do you think you’ll be okay?”

“Huh? With what?”

“I’m just a little worried about how well you’ll adapt.”

“What?”

Seol-ah glanced at Hyunseong’s concerned expression and then covered her mouth, laughing softly.

Because of their height difference, she stood on her tiptoes, reached up, and playfully squished his cheeks with her hands.

“You know I’m only kind to you, right? Have you ever seen me angry?”

Hyunseong refrained from mentioning how, in a split second in the future, she could snap a neck without hesitation. 

Instead, he quietly nodded.

“Don’t worry about me. Oh, I regret it a little now—I should’ve fainted and joined your squad.”

“You’ll just have to work hard and get good scores so we can end up in the same unit. I don’t know all the details, but the squad leader points seem to matter more than we think.”

“Right, I’ll do my best!” 

Seol-ah replied, her determination evident in her smile.

The two exchanged a light handshake before parting ways.

Hyunseong pulled out a chair and placed it in the center of the dormitory, then sat down.

It wasn’t long before the sound of murmuring and footsteps echoed in the hallway.

He loosened up, preparing to welcome his new squad members.

“Oh, we’ve got an audience here.”

“So, you’re the squad leader the instructor mentioned?”

Hyunseong took a moment to assess the group. 

It wasn’t a formal analysis, but observing body language quickly gave him a sense of their dispositions.

Among them, five stood out—members of the combatant category known for their notoriously rough tempers.

Hyunseong stood up, putting on a warm, amicable smile.

“Nice to meet you all. I’m Squad 1’s leader, Number 1, Kim Hyunseong from South Korea. I look forward to working with you.”

As expected, his introduction was met with silence, prompting his smile to grow even wider.

He could sense the simmering frustration of one combatant at the back, whose face was turning red as though he might charge at any moment.

Hyunseong couldn’t blame him.

Up until now, his adversaries had always been formidable opponents, several steps ahead of him in skill.

Sometimes, it was nice to have an easy win—no one could fault him for enjoying a little one-sided sparring.

“Number 111, huh? Just hearing that makes my ears bleed. Hey, weakling, listen up. I was willing to let it slide if the squad leader turned out to be a combatant.”

Crack.

A muscle-bound man, reeking of hostility, shoved aside a member of the ability-users as he stepped forward.

Despite his rude behavior, the ability-user swallowed their indignation and quietly moved aside, unable to respond.

“You’re here because what? Your basal metabolic rate is so low you scraped by on luck? I’m already in a foul mood, and now I have to take orders from some weakling above me?”

“Standing idly by, I can’t tolerate it.”

Instead of pointing it out verbally, Hyunseong kicked aside the obstructing furniture, clearing the way.

Despite his small stature that forced him to look up at him, his determination was undiminished.

The eight onlookers formed a circle around the two of them as if they were in the spotlight.

Recalling a strangely familiar scene, Hyunseong asked.. 

“By any chance, is your name Ivan?”

“Figures a nerd like you would even dig up my background. It’s Finland—Urban.”

Contrary to what everyone else might have thought, Hyunseong found Urban likable.

People who spoke with strength and thought through strength could be loyal if one proved their power.

There was a purity and consistency in it, free of ulterior motives.

Besides, he was feeling down, and having someone willingly offer themselves as a punching bag? 

That was a pass in his book.

“I’ve heard it can be changed within an hour. How about it? Back out if you’re scared. I’m not into bullying the weak.”

“Then, how about a bet? Heads, I go first. Tails, you go first. Deal?”

“A wimp and a gambler? Disgusting little punk. Fine, I’ll take heads.”

The atmosphere grew increasingly tense, and perhaps feeling uneasy about intimidating the unresisting Hyunseong further, Urban agreed without much complaint.

Hyunseong flicked the coin high into the air, his heart pounding in anticipation. 

Deliberately ensuring it landed on heads, he revealed the result, prompting Urban’s sneer to deepen.

“Bring it on, you little shit.”

Urban curled his finger, beckoning him forward.

“Ha, grabbing a kid’s wrist and twisting it isn’t really my—”

Urban’s words were cut short.

Provoked by Hyunseong’s taunt that slipped through the cracks, his reason snapped, and he swung his fist without hesitation.

No room for words.

Hyunseong watched the punch hurtling toward his face, deliberating for a moment. 

Should he let him save face, or should he utterly crush his pride?

Unfortunately for Urban, first impressions last a decade.

“We’re colleagues. No hard feelings.”

For the sake of dominance, Hyunseong decided to beat him down so thoroughly he wouldn’t dare show his face for a while.

He easily dodged the punch, grabbed his arm, and carefully channeled his mana.

[Projection – Panic]

The effect was significantly toned down, dozens of times weaker than what he’d used on the muscle-flexing cultist nun, Mida.

This was the only mercy Hyunseong was willing to extend.

“Aghhh! You’re dead! You’re fake, a fraud!” 

Urban screamed, tears streaming down his face, overwhelmed by the skill that amplified his trauma.

“Cool your head and come back out when you’re ready.” 

Hyunseong said calmly.

As Urban showed signs of wetting himself, he casually picked him up and tossed him into the bathroom.

Dusting off his hands, Hyunseong stepped forward, causing the others to instinctively back away two steps for every step she took.

“Allow me to formally introduce myself. I’m Kim Hyunseong, and I’ll be your squad leader for the next month.”

Reluctantly halting his steps, he resumed the introduction he’d prepared earlier.

From the start, the ability-users remained silent, and the martial artists, their gazes now oddly pure, nodded in agreement.

Boom!

Suddenly, the side wall collapsed, and a man and woman, covered in dust, crawled across the floor.

Their bodies were drenched in blood, as if they’d been through hell.

“Hey, Hyunseong. Are the kids here nice?”

“P-please, w-we’re sorry, s-save us, spare us—”

“Shh.”

Seol-ah dragged the legs of the two collapsed individuals, pulling them back toward her quarters.

Blood trailing on the floor adhered to the debris, and the destroyed wall began to repair itself as if by magic.

“Uh, anyway. I look forward to working with you all.” 


Hyunseong said, attempting to regain composure.

What was truly unsettling was the silence from the room beside them. 

Not a single sound escaped.

From the gap under the now-closed door, a chilling air seeped out, making goosebumps rise all over.

In the eerie stillness, everyone nodded fervently, as if their lives depended on it.



 
  Chapter 18: Academy, all clear (3)


“You! You’re strong!”

“Wash up and do the laundry before you come out. You smell.”

“Got it!”

Urban burst into hearty laughter and went into the bathroom without a word of protest.

Hyunseong, whose mental fortitude far surpassed the average after experiencing life as a strong individual following his possession, failed to realize that his composure, even after turning these muscular giants into mere children, was more intimidating to them than he thought.

‘Do they think I’m being lenient?’

Having dealt with a bloodthirsty Seol-ah in full battle mode, the others had become as docile as lambs.

Thinking he should give them a little nudge, Hyunseong handed out some papers.

“Write down your name, training number, family members, clothing size, and a brief description of your abilities.”

“Um, Hyunseong? Why do you need our clothing sizes…?”

“Are you not going to get your uniforms? Write down everything a size bigger except for your shoe size. It’s much better to have extra room than not enough. They probably won’t let you exchange them once you’ve received them.”

The woman, realizing her mistake, blushed deeply.

As her peers snickered, she hung her head low, trying to hide her red face.

“I’m going to step out to the adjacent living quarters for a bit. Talk among yourselves once you’re done filling it out. You’ll be living together for the next year, so getting to know each other won’t hurt.”

“Understood.”

At the sound of the response, Hyunseong turned toward the source and saw the young man he’d met at the main gate earlier.

‘He’d make a good section leader.’

This was the same man who had maintained a calm demeanor even during Urban’s cheerful rebellion.

He had neither material greed nor a thirst for power and was someone who simply focused on his duties.

‘They seemed to have a good relationship as a family.’

Having built a harmonious household was almost proof of his basic sense of responsibility and competence.

The mid-level manager Hyunseong had been looking for had practically walked right in.

[Empathy – Calm]

He had planned to use the skill when the mood had ripened to his liking, but he decided to change his plans.

As mana spread out, the heavy atmosphere felt as though it melted away, leaving an almost cloud-like lightness and ease.

“Number 24, please take the lead and help lighten the mood. In my absence, you’ll act as squad leader.”

“Aren’t we practically strangers?”

The young family man’s voice trembled with confusion.

Hyunseong solidified his decision after observing the man’s demeanor.

“I’m pretty good at reading people. If you’re uncomfortable, I’ll take it back.”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll give it a shot.”

The young man, who had been nervously bouncing his leg, skillfully took charge and began setting the tone.

Watching them exchange brief introductions with one another, Hyunseong turned and left the room.

Bang!

“Sh*t!”

Crash!

Thud!

The moment he stepped into the hallway, a cacophony of shouts and breaking noises flooded his ears.

The combination of loud thuds and crashes caused dust to fall in clumps from the old walls as the vibration reverberated.

“Now that’s lively!”

The words of admiration slipped out naturally.

Compared to the chaos outside, Hyunseong’s barracks might as well have been a democratic utopia governed by free voting.

Creak—

Feeling a bit smug, Hyunseong knocked on the door to Barracks 2.

The firmly closed door opened quietly.

The scene that unfolded made him shiver.

Sensing his presence, Seol-ah turned her head.

“You’re here?”

A pair of men and women, who had been thrown aside earlier, were now serving as human chairs for Seol-ah.

Kneeling on the floor, they muttered incoherently, their pupils unfocused, as though lifeless.

The rest of the group stood stiffly like dolls, panting heavily but motionless. 

It was as if they wouldn’t even notice being stabbed.

Some were dripping with cold sweat, so consumed by fear that they hadn’t even realized Hyunseong had entered.

“Impressive.” 

Hyunseong remarked, equal parts admiration and astonishment.

“What’s up?”

Seol-ah rose from her human chair and approached him with a casual, almost playful smile.

Even though their “master” had left, the chairs maintained their perfect posture out of what could only be described as sheer reverent obedience.

“It’d be a good idea to start gathering basic personal information. They’ll appreciate it if you have everything ready when they ask for it later.”

“Got it.”

“Also, have the people who passed out on the drill grounds clean themselves up. If they smell bad while sleeping, it’ll be annoying.”

“Okay.”

No matter what Hyunseong said, Seol-ah nodded immediately.

Sharing all the useful information he could and turning to leave, Hyunseong was stopped by Seol-ah grabbing his sleeve.

“But Hyunseong, is that all?”

“That’s everything I can tell you.”

“Still…”

Seol-ah hesitated, her words faltering.

Like a cat staring longingly at catnip placed just out of reach, she gazed up at Hyunseong with mournful eyes.

Puzzled, he retraced his thoughts in reverse, trying to figure out what he might have missed. 

Then he noticed her fidgeting fingers and realized.

“You did great. I knew you’d handle it well.”

“I worked really hard, you know.”

Her tail wagged like a metronome—a clear sign he had given the perfect answer.

Feeling satisfied, Hyunseong lightly patted Seol-ah’s shoulder.

“See you later, Hyunseong!”

“Yeah. See you at assembly.”

Leaving behind Seol-ah, who was enthusiastically waving her hands, Hyunseong walked away.

The members of Barracks 2, who had briefly regained their senses, stared at their squad leader in disbelief.


But as soon as her icy glare swept over them, they reverted to their doll-like state.

Once outside, Hyunseong paused in thought.

Is it better to be loved or to be feared?

With the ever-changing nature of human beings, there could never be a definitive answer.

The path Seol-ah had chosen was one of fear-based rule, a politics of terror.

The easiest way to gain control was by instilling fear.

However, becoming arrogant and overly accustomed to wielding fear could bring about disastrous consequences.

Hyunseong had no intention of losing Seol-ah in some meaningless way, like in a tragic story.

She is family—someone he had decided to protect.

Perhaps she would rise even higher than him, carrying the lives of millions on her shoulders.

“Because it’s Seol-ah.”

The academy was a microcosm of the battlefield they would face after graduation.

If it were Seol-ah, who prioritized Hyunseong above herself, she would surely follow his advice.

Yet he chose to remain silent.

The Seol-ah of the future and the Seol-ah of the present were fundamentally different beings.

She had found someone to rely on and would no longer drag everyone into despair out of pessimism.

Hyunseong trusted her.

He believed in the heart hidden beneath the exclusivity he had witnessed in his visions.

If he began meddling in every little thing, she wouldn’t experience genuine inner growth.

What Hyunseong wanted was for her to become someone who could act righteously and independently, even if he were far away.

The most crucial factor was her heart.

Just as Seol-ah trusted him without the slightest hesitation, Hyunseong, too, did not doubt her.

This complete mutual trust allowed Hyunseong to let go of his worries easily.

***

Beep—beep—beeeep!!!

“Squad leaders, assemble!”

The atmosphere had noticeably softened as Hyunseong, who had been chatting with others, picked up the papers and stood.

“I’ll be back.”

“Yes.”

In the hallway, Quan stood waiting, dressed in a perfectly pressed military uniform.

His eyes widened in surprise as soon as he saw Hyunseong rushing toward him, seemingly excited.

“Oh, Number 1! It’s rare for someone from the support branch to grab a squad leader position in their first month. Even I couldn’t do that. You’re something else, huh?”

“It’s nothing special.”

Maintaining his formal posture, Hyunseong replied modestly, while Quan chuckled, as if he understood the unspoken message.

The sound of hurried footsteps echoed behind them.

“If you’re here, form two rows up front. There’s an announcement, so keep your ears open.”

“Hey, Hyunseong.”

“Seeing you again in thirty minutes, huh?”

Taking advantage of the distraction while Quan was busy organizing the line, Seol-ah quietly whispered to him.

Barely catching her words, Hyunseong smiled as he responded.

“Damn, this cohort is intense. Normally, things stay the same, but everyone got shuffled this time.”

Just as Quan said, nearly everyone in the group was unfamiliar.

Each face bore at least one scratch or bruise, large or small.

Feeling a prickling sensation on the back of his head, Hyunseong turned and met eyes with Yuna.

Her nonchalant avoidance of his gaze sparked a question in his mind.

“Still can’t make up your mind?”

The members of Barracks 2 still hadn’t shown up.

Sliding his pocket watch back into place, Quan expressed his dissatisfaction.

“Call out your barracks number!”

Barracks 7 and 11 still hadn’t shown up.

Scratching his head in frustration, Quan entered the barracks and dragged out the nearest person standing by the door.

“You two are the new squad leaders. You’re late, so it’s your fault. Complain, and you’ll regret it.”

“Understood!”

“Alright, now I’ll tell you what you need to do.”

Clearing his throat, Quan rattled off his instructions like a well-rehearsed radio broadcast.

“Gather information about your squad members: foot size, chest circumference, waist circumference, inseam, head size, height, weight, and basic personal details. By when? Ten minutes. Get moving!”

The group scrambled back to their barracks in a hurry, leaving only Hyunseong and Seol-ah standing there.

“Aren’t you two going?”

Quan asked, puzzled by their lack of movement.

“We’re done already.” 

Quan took the notebook Hyunseong handed him and flipped through it, tears welling up in his eyes.

The notes were impeccable, written in a clean, serif font style with perfectly spaced lines that were a joy to read.

“Oh, man. What were you doing before this? What about you, Number 2? Did you write one too?”

Hoping Hyunseong would someday end up as his subordinate, Quan eagerly took Seol-ah’s notebook.

It took him a moment to realize the scribbles he was looking at were, in fact, words.

“Here you go.”

“Mm, well, that’s one way to do it.”

The chaotic and carefree handwriting in Seol-ah’s notebook almost triggered Quan’s frustration, but one look at her face made him hold it back.

“On the first day, as long as your handwriting doesn’t look like a worm crawling across the page, you pass. Finally, we’ve got an ace.”

Quan, who had casually shoved the notebook into his ration pocket, walked over to Hyunseong and threw an arm around his shoulder.

“Recruit Number 1, Kim Hyunseong.”

“Heh, enough with the formalities, kid.”

Whistling with his arm still draped over Hyunseong, Quan glanced at Seol-ah before turning his head back with a curious expression.

“But hey, Number 1 and Number 2, what’s the deal between you two?”

As a 27-year-old archmage well-versed in matters of the heart, Quan was certain there was something there.

The way Number 2 looked at Number 1 was noticeably different from how she looked at others.

In the boredom of military life, the love lives of subordinates were more entertaining than any paid movie.

Hyunseong, who usually answered like a vending machine, now seemed to hesitate, as though considering his response carefully.

Sensing an opportunity for amusement, Quan stomped his foot playfully.

“Quiet, quiet! I’ll count to three, and both of you answer at the same time. Ready? One, two, three!”

“We’re family.”

“Jewe… family.”

Hyunseong’s answer came first.

Seol-ah, who had been murmuring something under her breath, reluctantly followed suit.

What did Number 2 say before that? 

Did I misread the situation?

Quan, who had been planning to tease them for their youthful awkwardness, suddenly froze as a primal sense of danger washed over him.

For a brief moment, he could have sworn Seol-ah’s pupils glowed red. 

But when he rubbed his eyes and looked again, they were back to their usual golden hue.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Must be that I didn’t get enough sleep while prepping for your arrival. Feeling a little tired.”

Quan didn’t realize that he’d been overwhelmed by the subtle but chilling menace radiating from Number 2’s seemingly innocent question.

Instead, he chalked it up to overwork and began rubbing the stiffness in the back of his neck.

“They have different last names, so they can’t be actual family. I’ll just assume there’s some story they can’t share. No need to pry.”

“Thank you.”

“Good enough. Why are these slackers so slow?”

Quan vented his frustration at the unfortunate squad leaders, using them as an outlet to shake off the unease he felt.

Unfortunately, the ones who had worked hard to gather the necessary data were left bewildered and unfairly scolded.

“Now that everyone’s here, let me say this—you should take control of your squads as quickly as possible. For the next four days, there won’t be any major training exercises. You’ll just have political education mixed in. This will be your last chance to have some breathing room, so make good use of it.”

For Hyunseong, this was familiar advice and nothing new.

“Starting next Monday, you’ll have your combat proficiency evaluation. Normally, you’d spend a minute beating the crap out of a measuring device while the instructors graded your performance. That’s how it’s typically done.”

Just as Hyunseong was trying not to look bored, he caught a comment that made him question his ears.

Apparently, the involvement of variables named Kim Hyunseong and Jeong Seol-ah had altered the course of events.

“Wasn’t the first training supposed to be an urban combat simulation drill?”

Startled, Hyunseong forgot himself and blurted out the question, breaking protocol.

Quan didn’t seem to mind, though—he also found this evaluation odd.

“Yeah, Number 1, you’re right. That’s what it should’ve been. But the regimental commander just gave a direct order to change it. We don’t know why. Normally, this evaluation is scheduled for the final week of basic training, but this time, we’re doing it right at the start.”

“Then, what are the support units supposed to do?”

“That’s the tricky part—they’re supposed to participate too. Normally, support units are either exempted or just hit a machine for show and call it a day. But this time, no exceptions.”

Hyunseong felt a faint dizziness.

Not only could he not pinpoint the reason why the plot had gone off course, but his skill didn’t work on inanimate objects.

Machines weren’t likely to malfunction just because they had been roughly assembled in the factory.

The situation seemed to be heading toward a disaster where he would have to rely purely on his physical abilities and brawl his way through the evaluation.

“Senior, isn’t there a disadvantage if we get a low grade?”

“How do you even know that? I give up on trying to understand you.” 

Quan sighed, then nodded. 

“But yeah, you’re right. It’s been criticized for years as an unfair evaluation for the support units. That’s why they usually faked it for them.”

Feeling a bit sorry, Quan lightly patted Hyunseong on the cheek.

“But that’s not all. This time, the regimental commander himself has declared he’ll evaluate you personally. Your goal will be to break through his magical barrier. If you can even land a single punch, you’ll score full marks.”

Hyunseong didn’t know where to begin criticizing this insanity.

At this point, the fact that a colonel was personally stepping in for what essentially amounted to hazing made the whole thing feel like a cruel hidden-camera prank.

‘You want me to provoke Baal’s trauma? Me?’

Unless someone on Seol-ah’s monstrous level stepped in, there was no point in holding back his power.

Baal would easily see through any half-hearted effort using residual mana alone.

‘If Baal goes berserk, Seol-ah will protect me, right? …She will, right?’


All Hyunseong could do was hope that the strength of his skill wouldn’t be enough to penetrate Baal’s mental defenses.

“Oh, by the way.” 

Quan added. 

“There’s a tradition where the senior trainers give the rookies a nice, warm ‘welcome’ on the first night. But lucky for you, we decided to make an exception this year. You poor things, just get some rest. Gather your group for dinner assembly later. That’s it, dismissed.”

Quan fled as if escaping, and at the same time, a slender wisp of a soul departed for Andromeda.



 
  Chapter 19: There is an issue with the academy (1).


Two days had passed since Quan fled in haste.

Jeong Seol-ah’s daily routine was simple. 

As soon as she woke up to the blaring sound of the reveille she hated, she tidied up her spot. 

After making the bed with sharp precision, she quickly washed up and checked the health of her squad members.

“Anyone feeling sick?” 

“No, ma’am!” 

“Anyone planning to desert?” 

“Never, ma’am!” 

“Go ahead if you want. But you’ll die.” 

“Eek!”

The squad members, who had been ‘disciplined’ after a small display of her strength on the first day, were to her liking. 

They were now loyal followers who would jump into hell if she commanded.

Wearing her fluttering military uniform and rubber rings, Seol-ah stepped outside, greeted by the chilly wind. 

Quan conducted the morning roll call. 

After a brief warm-up, they ran 20 kilometers. 

If a squad member began to fall behind, her silent gaze alone would light a fire under their feet, urging them to run faster.

“Seol-ah, didn’t you get a uniform that’s too big?” 

“Hyunseong, I’m going to grow more.” 

“Sorry, please put your lips back. My bad.”

After the light run, they assembled for breakfast. 

Though she felt sorry for Kim Hyunseong, she couldn’t yield first place for meal assembly.

“Eat well.” 

“You too, squad leader!”

After emptying her allotted four bowls, about 10 minutes had passed. 

The cook, recognizing Seol-ah, would give her a generous serving of side dishes in a wide soup bowl, something that pleased her.

“I’m still hungry.” 

“Please take ours too!” 

“It’s fine. You guys eat.”

She watched Kim Hyunseong as he finished eating, resting her chin indifferently. 

Once the squad was done eating, they aligned and marched back to the barracks.

“One, two, three, four, one-two-three, um.” 

“Eek! Sorry!” 

“No, it’s fine. It was just a ‘mistake,’ right?” 

“Sniff… yes, ma’am.”

She consoled the crying squad member, then they all cleaned the living quarters together. 

Once everything was spotless, Quan blew the assembly whistle. 

She skillfully positioned herself next to Kim Hyunseong during assembly. 

Once again, she naturally secured the spot beside him.

“Why are you all wearing uniforms? Let me first explain the duty of a soldier to devote oneself to the nation… Serving the country is the fundamental duty of a soldier…”

The lecture by the old professor was boring and tedious. 

Most students took notes diligently, paying close attention.

‘So noisy.’

Seol-ah didn’t care what happened to humans. 

She recalled the countless corpses wrapped in cloth that came daily and her mother buried under piles of dirt. 

It wasn’t the government that had judged Paul Moon, who treated humans like lab rats in countless experiments. 

It was Kim Hyunseong, who appeared like a hero from a fairy tale during her childhood.

The normal function of the state had lost its light in a world turned to ash. 

If it were up to her, she would kill everyone and live peacefully on a remote island with Hyunseong.

‘He looks cute when he’s focused.’

Watching Kim Hyunseong secretly made her feel at ease. 

Yet again, she didn’t retain a single word from the lecture.

After the morning classes, they ate lunch. 

Compared to the days when she tore apart bugs or rats for food, it was a feast. 

She smacked a squad member’s head, who was complaining about the side dishes, and took his food for herself.

“Three minutes until education assembly!”

In the afternoon, she zoned out, staring at Kim Hyunseong, and the lecture ended without her realizing it. 

After returning the materials, they went for physical training.

“Ugh.” 

“Tired?” 

“Th-thank you.” 

“Mm.”

She helped a squad member who struggled with pull-ups, lifting his legs effortlessly as if tossing a branch. 

After pushing him up lightly, the squad member thanked her gratefully. 

She didn’t particularly enjoy it, but Hyunseong wanted her to get along with the squad, so she played along.

After dinner and evening study sessions, the night roll call began.

“Service pledge.” 

“Our resolve!” 

“We are the Republic of Korea Army, loyal to the nation and the people.” 

“We are the Republic of Korea Army, loyal to the nation and the people!”

“At ease. Roll call is over. If anyone has requests or needs counseling, speak to the sentry or see the duty officer. The night sentry has additional training, so stay behind. Roll call dismissed.”

“Dismissed!”

After a group shower, they turned off the lights and crawled into their blankets. 

The second-years, having gauged their squad leader’s temperament, quietly whispered before drifting off to sleep. 

For Jeong Seol-ah, the moments just before sleep were the worst. 

Compared to her past, life at the academy wasn’t difficult at all. 

The hard part was the distance between her and Kim Hyunseong.

“No, not again.”

Mumbling softly, she pulled the blanket over her head, clenched her eyes shut, and curled up, covering her ears.

‘Monster of a girl.’ 


Her father’s voice seethed with anger. 

‘If I just slice right here…’

The researcher tapped his medical axe. 

‘If it weren’t for you, my daughter wouldn’t have died!’ 

The nun screamed as she placed a saw to Seol-ah’s ankle.

‘Holy, truly noble, remnant of the moon.’ 

The cardinal prayed, tears falling as he gazed at the core embedded in her heart. 

“I don’t want it, I don’t…” 

The bed was soaked with cold sweat, and her body trembled. 

She knew those people could no longer harm her. 

But what was truly terrifying was the hallucination of them grinning ear to ear while looking at Hyunseong. 

A broken bottle flies. 

An axe lodges into a leg. 

A saw moves slowly, tearing through. 

Limbs are pierced by chains and hung in the air. 

Not her, but Kim Hyunseong’s.

“Hyunseong. Are you asleep?” 

When she came to her senses, she was already pressed against the wall, gasping for air. 

She wanted to smash through the barrier and go to him, but she restrained himself. 

“Hyunseong.” 

She wanted to make sure Hyunseong was safe right then. 

Was he breathing properly? 

Would he disappear like her mother? 

Was he sick? 

Would the ceiling collapse on him, or the floor open and swallow him? 

She had to protect him. 

This time, if she lost him, something inside her would surely break. 

“Hyunseong…” 

Without realizing it, red light glowed from Seol-ah’s eyes. 

When there was no answer, she began scratching at the wall with her nails, and debris started to fall to the floor. 

Creak. 

She imagined a cold, dissected body like the ones she had seen in the lab. 

She pulled back the cloth to reveal the face. 

“…No.” 

Just as Seol-ah was about to smash through the wall, she heard the sound of someone turning in their sleep. 

Her heart, which had been racing, began to calm down. 

“Seol-ah?” 

“Yeah, it’s me.” 

“What’s wrong? Can’t sleep?” 

“No.” 

The tension that had tightened her body loosened, and she collapsed as if her strength had left her. 

Tears she had been holding back began to drip down her face. 

Embarrassed, she quickly glanced around the barracks, relieved that no one had woken up. 

“Should I come over? The night watch is my squad member, so it’s okay.” 

“No, it’s fine.” 

She hurriedly wiped her tears with her sleeve and swallowed hard to clear her throat. 

She knew that if she saw Hyunseong now, she wouldn’t be able to hold back. 

Tap. 

“Did you have a nightmare?” 

“….” 

Just as she was about to lie down, a hole, the size of a finger, appeared in the wall. 

Through it, she could see Hyunseong’s pupils. 

Seol-ah’s heart began to pound in a different way. 

Carefully, she put her eye to the hole and whispered. 

“Hyunseong. Can I come over?” 

“Where?” 

“Next to you.” 

“What?” 

Without waiting for an answer, she used her ability. 

Blood dripped through the crack in the wall and slowly took shape, returning to Seol-ah. 

“Hi, Hyunseong.” 

Hyunseong, who was startled by Seol-ah’s sudden appearance, looked confused for a moment but then smiled. 

He gently patted her head and lay down next to her. 

She could feel Hyunseong’s mana flowing through her body. 

It felt like lying on a sunlit hill on a warm summer day. 

“Are you okay now?” 

“Yeah. I like it because it’s warm.” 

“Good. Get some sleep, and tomorrow, let’s have a squad gathering since it’s the weekend.” 

“Okay.”  

“I’m always here, so if things get tough, come find me like you did tonight.” 

Seol-ah nodded, and soon fell asleep as if she had taken a sleeping pill. 

Hyunseong covered her with two blankets and closed his eyes. 

He dreamed a beautiful dream, though he couldn’t remember a single detail. 

Baam baam baam baam baam baam baam baam baam baam− 

Baam baam. Baam baam baa baa baa baa baa baa- 

-Huff huff. Can you hear me? Ah, ah. Tap tap. Ah, ah. Huff huff. 

-Wake up, wake up, the 1st Company is to gather at the parade ground by 0630. 

-Argh! Private Kim! Hyun! Seong! 

Hyunseong screamed as he jolted upright to the awful sound of the devil’s conch shell, no matter how many times he heard it. 

“Damn it.” 

Seol-ah, who had been beside him, was already gone. 

Through the hole in the wall, he could see that she was fully prepared, standing with her arms crossed, watching the squad. 

“You’re late.” 

“Sorry!” 

Watching the squad hurriedly scurry under Seol-ah’s watchful eyes was quite amusing. 

After watching the scene, Hyunseong quickly changed and stepped outside. 

The cold morning wind bit sharply at his face. 

-110 present. No one missing. Okay.

-Whole group, about face! 

-Face forward and shout with all your strength for 10 seconds!

-Three drills, ready!

-Turn! About face! Attention! 

-Today is Saturday, so we’ll sing the second verse of the national anthem without the instrumental accompaniment. 

-Recite the service creed. Service creed!

-Anyone good at speaking? Hey, number 1, you come out. 

-Dumbass, align your arms straight to your sides. 

-Let’s sing the military song while jogging. The song is ‘We March to the Front Line.’ Shout it with energy. One, two, three, four.

After finishing the morning drills, which would be repeated for the next three years, they returned to the barracks. 

Just then, Hyunseong heard Quan’s characteristic frivolous footsteps and got up. 

Quan grinned and grabbed Hyunseong’s arm tightly with a trusting look in his eyes. 

“Hey, number 1. I’m taking the squad leaders to the PX. You can lead them, right?” 

“Just tell me where it is, and I’ll go.” 

“I’ll give you a map, so make sure to march properly. My buddy in the other company is already losing his hair, but thanks to you, I’m having a hell of an easy time. Alright, good.”

“Squad leaders, gather in two minutes!” 

Laughing, Quan handed him the map and propped his feet up on the duty desk, falling asleep. 

Hyunseong, enviously watching his senior slack off, led the rookies to raid the PX. 

“Let’s buy everything at once. It’s the first day, so I’ll pay.” 

“Hyunseong, where do you even have the money? We’ll just pay separately.” 

The academy was full of people from tough situations hoping to turn their lives around. 

The survival rate was so low that the higher-ups were becoming more averse to military service.

“Idiot. Hyunseong is rich.” 

Seol-ah proudly lifted her chin, seeming much calmer compared to last night. 

“Help me out next time if you get the chance. That’s why I live for this.” 

“Pfft, sure.” 

“We’ll probably be the ones needing the help. But hey, we’ll remember that number 1 treated us.”

Even if they bought a ton from the PX, it wouldn’t come close to covering 0.01% of the cost of the M870 Hyunseong had picked up at the Magpie Market. 

Winning people over wasn’t as hard as it seemed. 

The right help, at the right time, was all it took. 

“Thanks. To be honest, I was a bit burdened, but I’ll enjoy it.” 

“Why don’t we gather everyone in the barracks and eat together? I’ll talk to Kwan-senpai.” 

“That’d be great!”

Hyunseong quietly approached Kwan, who was snoring and dozing off. 

Slipping two packs of 88 cigarettes and coffee into Kwan’s pocket, he easily got permission. 

“Heh, good kid.” 

“How could we only buy stuff for ourselves when you’re working so hard, senpai?” 

“Just make sure the guys don’t get too relaxed. Next week, we’ll have to crack down hard and get serious.” 

“I understand perfectly.”


They enjoyed a final feast in a large multipurpose room that could hold all 110 people. 

It was a day to get familiar with each other’s faces and share laughter that would be hard to come by for the next three months. 

With the weekend over, the real training was now looming ahead. 

-Wake up, everyone get up! Gather at the parade ground in three minutes. Move it!!

With the tightening discipline, the evaluation facing Baal was drawing near.



 
  Chapter 20: There is an issue with the academy (2).


“Stand in formation properly! Squad leader, step forward!”

The drill instructors were frantically trying to organize the formation, their irritation evident.

Even the instructors who usually stayed out of sight had come out, shouting orders.

“That face of yours looks really annoying.”

“Recruit Park Jae-jun, number 87!”

“Didn’t you come here voluntarily? Or were you dragged here against your will?”

“Recruit Park Jae-jun, number 87!”

“Looks like you think training is a joke. Must be fun, huh?”

“Recruit Park Jae-jun, number 87!”

The drill instructor sneered as he pressed his fist into the temple of the dazed recruit.

‘Ah, that’s not how you’re supposed to handle it…’

Hyunseong, who had been through enlistment twice and made it to the academy, looked at the instructor with pity.

The recruit, shoved so hard he fell, scrambled to his feet, his eyes brimming with frustration.

‘You can’t just dump emotion into it. You have to focus on what’s actually wrong and make it irrefutable.’

Even a rookie recruit could sense when an instructor was just picking on them to make them feel small.

If instilling discipline was the goal, the key was to leave no room for complacency.

Constantly making recruits wonder, “Is there anything I’m doing wrong now?” or, “Am I making mistakes at this moment?” and instilling the fear of perpetual observation accelerated correction.

‘There’s already plenty to criticize just by looking, but he’s wasting it all.’

If you didn’t explain the reasons for discipline and only hurled abuse, it was natural for resentment to build.

Even in a harsh and dehumanizing academy, fear eventually wore off.

‘Quan wasn’t bad. This one’s just a rookie.’

Hyunseong was confident he could extinguish the light in that recruit’s eyes in under three minutes.

Clicking his tongue, he moved on, surveying the atmosphere in each living quarters.

Observing people’s postures and expressions revealed more information than one might expect.

The second unit seemed focused on supporting and assisting Seol-ah, almost as if elevating her from below.

Their strategy of backing a clearly capable individual wasn’t a bad approach.

‘Everyone here really has their distinct traits.’

As he looked around, his attention was drawn to the fourth unit, where every member was eerily calm and mechanical in their demeanor.

It was the squad led by Yuna, one of the three who had maintained their position as squad leaders.

‘If Seol-ah’s unit is like Lü Bu and his loyal retainers, then this must be the FM (Field Manual) Machine Squad.’

The intriguing dynamic made Hyunseong’s eyes sparkle.

He hadn’t had a proper conversation with them before, as Yuna had quietly eaten and left during the group dinner.

‘I’ll have to make sure to talk to her at some point.’

He was becoming increasingly convinced that Yuna was the heroine of the novel.

Though her name was different, her revealed personality and behavior felt familiar to Hyunseong, who had read the story.

“March in step—left foot, left foot, left foot.”

The first regiment marched on, their formation noticeably more precise than before.

Water bottles sloshed and clattered with each step.

“Ahhh!”

A drill instructor tripped a recruit whose marching steps were off.

The recruit fell, causing the row behind to stumble over him and collapse like dominoes.

As the fallen recruits cried out, a squad member instinctively turned their head to look.

Hyunseong, with a reluctant sigh, muttered:

“Don’t turn your head. Just keep walking.”

“Shouldn’t we help them?”

“Ignoring them is helping. Trust me and just keep looking ahead.”

Even in the tense atmosphere, there were few people as calm as Hyunseong.

The squad member clenched his fists tightly, as if struggling with his conscience, but ultimately followed Hyunseong’s advice and focused on marching.

“Stand in place!”

The group arrived at a wide plain, utterly devoid of even a single weed despite the summer season.

At the center of the plain stood Baal and a machine resembling a large disc.

“Loyalty! Regiment commander! All 110 recruits assembled!” 

“Well done.”

Behind Baal, who was coldly surveying the recruits, stood professors and staff officers.

The lowest rank among them was a major, and the presence of such high-ranking personnel made the drill instructors visibly tense.

“You are to choose either the machine or one of the regiment commanders and demonstrate your full combat abilities. The order will proceed as Physical Combat, Abilities, and Support. You have one minute. Based on your performance, the professors will assign a grade. Any questions?”

Quan, nervous enough to even address the machine with honorifics, wasn’t corrected by anyone.

As silence stretched on, Quan nodded.

“Sort yourselves into groups of Physical Combat, Abilities, and Support, then sit in formation. Equipment is in the box at the front. Begin!”

As soon as the recruits were seated in their groups, the evaluations began.

The first participant was Urban, the stoic Finnish man who had once fallen victim to Hyunseong’s antics.

“Damn it, I’ve got no clue.”

Urban hefted a massive firefighting axe as his weapon of choice.

Urban gripped the axe skillfully and gave it a light toss before tightly shutting his eyes.

“Regiment Commander, I will begin now.” 

“Proceed.”

With bold confidence, Urban chose Baal as his target instead of the machine.

“Overhead strike!”

Letting out a spirited shout, he charged forward and swung the axe.

However, the blow rebounded off Baal’s barrier, sending Urban flying backward.

“W-What the…?”

“Evaluation complete. Grade: C.”

Urban, unable to comprehend what had just happened, stared blankly at the shattered axe blade.

But Hyunseong saw it clearly.

As soon as Urban got close to the magical barrier, a powerful repulsive force activated, pushing him away.

It wasn’t just that he failed to penetrate the barrier—he couldn’t even touch it.

Even the usually indifferent Seol-ah seemed to notice, her lips curling into a chilling smile.

Subsequent attempts by other Physical Combat recruits who shifted their focus to the machine fared no better. 

None managed to achieve a grade higher than C+.


“Regiment Commander, I have a suggestion.”

Just as the atmosphere grew increasingly despairing, Yuna, carrying a steel shield, spoke calmly.

The recruits perked up at the prospect of an unexpected turn, while the drill instructors’ faces turned pale, bordering on ashen.

“Speak.”

“Would it be permissible to proceed with an attempt to block an attack from the Regiment Commander instead?”

“Hmm?”

“My ability is specialized in defense. I want to give it my all.”

Baal, arms crossed, studied the audacious Yuna with interest.

Until now, there hadn’t been any defense-specialized recruits, so this was the first time such a suggestion had been made.

“Is she crazy? It’s hard enough to land a hit, and she wants to block one?”

“Shh. You’ll get smacked by the instructors again.”

The oppressive atmosphere created by the instructors and the fear of Baal had kept anyone from bringing it up before.

Yuna, however, met Baal’s gaze without flinching, her expression calm and unwavering.

“Very well.”

“Thank you.”

Despite the sweltering summer heat, a chilling cold began to spread slowly across the plain.

Snow flurries started swirling around Yuna, and soon her shield was encased in solid ice.

“Iceberg.”

It was a skill befitting its name.

Even from over 300 meters away, frosty breath escaped from her lips.

“Let’s begin.” 

Baal said, casually adjusting the fur cap on her head and lifting her index finger.

A purple lightning bolt condensed at her fingertip, then surged forward in a brilliant streak of light.

Boom!

The ice shattered and scattered in all directions, and the cold that had blanketed the plain dispersed, momentarily obscuring the view.

“Ah.”

When the mist cleared, Yuna stood there, staring blankly at the hole in her palm.

“Thank you, Regiment Commander.”

Clutching her bleeding hand tightly, Yuna gave a slight bow. 

Baal nodded subtly in acknowledgment.

“Evaluation complete. Grade: B+.”

As Yuna staggered back to the formation, Quan immediately called for a medic.

A blonde woman approached, gently patting the dazed Yuna on the head before casting a healing spell.

“This girl really nailed it. Yeah, it’s good to get hurt early on. That way, when you take a hit to the gut later, you won’t freak out.”

“Don’t scare her already. She’ll handle it just fine.”

“Handle what? In a month, arms and legs will be flying around anyway. Am I wrong?”

The medic grumbled to Quan as she wrapped Yuna’s injured hand in bandages.

Among the recruits evaluated during the Physical Combat section, Yuna was the only one to stand out.

Watching Yuna meditate with her bandaged hand resting on her knee, Hyunseong became certain of her identity.

“Jeya Ilya.”

The heir to the Executioner.

The flickering Heaven’s Scourge.

A rebel against the Underworld’s military.

‘Why are you here?’

Hyunseong pushed aside the question, realizing it was a problem he couldn’t solve right now, and refocused on Baal’s evaluations.

The Physical Combat section ended with most recruits earning dismal scores, and then it was time for the Abilities category.

The results for Abilities weren’t much better.

Though there was a higher tendency to choose Baal over the machine, since the evaluations didn’t require direct physical contact—

Boom.

“Thank you, Regiment Commander.”

“Evaluation complete: B-.”

Not a single recruit managed to leave a scratch on Baal’s barrier.

Feelings of hopelessness and defeat began to consume the crowd.

Seol-ah, unconcerned with the feelings of the insignificant, rose to her feet.

“Number 2, Jeong Seol-ah.”

Baal, without replying, quietly stared at the girl standing before her.

Her gaze grew sharper by the moment, while the white-haired girl responded with a sly, faint smile.

“First Regiment Commander, is something wrong?”

The cadets, feeling the surge of an intangible, wave-like pressure, were reminded of the nightmares from their first day of training.

Unable to bear the cadets’ unease any longer, an old professor inquired.

“No, it was a mistake.” 

Baal answered, breaking her gaze.

“Shall we begin?”

“Go ahead.”

With Baal’s permission, Seol-ah’s smile deepened, revealing sharp fangs. 

She bit her thumb hard.

Crunch.

Two segments of her thumb were sliced off effortlessly, as if they were made of soft ice cream, and fell to the ground.

The melted fingers turned into blood, pooling into a puddle large enough to fit a person.

“Here we go.”

The blood began to bubble, weaving itself into threads before shooting toward Baal’s barrier like tentacles.

Blood-formed hands wriggled, covering the barrier without leaving a single gap.

“Consume it.”

Crunch—!

A deafening noise, like scrap metal being compressed under a hydraulic press, echoed through the air.

As the sound grew louder, Seol-ah’s smile only deepened, her body remaining perfectly still.

Thud!

“Ugh! What the—?!”

“Get down! Keep your head down and stay low!”

A violet wave erupted outward.

With powerful air pressure pinning them to the ground, they buried their heads and waited for the wave to subside.

When the surge cleared, the blood had entirely evaporated, revealing Baal’s barrier, now severely tattered.

The hair of the two monsters fluttered wildly in the wind.

“Are you going to continue?”

“Thank you for your guidance, Commander.”

Seol-ah bowed respectfully before turning around.

When her eyes landed on Hyunseong, her face flushed red.

Fidgeting with her fingers, she shyly approached and sat beside him.

Even Quan, who was supposed to be in charge, was frozen in place, unable to tell Seol-ah to leave after her evaluation was over.

Unfortunately, Seol-ah cared little for the stares of others.

Smiling brightly, she leaned close to Hyunseong and whispered in his ear, just loud enough for him to hear.

“I didn’t kill her because I thought you’d be sad. I did well, right?”

“Well done, my Seol-ah.”

Hyunseong, with a calm demeanor that suggested he had expected this, held her soft cheek and gave it a playful shake.

Still, even he couldn’t hide his surprise.

Satisfied with his gentle praise, Seol-ah plopped herself down in her spot.

The cadets who had been sitting next to her instinctively moved away, but Seol-ah, oblivious, simply enjoyed the newfound space and began drawing on the dirt floor.

The instructors and cadets alike alternated between staring at Hyunseong and Seol-ah, unable to hide their bewilderment.

Everyone had realized by now that the only time the fierce Seol-ah softened was in front of that man.

As much as they wanted to ask questions, they held their tongues, unsure of what wrath might follow.

“Evaluation complete. A+.” 


The old professor announced in a trembling voice.

In the meantime, Baal, having adjusted her disheveled attire, fixed her gaze on Hyunseong.

“…?”

Hyunseong glanced around, thinking it might be a misunderstanding, but Baal’s piercing stare remained unwavering.

A cold sweat began to trickle down Hyunseong’s back.



 
  Chapter 21: There is an issue with the academy (3).


The evaluation of the support unit that followed was too dreadful to watch. 

Even the instructors, who usually shut down cadet chatter, expressed concern.

“Commander, we are ready to begin.” 

“Begin.” 

“Recapture.” 

“Evaluation over. D.”

A faint light, like a firefly, swirled around the machine before dissipating.

He wanted to offer words of comfort to the healer, who was on the verge of tears after receiving the lowest score. 

It was because he noticed the antennae of an ant, which had been clinging to the machine, sprouting. 

If only the skill hadn’t been used on an inanimate object, the healer’s skill wouldn’t have been so bad. 

Since even Hyunseong hadn’t realized the true purpose of the evaluation, it was no surprise that the others didn’t either.

“Ugh!” 

Thud!

The highest score among the support unit was given to a healer who had stabbed and then healed the back of their hand.

“I like the creativity,” 

Baal granted a rare C grade for the effort.

After this, many creative attempts followed, but none could surpass the C barrier.

“Dammit, this is too much.” 

“They must have a reason. Our commander wouldn’t do something pointless.”

The harsh barrage of low scores continued relentlessly. 

Quan, unable to shake off his discomfort, muttered, and the healer who treated Yuna responded.

“True, but if their scores are wrecked from the start, how are they supposed to recover?” 

“I’m sure the commander has a plan for everything.” 

“This needs to be brought up for review. Tradition my ass—this is an old academy vice.” 

“If the lousy support group makes a fuss, the combat guys will roar. Just stay quiet.”

Despite the casual tone, the healer’s expression was also not great. 

The support cadets, who had been listening as if they hadn’t heard, looked even more depressed.

“The combat units would be screwed without our support! That’s just brainless talk.” 

“Why are you snapping at me? I’m on your side here!”

As Hyunseong watched the healer point accusingly at Quan with a fierce expression, he recalled the frequent conflicts between job types. 

Emotional conflicts often arose because they couldn’t see things from each other’s perspectives. 

It was the same as the tension between physical laborers and desk workers, between rear staff officers and frontline commanders, or between policymakers and those on the ground.

Hyunseong compared the divide between support and combat units to the relationship between mages and knights in a novel. 

In reality, those with supernatural abilities and those in support often ignored each other, while they had more clashes with the combat forces.

“I’m just frustrated!” 

“They’re all my juniors too, do you think I’m not frustrated? Quit being such a drama queen.”

With a resigned sigh, the healer, who had been exchanging banter, finally quieted down. 

Quan, who had been watching her, let out a deep sigh and placed a hand on Hyunseong’s shoulder.

“Hey, number one, don’t answer—just listen. You’re next in line.”

It seemed like Quan used a skill to mute the surrounding noise.

“I thought I could push you hard because you reminded me of my own start, but unfortunately, with these scores, you’re going to lose your squad leader position. Earn your points in the advanced response evaluation two months from now and come back up.”

With that small piece of comfort, Quan released the skill and patted Hyunseong’s shoulder. 

Touched by the warmth of Quan’s words, Hyunseong gave a small nod and stood up.

“Since you’re looking out for me this much, I’ll try to bring some honor to our squad.”

Even with such a bold statement, Quan looked at him with pity instead of responding, and tapped the healer’s chest.

“By the way, is that him?” 

“Yeah, that’s the support ace I mentioned, the loyal one who took a gamble.” 

“Ah… What a shame. Sneak him out later and let him have a smoke. As long as he’s got guts, that’s all that matters.”

“You’re the one who’s always smoking. You know it won’t even work if your lungs rot, right?” 

“Even when you agree with me, you complain.”

With a stiff expression, Hyunseong finally faced Baal. 

The cap covering Baal’s eyes made it difficult to read her thoughts.

“Life is all or nothing.”

Taking a deep breath, Hyunseong steadied his mind. 

His heart was racing, not as much as when he met Seol-ah at the temple, but enough to feel his pulse quicken.

“Commander, may I offer a suggestion?” 

“Go ahead.”

Luckily, Baal allowed it without hesitation.

“Would it be acceptable to request permission for physical contact during this evaluation?”

Nervously, Hyunseong swallowed hard. 

He now understood why Quan referred to Baal so respectfully, even though it was a machine.

At his words, Baal’s eyebrow twitched. 

Maintaining an attitude that showed no ulterior motives, Hyunseong stood as straight as he could and made eye contact.

“Hey, Quan, is that really the ace? He seems a lot like you.” 

“In a mad world, the ace is always a madman.” 

“Is that so?”

One of the professors, who had been sipping his drink out of boredom, suddenly choked and coughed it up.

“Ah! Squad leader, why-why are you doing that?” 

“What?” 

“Never mind, sir.”

Seol-ah, who had been fidgeting with her feet, stopped momentarily and resumed.

“Proceed.” 

“Thank you.”

Hyunseong carefully approached Baal and took hold of her hand, wrapped in black gloves. 

Because of the change in evaluation style, Baal had clad herself in mana armor instead of deploying a barrier. 

Her expression remained unchanged.

“I will begin now.”

Closing his eyes, Hyunseong focused the mana flowing through his body into a single point. 

It was similar to the technique he used in the life-death meditation he employed with Seol-ah.


‘Heavenly beings, if you’re watching, please don’t roll the dice.’

He was wary of any intervention from higher beings, but since there was no sign of interference, he was relieved. 

Compressing his mana as tightly as possible, Hyunseong heightened its density.

[Projection – Panic]

The mana orb successfully flowed through Baal’s hand. 

The only offensive skill Hyunseong had was “Projection.” 

After deliberation, he decided to use “Projection” instead of trying to win over Baal’s favor with emotional resonance, as it wouldn’t earn him a high score.

“Captain?”

Clack.

Even after a minute passed with no reaction, when Hyunseong released Baal’s hand, she took a step back. 

Contrary to his expectations, the mana enveloping Baal’s body remained firm and steady.

‘Was I still not enough?’

Despite the skill’s failure, Hyunseong felt a sense of relief. 

Seol-ah had shown potential to subdue a rampaging Baal, but that was the extent of it. 

Seol-ah, still far from her prime, needed time to grow under Hyunseong’s guidance.

“Thank you.”

As Hyunseong bowed to the unresponsive Baal, murmurs began spreading like a tide from all directions.

“Hmm.”

Baal’s mana, once firm, began melting away like water.

“Evaluation postponed.”

Frozen in shock, Hyunseong thought he had made a grave mistake.

“Thank… you.”

He couldn’t remember how he got back to the barracks. 

In fact, he couldn’t even remember rejoining the ranks.

“I told you! He really is the ace of support! Hahaha!”

“He’s doing well for a man, huh? If you ever miss your senior and need a chat, come by the medical unit. Soundproofing’s excellent.”

“Medic senior, Hyunseong is mine.”

“Huh? Who’s this kid? You should go home and drink some more milk.”

“You crazy b*tch! If you don’t want to end up in a pool of blood, don’t mess with him!”

All Hyunseong remembered after returning was Quan and Seol-ah tossing him up as an excuse for celebration, along with the healer throwing him towards the ceiling.

***

“Support Director. Did you bring the requested personnel files?”

“Here they are.”

The professors slowly flipped through the files. 

The eyes of one professor, who had served as an artillery commander in Primorye before retiring after losing a leg, lit up.

“There’s a reason for his boldness.”

Kim Hyunseong’s file proudly displayed a record of being awarded the Order of Military Merit. 

The professors, reading his combat and unit history, were taken aback by the intense battle experience practically oozing from the pages.

“He even participated in the Primorye offensive. Someone who doesn’t know better might think this was a penal battalion.”

Surviving a unit that had been reorganized dozens of times was remarkable in itself. 

Despite the grand claims, the professor remembered the Primorye offensive as a miserable failure.

“If this kid stays on course, he’ll be useful as a political officer.”

“I agree.”

It was a three-way struggle. 

After the founding, the General Staff’s failed attempt to simultaneously push back both the New Soviet Army, aiming at East Siberia, and the extradimensional species. 

After losing an entire army in just eight months, the nation signed a non-aggression pact with the New Soviets, ending the conflict. 

Since then, the military had learned that wars between nations would be premature until the Gates were closed.

“I will personally review and assign his evaluation.”

“Will you?”

Baal, who had been closely examining Kim Hyunseong’s file, didn’t respond. 

Knowing her habit of intense focus, the professors gathered their things and left the room.

Only Baal remained in the office.

“Let no one in.”

“Yes, Captain.”

After sending the orderly away, Baal locked the door and collapsed into her chair, her body trembling slightly. 

With shaky hands, she tried to light a cigar but dropped it before she could even take a puff.

“Damn it.”

Barely controlling her mind, she covered her face with her hands.

“I thought I had forgotten it all.”

Tears of blood began trickling from her wide-open eyes. 

Slowly, her right eyeball began pushing out of its socket.

‘Professor, please, I beg you. I’ll cover my eyes from now on. I won’t show them to anyone. Please.’

‘Oh, Eris Baal. You are my masterpiece. Correcting a flaw is an artist’s duty.’

‘Please, please! Aaaah!’

‘Now, now, don’t scream like a newborn. Your dignity is what defines your worth.’

Roll.

She remembered the sensation of a heated metal rod piercing through her cornea and scraping the inside of her eye. 

Baal’s right eye socket was now hollow, devoid of its eyeball.

“Taming mutant flying beasts, huh.”

She picked up the artificial eye rolling on the floor, rinsed it in water, and wiped it clean. 

Evaporating the blood staining her uniform with mana, she turned back toward the window and glanced outside.

“A troublesome skill indeed.”

A+.

Baal wrote the grade on the file labeled “Kim Hyunseong” and tossed it atop the mountain of documents on her desk.

“I’ll be watching.”

Mana-infused cigar smoke drifted out through the window.


Meanwhile, the one who couldn’t even imagine that they had just become the first in the academy’s support division to receive an A+ in a single evaluation was…

“What’s with this killing intent?”

“Hyunseong. Keep petting me.”

Hyunseong, suddenly feeling an eerie chill crawl up his spine, continued to pet the top of Seol-ah’s head for the 30th time.





 
  Chapter 22: Bleeding, muscles aching, and teeth grinding. (1)


After finishing the morning training and returning, Hyunseong noticed a crowd of peers swarming around the bulletin board in the hallway.

Curious as to why the instructors, usually strict about discipline, weren’t intervening, he approached the group.

“Oh, congrats on the top score, man!”

“What’s this about? Excuse me for a moment.”

As Hyunseong politely asked to pass, the bustling crowd parted, creating a space for him.

[1. Kim Hyunseong. Support Unit. A+]

“Must’ve read that wrong,” he thought.

He rubbed his eyes and looked again. 

The top score was undeniably next to his name.

Urban, the jovial man from Finland, laughed heartily and patted Hyunseong on the back.

“Our Squad 1 didn’t lose to the scary big sister of Squad 2! That’s what I’m talking about! Hahaha!”

“Urban, fostering conflict with other squads isn’t a commendable behavior.”

“Nah, I’m just saying how happy I am! Those Squad 2 folks were bragging so much!”

Urban flinched but quickly straightened his chest and spoke even louder, as if nothing had happened.

“Hey, why’s it so quiet now? Cat got your tongue? Why don’t you boast like you did yesterday?”

“We never said that! We just mentioned how both squad leaders are doing well, and it’d be awkward if one of them got a lower score!”

“That’s the same thing, isn’t it? You were basically saying that since Big Sis Seol already got an A+, our squad leader was bound to get a lower score!”

“Only an idiot like you would twist it that way. Right, Assistant Squad Leader?”

“What did you say, birdbrain? Coming from the guy who was beaten into a pulp and sent flying on the first day? You’re really talking big now!”

The assistant squad leader, who had been observing the petty ego contest from a distance, quickly waved his hands when the attention turned to him.

“Ahem. I have no part in this.”

“No, Squad Leader, if you act like this, what does that make me? You’re supposed to favor your own! How can you punish us both?”

“When did I ever call you a birdbrain? I said you were dumb.”

“Yeah, sure, you blockhead. Ugh, this is so beneath me, I won’t even bother listening to you guys anymore.”

“Like you’re one to talk! Didn’t you wet yourself on the first day in the bathroom?”

The pride-fueled squabble only ended after Quan handed out disciplinary punishment.

Humans are social animals.

Instinctively, they form groups, project their values onto those they perceive as allies, and judge accordingly.

“One for motivation, two for camaraderie.”

It was clear from the way the cadets looked at Hyunseong, Seol-ah, and Yuna.

The support team, having no prior ties to Hyunseong and coming from a different barracks, admired the potential he showed and offered small words of encouragement as they headed inside.

The ability team, too intimidated to approach Seol-ah, still felt proud as if her high scores reflected on them.

The combat team, gathered around Yuna as she nonchalantly organized her gear, reassured one another that their team would take the top spot in the next evaluation.

“Look to your left and right. On the battlefield, the ones watching your back are your comrades standing next to you. How long has it even been, and you’re already causing discord? If you’ve got so much energy to spare, do you want me to make sure you can’t walk on your own two legs?”

Quan intervened just in time before the pride contest between squads escalated into a conflict between job classes.

“‘A controlled competitive structure is a straightforward engine for growth.’”

It wasn’t the best approach, but it was undeniably effective, a method Hyunseong often relied on as well.

“Motivation!”

“Camaraderie!”

The ones who had been hit grumbled as they went back, clutching their swollen cheeks, but in Hyunseong’s eyes, it was a clean and fair punishment.

No matter what they did, once they joined the senior-heavy training sessions, everything would reset anyway.

For a moment, Hyunseong felt a bit sorry for the ever-rational Quan.

“Hyunseong, I have a question.”

On the way back after lunch, Seol-ah followed him with a face full of curiosity.

“Why were you so tense yesterday?”

Hyunseong, the one who had taken over another’s body, paused to think when hit with the unexpected question.

It was true that Seol-ah, with only her brief appearance in Episode 2, had been an unreasonably tragic supporting character who foreshadowed humanity’s downfall.

Put another way, even though she had left a deep impression, Hyunseong only saw her grandeur for two episodes.

To call her the protagonist of the story would’ve been a stretch.

“Hyunseong, your eyes are weird.”

On the other hand, Baal had been one of the main characters who drove the central plot forward.

The novel he came from had cultivated countless haters, with comments like, ‘The transparent dragon arc was 10 times more fun,’ ‘I was feeling down, but reading a novel like this being serialized anyway makes me want to live harder,’ or ‘Even Stone Age cavemen probably lived and died happier than the protagonist.’

The fans had long since gone extinct, leaving only detractors to endlessly rant and rage about it.

It was a novel so bad you felt sorry for the paper it was printed on, yet Hyunseong had read through to the very end, cursing all the way to its infuriating conclusion.

That’s why Baal, who had driven its narrative, loomed so large in his mind.

“Hyunseong.”

Seol-ah, now sulking at his lack of response, tugged at his sleeve.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Hyunseong began to scrutinize Seol-ah, who had grown enough that her height now reached his chest.

Seol-ah’s cheeks flushed red like a ripe persimmon as she gently pulled her hand away, avoiding the gaze that seemed to sweep across her entire body.

There was even a cringeworthy moment in Hyunseong’s past when he had set her illustration as his wallpaper, only to be scolded relentlessly by his younger sister and forced to change it.

At a time when the concept of “family” was slipping from Hyunseong’s heart, Seol-ah had become like a new family to him.

No matter how annoying or endearing she might be, Seol-ah had always been Hyunseong’s favorite, even before his possession.

“Seol-ah, thank you for always believing in me.”

“Uh, uh-huh. Me too.”

Looking at Seol-ah, who had turned into a tomato with steam practically rising from her head, Hyunseong felt a surge of confidence.

He had faced countless brushes with death but, in the end, had succeeded in saving her.

What doesn’t kill you only forges you stronger.

Realizing that he had no reason to fear after accomplishing such a great feat, Hyunseong stood taller than ever before.

“Hy-Hyunseong, I like you because you’re so cool.”

Hyunseong froze mid-motion, his hand still resting on Seol-ah’s shoulder, the very one who had just restored the confidence he’d momentarily lost.

The steam pouring from her had not been an illusion all along.

Hisssss!

Startled, Hyunseong hastily poured water over Seol-ah’s bowed head.

“Eek!”

***

“Ugh!”

“Even the lowest-ranked interdimensional creatures are several times faster and more ferocious than I am. Trainees must focus on me and not lose track of my movements!”

A week had passed since the evaluations had ended.

The training grounds were filled with screams at every possible decibel humans could produce.


“They are relentless in tracking the scent of blood. Prevent their approach as much as possible, and if you sustain a bleeding injury, ensure you receive immediate attention.”

“This is a ninth-grade terrestrial interdimensional species known as a Chaser. Commonly referred to in the field as Zerglings, these quadrupedal creatures are characterized by their razor-sharp teeth and incredible speed of up to 90 km/h.”

“If all interdimensional species could be subdued with firearms, would there be any need for ability-wielding officers? From grade six and up, the Shroud renders tactical nukes ineffective, making combat impossible for non-ability users.”

Interdimensional response training was conducted systematically and rigorously.

At first, the trainees hesitated when told to engage with weapons, but after taking a few hits, they became driven by sheer grit and charged head-on.

“Why are your legs so weak? Aren’t you supposed to be from the Combat division, which should always stand tall and proud? You’re a disgrace to warriors!”

“Our Combat division was the only one without an A this session. You’re all just tax-wasting leeches. From now on, I won’t even consider you human!”

“You got knocked back from being hit by a Rexton at 30 km/h? If you’re in Combat, you shouldn’t back down even if a tsunami is bearing down on you!”

The Combat instructors seemed to be having the time of their lives.

While their concern and willingness to help their juniors were understandable, Hyunseong wished they’d at least make an effort to hide their grins whenever they laid into someone.

“Damn it! My foot is broken! I think my ankle’s twisted! Agh, I told you it’s broken!”

“Reserve what? Is that a curse? Just because you’ve got a broken bone, you’re losing all sense of propriety? Where the hell did your military speech go?”

Hyunseong averted his gaze as the Finnish guy, Urban, clutched his ankle, which had twisted 70 degrees, and continued to take a beating.

“You little… Grit your teeth!”

The Combat division certainly trained their juniors to be tough.

“We often work in coordination with artillery. During radio communication, artillery numbers are used to receive fire control instructions and hit designated coordinates.”

“Beijing, recite the artillery numbers.”

“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, zero, sir!”

“The flashy ability-users you might have imagined, flying around solo and wreaking havoc, are nothing more than liabilities without sufficient power to back them up. We operate by delivering calculated firepower to the observed time and location. That means you’ll have to study. Repeat after me: ‘We need to know.’”

“‘We need to know!’”

Compared to the blood and teeth flying on the training grounds in Combat, memorizing manuals in the plank position seemed almost graceful for the ability-users.

“We don’t need to recklessly use our bodies like the Combat pigs. We rely only on our minds and numbers—knowledge and wisdom are our weapons. Mental strength is the true power of a nation. Number 57, stop slacking off!”

“You fool! Are you crying because you can’t solve a simple trigonometry problem? Even basic calculations are required to handle firing coordinates. And already, you’re trying to rely on charts?”

“What~ You didn’t go to school because you were feeding your family? Such a fine, brilliant rock of a brain you have! I’ll personally recommend to the company commander that I tutor you until midnight! You should be grateful for private lessons from the fourth-ranked scorer!”

“…They’re graceful, right?”

Compared to the shouts and tension of the other two groups, the support team seemed relatively tranquil.

Although there was some basic physical training, the focus was primarily on specialization in their abilities.

There was no shortage of training materials.

“My dear comrade, please, I’m begging you, don’t heal me. Aaargh!! I said don’t heal me!”

“Sorry about that.”

“Oh, the bleeding stopped? Gah, hahaha!”

Whenever the instructor dragged over a group of battered and bruised trainees like a string of fish, the healer would treat them.

Once the healing was done, the buffer would cast enhancements.

This left their minds wrung out like dried-up rags, but their bodies felt completely refreshed and overflowing with energy.

Even those who looked like they might collapse at any moment found their legs firmly planted on the ground, standing strong.

“Looks like three more will be coming soon, so be ready. If you’re healed, get moving, you trash!”

“Just give us five minutes! Please, just five minutes! Have mercy!”

Despite providing both healing and buffs, the support division still found themselves on the receiving end of complaints, leaving them to chuckle helplessly.

Hyunseong wasn’t just sitting idly by, either.

[Empathy – Expansion]

He carefully observed the training grounds, identifying unstable individuals and politely pulling them aside to help them calm down.

Thanks to Hyunseong’s assistance, the instructors were able to push the trainees even harder without worry.

With so many participants, their proficiency improved rapidly.

Instead of trainees, only the instructors began seeking Hyunseong out.

[Empathy – Vitality]

“This should last at least an hour.”

“Thanks. Your effect seems to work differently from a buffer’s enhancement mechanism, is that right?”

“It probably is.”

“So, you don’t know the specifics either? Your effect is too strong to help these rookies build their mental strength, so don’t sneak in and use it on them.”

Essentially, it was like being told his power was overkill.

Giving a beginner a holy sword might make it fun for them, but it wouldn’t help them learn proper control.

After all, in the starting village, you’re supposed to use a wooden sword.

“Understood.”

“Okay. How many people can you handle at once?”

“I’ve never actually counted, so I’m not sure.”

“Wow, you’re a monster.”

Hyunseong felt a bit unfairly labeled. 

He’d seen what real monsters were like.

The Combat instructor, clicking his tongue in amazement, left to go “educate” trainees, who hadn’t quite reached human standards yet.

[Empathy – Focus]

“Thanks to you, I was able to memorize up to the 149th digit of pi while standing still.”

“The honor is mine, sir.”

Word spread quickly, and instructors from all divisions started seeking him out, turning him into a renowned “hidden gem.”

While watching the training, he’d discreetly cast Indomitable on cadets who were struggling.

The sudden surge of energy left them confused at first, but seeing them throw themselves into training with renewed vigor was rewarding.

“Relax your head and go swoosh, slash, swoosh, like that.”

“What’s that?”

“You just focus and swoosh-swoosh-bang, and it works.”

“How do you do that?”

“How can you not get something so simple?”

Thanks to this, Hyunseong could watch Seol-ah teaching the instructor from a distance.

“Can’t you go bang-bang-boom, sir?”

“Nope.”

“You do it like this, then this, and then slide like this, and it’ll go boom-boom.”

“Ah, life.”

The instructor, feeling the gap in skill, looked dejected, but Seol-ah’s expression was even worse.

She furrowed her brows deeply, genuinely unable to understand why it was difficult.

“Why is this hard for you, sir?”

“Ah…”

She even finished off the already defeated instructor, confirming his loss of hope.

Hyunseong couldn’t bear to watch any longer and turned away from the poor, unfortunate instructor.

‘Hmm. That’s what a real monster looks like.’

As the sun began to set and it was almost time to return, Hyunseong was about to get up when someone tapped him on the back.

“Hey, Number 1, come out for a moment.”

“Senior Quan, what’s the matter?”


Quan had come over, casually shaking a pack of cigarettes behind his back.

The bold and spicy 88 logo caught Hyunseong’s eye.

“Not tempted?”

“Senior, I sincerely respect you.”

Feeling his lungs flutter in anticipation of long-awaited nicotine, Hyunseong calmed himself and quietly followed Quan.



 
  Chapter 23: Bleeding, muscles aching, and teeth grinding. (2)


Thickly overgrown trees and bushes, materials scattered in a way that would make the quartermaster lose his mind, softly glowing lights, and cigarette butts peeking out from the dirt.

It was, in every sense, a natural fortress built for escape.

“Welcome to the secret nicotine society, stranger.”

“Thank you for allowing me to join such a fine gathering.”

Quan rummaged through his sleeve and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, shaking it.

Thud.

With a motion that bordered on a magic trick, two cigarettes popped out without him even touching them.

The faintly sour smell of sweat mingled with the pungent aroma of tobacco leaves, wafting up from the pack he’d kept in his damp pocket.

“Here you go.”

Grinning mischievously, Quan pulled out a shining cigarette and handed it over.

“Man, that thing looks divine.”

“Go ahead, light up. I’ll give you a flame.”

“No, thank you. I’ll do it myself.”

“Come on, man. I brought you here; the least I can do is light it for you.”

Hyunseong, well aware of the common sense that one should set boundaries even when someone is being generous, stood firm.

He didn’t budge until Quan finally gave up.

Sizzle.

As the harsh smoke hit his lungs for the first time in ages, Hyunseong’s body protested with a fit of coughing.

His bronchi screamed in rebellion, yet even the sting in his nose and eyes felt oddly pleasant.

“Damn, you make that look good.”

“Back in the day, I couldn’t live without this stuff.”

“Number one, when did you first start smoking?”

Quan, with dark circles under his eyes and a furrowed brow, scratched his face and let out a sigh.

Today, he seemed unusually deflated.

Hyunseong noticed that Quan was hiding something.

It wasn’t the first time he’d encountered this awkward situation—a younger brother acting tough but secretly seeking advice from behind the scenes.

Hyunseong decided to ease the burden.

“My father passed away when I was young.”

He shifted his gaze toward the faintly glowing moonlight.

Men don’t need flowery words.

A subtle hint that you’re ready to listen is often enough.

Seeing his senior, always so playful, now wilted like withered scallions, weighed on him.

So, Hyunseong started to share an old story.

“And the rest?”

“My mother and younger sister… they both passed on the same day.”

The cigarette burned down quickly.

Despite it being summer, the chilly air made his breath visible.

“When I was sorting through my father’s belongings, all he left behind were two packs of cigarettes. He had no real hobbies to speak of. He’d come home, sleep like the dead, and then leave again.”

Quan said nothing, silently listening as Hyunseong recounted his past with calm detachment.

“It was such a sudden tragedy that there wasn’t even a simple farewell letter. The house was so utterly destroyed that it was hard to salvage even a few photographs.”

The moonlight softly enveloped Hyunseong.

“The only proof of my father’s life boiled down to those two moldy packs of cigarettes. I started smoking out of curiosity, wondering why he would’ve smoked such things… and now it’s just a habit.”

“Ah.”

Quan, who had been quietly listening, offered his comfort along with the drifting smoke.

Hyunseong, lazily dangling the cigarette in his left hand, shrugged.

“It’s nothing. Even now, they’re still here with me.”

Pointing at the half-burned cigarette, he brushed it off with a casual smile.

He had buried the pain deep in his heart, too far down to surface again.

The wounds had long since rotted away, leaving no flesh for the maggots to feed on.

“Hah, you crazy bastard.”

“Pfft.”

The two of them fell into a shared silence as if it had been planned.

Even as the cries of insects blended with the quiet, there wasn’t a hint of awkwardness between them.

Following Quan’s lead, Hyunseong tapped off the ash and prepared to take one last drag.

“Alright, take it slow.”

“Just having this is more than enough.”

As Hyunseong crouched down to bury the cigarette butt in the dirt, Quan casually flicked him another.

“Number one, let’s have one more before we go.”

“This is plenty. Any more, and I’d feel guilty.”

“I still have what you gave me. Hurry up and take it, kid, my arm’s getting tired.”

“In that case, I can’t refuse your generosity. I’ll gratefully accept one last smoke.”

“Think nothing of it.”

Hyunseong lit the new cigarette using the barely-there stub of the old one, burning it down almost to the filter.

Quan handed him the lighter, shaking his head with an amused chuckle.

“Number one, I’ve been curious for a while—what were you doing before you got here?”

“Just struggling to survive, doing a bit of this and that.”

Quan frowned slightly at the detached answer but decided to press on.

“According to the records, you were a conscript deployed to the frontlines.”

He didn’t miss the slight flinch in Hyunseong’s expression.

“You knew about that?”

“I wasn’t supposed to look, but I got too curious and pestered the admin clerk. Does it bother you?”

“It’s fine. It’s not like knowing changes anything. Doesn’t matter to me.”

Hyunseong had no real reason to hide it, but he also didn’t want to dwell on those days.

The memory of that time wasn’t something he could shake off easily.

Even reading about murders in the news would leave him feeling unsettled for a whole day back then.

But over time, he’d changed.

He’d grown numb to death, worn down by the constant grind.

Despite his training making him familiar with pain, Quan, who’d never faced actual combat, couldn’t begin to comprehend the weight of death.

Quan wasn’t trying to make him relive his trauma, though; he had another purpose in mind.


“You know how it is. Once I send your class’s second-years off, I graduate. Then it’s my turn. I’ll finally head to the frontline I’ve always dreaded.”

The hum of cicadas filled the pause.

This time, their roles were reversed.

“To be honest… I’m scared. Watching seniors I knew come back wrapped in the national flag, seeing dog tags drift back after bodies were torn apart…”

Quan trailed off, leaving the unspoken words hanging in the air.

“Before pride, there was fear. If the political officer found out, I’d be thrown into the brig on the spot.”

Hyunseong picked up on Quan’s self-reproach.

“Did you know this? The first-year mortality rate for ability officers is 24%. When you include those who go missing or become unable to continue operations, six out of ten die like pigs at a slaughterhouse before they can even pin on a captain’s bars.”

“Comrades who were laughing and joking with you yesterday, swearing to defend the country, come back as husks the next day. If they’re lucky, they get evacuated. If not, they drag what’s left of their bodies into the fight and die there.”

Quan continued in a low, strained voice.

“Still, it’s fine. That line we’ve heard a thousand times: ‘The soldier’s duty is to serve the nation.’ The country is in danger; expecting a soldier to come out unscathed feels wrong.

“I was a refugee from the Philippines, and thanks to the shield I took up, my family and I even got citizenship.”

He stroked the faded family photo tucked behind his military cap.

“There’s no lack of justification. Sure, those at the top line their pockets, but this isn’t some war of profit or convenience. It’s a holy war to protect our people from the invasion of otherworldly species. But, you know…”

Quan tossed a well-worn document at Hyunseong, who caught it and began to read.

The paper was smudged with fingerprints and worn from countless folds.

“Last year, I met a senior on leave who’d lost both legs and been discharged as a disabled veteran. His compensation wasn’t even enough to keep his family fed on canned goods. He said his conscripted younger brother wasn’t even getting his wages properly. You know what I told him as he laughed bitterly?”

Quan’s hands trembled as he lit another cigarette, his fingers twitching uncontrollably.

“They yelled that dying for the country was our duty, and I stormed out. Number one, that senior didn’t say a word. He just got up and saw me off. Even pressed some travel money into my hand while I was still fuming. The confident, always-commanding leader I once admired wasn’t there anymore.”

Quan muttered softly, almost to himself.

“Maybe I already knew. I just covered my ears and pretended not to see.”

He continued in a voice heavy with bitterness.

“That senior… he killed himself with his kid. He used to beg to go sea fishing, so I scattered his ashes into the East Sea, just like he always wanted.”

Hyunseong paused mid-paragraph, his hands tightening around the document.

[This directive is aimed at the early suppression of defeatism and defeatist propaganda that threaten national security. Widespread unrest is anticipated due to reactionary elements impersonating national heroes.]

It was the moment when South Korea, which had barely been holding on, began to crumble from within.

This event preceded the violent incidents sparked by the Mutant Declaration led by the nameless union leader.

[Based on the above, the cooperation of Shield cadets in suppressing these actions is requested.]

The imagery struck a grim chord—4,000 retired veterans labeled as communist rioters and crushed under tanks during America’s Bonus Army incident.

60,000 workers marching for their “Father Tsar,” trampled by gunpowder and hooves during Russia’s Bloody Sunday.

History’s forgotten lessons doomed humanity to repeat its mistakes.

Soldiers who realized the cost of their devotion was death began to break from within.

“How many people know about this?” Hyunseong asked quietly.

“Not many. That blonde healer you saw last time, a few peers from other regiments. The professors probably all know, though.”

“Is that so.”

“I saw just one official document, and it hit me this hard. I wanted to ask how you managed to endure it. Soldiers on the frontlines aren’t even treated like expendables.”

Hyunseong understood that this incident was fueling the revolutionary factions. 

Apart from Seol-ah, there was no one he could speak to openly about it.

He couldn’t snuff out the sparks igniting across the nation; it was far too late for that.

“Duty as a soldier, ideological indoctrination from the Central Party—they’re all fine and good.”

Instead of burdening Quan with an impossible weight, Hyunseong decided to share the thoughts he’d had in response to Quan’s initial question.

“Day-rate wages, centralized dictatorship, military-first politics. As long as the country was protected, I didn’t care. I don’t know much about politics—too complicated for me.”

This world was insane.

China had regressed to the days of its warlord era, with factions vying for dominance.

Japan, even with the Gate opened, remained embroiled in a civil war between the communist North and the emperor-led South, a conflict still raging to this day.

“I just kept going by thinking that if I was there, at least one fewer of my comrades might die.”

He thought of the senior who ran out of the trench after losing his spotter, the company commander who couldn’t even drink water because of shell shock, and the junior who kept clutching his intestines as they spilled out, all the while laughing.

“I joined Shield after sending the last of my company’s men to the heavens.”

The breath of life and death that lingered on the frontlines was indiscriminately fair.

Hyunseong, who had lost his family and been left to wander alone, once again survived by himself.

“Relax and smile like before. There’s no point wasting emotions on what’s already past.

There’s still a long life ahead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t as hard as you’d think. I was so busy fighting off the ones pouring into the trenches every day that my body was exhausted, and my mind didn’t have the energy to dwell on anything else.”

Before they knew it, the call to return to the barracks after training rang out.

Hyunseong got up, and Quan reluctantly followed him.

“Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”

“Thanks for telling me. I feel like I understand a little better now.”

“Can you keep what I said just now a secret? You came to me salted like spinach, so I talked, but I wasn’t planning to go around sharing this.”

Back to his usual self, Quan chuckled and nodded.

“Hey, really, this is the last one. I’ll give you one more; let’s smoke it and call it a day.”

“You’re making it hard for me to say no, senior.”

Despite his polite refusal, Hyunseong grabbed the final cigarette.

The two squatted down again, puffing smoke into the cool air.

“You know they’re giving leave to the best squads after next week’s urban warfare training, right?”

Quan mentioned it as if it had just come to mind.

“Is that so?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not about to suggest something ridiculous like going out together. Just have fun while you can.”

“Isn’t leave only given to the top three squads?”

Hyunseong, puzzled by Quan’s confident tone, asked for clarification.

“Not feeling confident? Even if we lose to Squad 2 and 4 with their combat-hardened leaders, as a proud support squad, we’ve got to at least clinch third place to make me proud of my junior.”

“Heh, fine, let’s give it a shot.”

“Ha, bury those butts properly.”

Quan chuckled as he watched Hyunseong dig a hole worthy of a mole’s approval to dispose of the cigarette remains.

“If you get caught, it’s a report. If not, it’s art.”

Laughing at their absurd situation, the two finalized their perfect alibi and made their way back to the parade ground.

Left behind at the spot they’d occupied was a woman tilting her head in curiosity.


“Kim Hyunseong… just like Dad said.”

Yuna, who had coincidentally overheard their conversation, returned to the ranks as if nothing had happened.

She spotted Hyunseong comforting an instructor who had been frozen out by Seol-ah’s sharp words.

“Interesting.”

Her face remained cold and expressionless, betraying no hint of her thoughts.



 
  Chapter 24: To ashes (1)


-Fall in!

-Fifty-five! That’s everyone!

-Check one last time to make sure nothing’s missing!

Hyunseong, observing the mood, smoothly joined the formation at the last moment.

Seol-ah appeared like a shadow and naturally claimed the spot next to him.

“Hyunseong, where were you?”

“How did you even notice I was gone?”

“You were missing for exactly 19 minutes and 24 seconds.”

Seol-ah glanced at him, resembling a cautious puppy.

“I was helping Senior Quan move training supplies.”

“Liar. You smell.”

Hearing her response, Hyunseong raised his left hand to his nose, but he couldn’t detect any scent.

“I’ve never been caught before, though.”

“When you lie, you smell like dandelions covered in mud.”

“Really?”

Startled, Hyunseong gave an awkward laugh.

“Usually, you smell like dandelion fluff.”

“What kind of scent is that?”

“It’s the smell of breathing under a damp, musty blanket on a dewy morning.”

Hyunseong gave up on imagining dandelion seeds and instead recalled the smell of blankets at his grandmother’s house.

Seol-ah’s expression seemed quicker to understand by asking directly.

“It’s a nice scent, right?”

“I like you, Hyunseong.”

Seol-ah clung to Hyunseong, sniffing him enthusiastically.

Her half-closed eyes curved like crescent moons.

“Dandelion seeds smell nice too.”

Hyunseong decided to smell them when they bloomed.

***

“Squad, form a single-file line!”

The squad quickly arranged themselves into formation with Hyunseong at the center.

They were practicing formations for urban warfare training.

“Three seconds. Try to cut it down to two,” Hyunseong said, stopping the stopwatch.

Urban, who had tripped earlier, got up and apologized.

“Ah, sorry about that. Ugh, I just need to remember my spot, but my feet get tangled.”

“You’ve memorized all the signals, right?”

“I stayed up all night cramming them in. Don’t worry. Even with a thick skull, I know what needs to be done.”

The squad was balanced for combat, with five martial combatants, four ability users, and Hyunseong as the sole support.

After a few more drills in single-file formation, they took a break.

Hyunseong approached the five martial combatants and handed them drinks.

“Thanks for considering my suggestion.”

After much deliberation, Hyunseong had asked the martial combatants to use shields as their main weapons—a suggestion akin to telling knights from the Middle Ages to put down their swords.

A seasoned knight might adapt flexibly by changing their equipment as needed, but these were more like prideful squires who had yet to experience the battlefield.

“Only a fool wouldn’t listen to the squad leader—following your orders is like having rice cakes fall into our laps while we’re sleeping.”

“I have no objections either.”

Although Hyunseong had anticipated resistance when suggesting the use of shields, considering their focus on martial prowess, the squad accepted it without complaint.

Their desire to elevate Hyunseong’s authority outweighed any personal ambitions of standing out in their first training session against otherworldly creatures.

Hyunseong was grateful for their commitment to the squad.

“To be honest, I don’t want to end up wetting myself in the bathroom like this blockhead.”

“Why are you bringing that up again after all this time?!”

“Even that white-haired woman couldn’t stand up to you, squad leader. Don’t worry—I wouldn’t dare challenge you either.”

Hyunseong felt a mix of fear and reverence in their gazes, realizing something had gone wrong.

He tried to speak to clear things up.

“How do you manage to calm down Number 2, who even the seniors struggle with?”

“We call her the White Devil among ourselves. If it weren’t for you, squad leader, we’d have already dropped out out of fear.”

“We’ll do whatever you ask—just spare us! If shields aren’t enough, we’ll tear off a bus’s metal panels if we have to.”

It seemed the bell had already tolled, so Hyunseong decided he might as well embrace the situation.

With a solemn expression, he shook his head gravely.

“That’s a secret. But Seol-ah doesn’t bully anyone, right?”

“Yes, she doesn’t bully anyone. It’s more like being next to a battleship watching rabbits hop around.”

“We’d like to get closer to her like you are, Squad Leader, but her aura is too intimidating for us to approach.”

Being likened to a battleship of all things baffled Hyunseong.

“There’s no one as adorable as Seol-ah.”

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t imagine a frightening Seol-ah—unless he counted the times she stared daggers at him when he playfully snatched her snacks.

“Still, isn’t Seol-ah cute?”

At Hyunseong’s words, their eyes briefly widened, only to lower with resignation as they stood up, shields in hand.

“Let’s get back to it.”

“Come on! Ability users, gather up. We’re still lacking in formation practice.”

Although he didn’t get the answer he wanted, seeing them willingly dive into training was a good sign.

Hyunseong wasn’t fixated on scores but was always earnest about combat.

“Squad, spread into column formation!”

They formed a circular column with Hyunseong at the center—a formation not ideal for focused fire but excellent for controlling variables and quickly adapting to unpredictable situations.

“Enemy sighted at four o’clock, 200 meters, fire!”

The martial combatants planted their shields firmly into the ground and braced, while two ability users chanted incantations.

A fireball, reduced to the size of a fist to conserve mana, struck the ground with precision.

“Red-roofed building, rapid advance!”

“Twelve o’clock direction, ambush identified! Sub-squad leader team, advance!”

Considering they were still rookies, the training results were more than satisfactory.

They were at a level where they could survive for a few days even if thrown onto the front lines.

“That’s it for today. Great work, everyone.”


“You worked hard too, Squad Leader. Are these shields made of alloy or something? They’re insanely heavy.”

“Thank you for your hard work. Your loud voice is reassuring.”

“Thanks. Now go wash up and get ready for roll call.”

Hyunseong recalled a sergeant who once made him sing the national anthem nonstop for an entire day because he sang it too quietly.

For days after, his spit was streaked with blood, but he hadn’t been scolded for his voice ever since.

‘Jerk. I wonder if he’s still doing well.’

Lost in a memory over a decade old, he was startled by a cold hand touching his face.

“Hyunseong, what are you doing?”

“Getting ready to head back. Did you guys just finish practice?”

“Yeah, just now.”

Seol-ah, who had been playfully squishing his face, boldly perched herself on Hyunseong’s lap.

Despite eating well, she seemed to grow thinner by the day, and he couldn’t help but worry.

Her cheeks, which used to stretch with two fingers, now barely stretched with one.

“You’re losing weight. Is the food here not to your taste?”

“It’s good.”

“I’ll take you out for something delicious next time we get leave.”

As he tugged gently at her cheeks, feeling a pang of pity, something he had been meaning to ask popped into his mind.

“Seol-ah, have you memorized all the squad members’ names?”

“More or less.”

Her unexpected answer plunged Hyunseong into a deep sense of guilt.

Ever since he started carrying the shield, names seemed harder to remember.

What once took him only a day now felt like an impossible task—he couldn’t even recall their faces easily.

“Why?”

“I haven’t memorized them all yet. For some reason, I just can’t seem to remember people’s names here.”

“Hyunseong!”

Her eyes sparkled brightly, like a sky full of stars.

Flustered, she fidgeted with her hands before suddenly pulling him into a tight hug.

“Good job!”

Her tail and wings began enthusiastically slapping against Hyunseong, her joy so overwhelming that she couldn’t contain it.

Still clutching his head, Seol-ah radiated happiness, leaving Hyunseong utterly clueless about what to feel.

“Ugh, Seol-ah, I can’t breathe.”

“As long as you know mine, that’s all that matters. Good boy, so good.”

A sudden shiver ran through his body, as if he’d been shocked.

If Seol-ah thought this situation was worth praising, it was definitely a serious problem.

‘‘I guess I’ll have to tape the roster to my bed and memorize it, no matter what.’’

He focused on patting Seol-ah’s back, trying to pry her off as she showed no signs of letting go.

***

On the day of the urban warfare training, each squad member marched forward, lost in their own thoughts.

“Sing a marching song! First Battalion anthem, let’s go!”

“The battalion is a tale of sorrow, The battalion is a pyre of sacrifice, The battalion is our pride, The battalion is the outlaws’ fate.”

“Louder! That’s not enough!”

“Our First Battalion is a tree without roots, Thrown into the firewood pile, Our lives’ destiny as firewood, as firewood!”

“Stand in place!”

The squad arrived at a ruined urban area, scarred by the aftermath of the Great War.

A trainer explained two objectives:-

Survival: Endure for two hours against 12 otherworldly creatures.

Annihilation: Eliminate 8 creatures with no time limit.

Anyone deemed incapable of continuing the fight would be immediately teleported out. 

“Squad 1, Entry 11.”

The order of participation was determined by draw. 

Hyunseong’s squad was last.

It didn’t take long for the first squad, who had confidently chosen annihilation, to emerge from the ruins.

“My leg, my leeeeg…”

“Aaah! Healer! Healeeer!”

The squad was declared wiped out after 18 minutes, the last member falling with their abdomen shredded to pieces.

Waiting medics rushed in to begin healing.

The cadets, who had only vaguely imagined what otherworldly creatures were like, couldn’t process the chaos unfolding before them.

They stared blankly as their comrade’s severed body parts slowly regrew.

“Next.”

The professor in charge of the training carried on indifferently, instructing the next squad to enter.

The second squad stepped forward with pale faces, trembling.


It wouldn’t take long for them either.

‘We’ve thrown our lives’ destiny away.’

Hyunseong hummed the battalion song under his breath as he cleaned his rifle, watching the scene unfold.

‘As firewood, as firewood.’

If burning himself could light even a flicker of hope, there was nothing he wouldn’t do.



 
  Chapter 25: To ashes (2)


Even though the waiting squads watched the desperate battles of other squads through the relay screens, there was no debate about fairness.

[Block it! Keep the flanks secure!]

[Stop shouting from afar and help!]

This was because everyone believed that watching the relay wouldn’t change the outcome.

When the front line collapsed and they tried to retreat, the healer was left behind.

With no combatants left, they resisted with rifles, but the result was inevitable.

Just as a pursuer closed in to rip off their head, the professor forcibly recalled them.

“Is this even winnable?”

“How should I know? We just have to hold out as long as we can to at least get some time points.”

The waiting squads murmured among themselves.

Regardless of the commotion, Seol-ah was happily doodling a dandelion on the dirt ground.

Seeing their carefree squad leader, the second squad seemed to regain their morale and exuded renewed determination.

There was an unexpectedly adorable side to her.

“Hyunseong, may I ask you something for a moment?”

“Fourth Squad Leader?”

Yuna, with dark circles under her eyes, approached Hyunseong.

Hyunseong excused himself from his squad members and made space for her to sit.

Yuna, her voice hoarse, expressed her gratitude and slumped into the seat as if collapsing.

“Let me introduce myself properly. I’m Samiyama Yuna, the fourth squad leader from the martial arts division.”

“As you may already know, I’m Kim Hyunseong, first squad leader from the support division.”

Yuna’s hand, as they shook, was rough with calluses to the point that it could easily be mistaken for a mutant rock.

After shaking hands, Yuna got straight to the point.

“The field manual states that when dealing with pursuers, you should focus on targeting their leg joints. Do you agree with this?”

“It’s a sound strategy, but I don’t understand why you’re asking me about it.”

Instead of answering, Yuna pulled out a field manual over a thousand pages long from her pack.

The manual, which covered lower-grade interdimensional species, was crammed with notes and bookmarks.

“Don’t tell me you’ve read the whole thing? The order is so jumbled it’s hard to make sense of it.”

“Yes. If I want to have no regrets, I need to give it my all.”

“You’re the first person I’ve seen who’s finished it.”

Having read the manual himself, Hyunseong couldn’t hide his admiration.

With bizarre grammar, hastily pasted photos, and incoherent content, the manual’s readability was abysmal.

While he wondered how such a mess could be considered an official manual, he also reflected on the conscripted soldiers’ conditions and figured there was little they wouldn’t be forced to endure.

“When I checked the records to extend my loan, I saw that one other person had borrowed it before me.”

“That would be me, I assume?”

“Yes. I was curious how someone even knew about a manual the professors don’t teach. And there were notes scribbled here and there, too.”

Yuna flipped to a page marked with a green bookmark, revealing pages covered with Hyunseong’s scribbles:

‘If you see these, just call in the Air Force. No point in running, not even sparrows stand a chance. Prayer is recommended.’

‘If you spot even one, there are hundreds of its buddies nearby. Where is our Ability Officer when we need them?’

‘Never in my life have I seen something that deflects armor-piercing rounds. Just shut up and call for sparrows.’

These were words of hard-earned wisdom from the Manchurian front, written in the hope they’d be of use to future soldiers.

He thought it would take years for someone to discover it, but it happened far faster than he expected.

His ears burned red with embarrassment.

“I didn’t write that…”

“I didn’t say you did. But I can’t just follow these notes and call for close air support during training, so I wanted your advice.”

Yuna’s pupils were devoid of life, like a fish fresh off the hook on a fishing boat.

It didn’t seem like she was trying to tease him.

Scratching his head, Hyunseong swept his hand across the dirt to sift out small stones.

“Restricting mobility is key. The manual is right: targeting their leg joints is the best approach, but they’re so fast it’s not easy.”

Using a stick, he began drawing the pursuers’ formations on the ground.

“In open fields, where they primarily operate, you have to approach them as a group. Take advantage of their pack tendencies and focus your firepower—whether it’s artillery or bombing—in a single concentrated strike to wipe them out. That’s why I wrote those notes about air support.”

He drew dots to represent individuals, connected the dots with lines, and layered the lines into a grid.

“But in isolated urban areas, there are far more limitations. Forget trying to pinpoint observation coordinates; there’s no support to call in anyway. In these situations, it’s a one-on-one fight, so focus on individual targets.”

He brushed away the other markings, leaving just one figure behind.

“If you’re encountering a pursuer for the first time, even standing your ground will be difficult. Target the joints if you can, but if that’s too hard, aim here, near the cervical spine. These creatures are still biological beings. They feel pain, and if their central nervous system is damaged, they can’t move.”

Hyunseong added stick figures around the pursuer to represent teammates.

“These things are quick to pick up on your behavior and easily spooked. If they think you’re easy prey, they’ll rush in, but if not, they’ll circle around and just stare you down. There’s a reason political officers obsess over maintaining morale among the troops.”

He added a drawing of stick figures cheering around the dead otherworldly creature.

“If they think, ‘Wow, these humans are no joke,’ they’ll retreat first and wait for an opening when your defenses are relaxed. The rest depends on the commander’s skill. Whether it’s pretending to retreat to lure them in or ambushing them one by one, it’s all about choices.”

Erasing the drawing, which rivalled Seol-ah’s in artistic skill, made him feel at ease.

As Hyunseong looked satisfied, Yuna, who had been watching him, quietly spoke up.

“Aren’t you worried that I might score higher than you using this advice?”

“Even if I score low, that just means I wasn’t skilled enough. There’s no one else to blame for that, is there?”

“Is that so.”

“There’s one misunderstanding I’d like to correct, Yuna. Why should we see each other as rivals? In the end, we’re comrades who’ll fight back-to-back someday.”

“Comrades…”

Mulling over the word, Yuna’s dull, dark eyes slowly closed.

“Could I also become one of Hyunseong’s friends?”

“I never stop anyone from coming in or hold onto anyone trying to leave. If the term ‘comrade’ feels too stiff, let’s just call it friendship from now on. What do you think?”

After a brief moment of contemplation, Yuna clasped Hyunseong’s outstretched hand.

“Thank you for being friends with someone like me.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Well, I’ll be off then.”

Just as she appeared, Yuna disappeared like the wind.

Hyunseong was left wondering whether he should regard her as the “Jeya Illya” from the novel or “Samiyama Yuna,” whose circumstances were unclear but might involve a secret identity.

Since Illya’s defining traits—blonde hair and heterochromatic green and blue eyes—were hidden, Hyunseong decided to treat her as Yuna until she revealed her identity herself.

Following the stunned gazes of his squad members, Hyunseong saw that Squad 2, Seol-ah’s squad, was being broadcasted.

Their strategy was highly unconventional.

All squad members except Seol-ah had set up makeshift defenses and were holding their ground, while Seol-ah was the lone combatant darting between buildings.

“How is that even working? Is that actually possible?”


“Why does that even work?”

Failure would have undoubtedly meant the lowest possible score.

Yet Seol-ah was proving that her strategy wasn’t just arrogant bravado by tearing apart the otherworldly creatures.

[Screeeeeeeech!!]

A screech, like that of a pterosaur, echoed vividly.

Seol-ah ripped open the abdomen of a pursuer with her bare hands, examining the remains as though she were a chef inspecting ingredients.

With blue blood dripping down, she dragged the creature like a slab of meat into a blind spot and disappeared.

“Where’s she going? Is Squad 2 still alive?”

“Shh, don’t you hear something?”

A short while later, the two of them reappeared as if nothing had happened, but Hyunseong could tell something had.

The glowing, smiling Seol-ah’s skin had become firm and vibrant, while the pursuer looked like a mummy drained by thousands of mosquitoes.

[Kki… ee…]

The shredded neck of the pursuer, as if gnawed at, and the blue flesh stuck to Seol-ah’s nails confirmed it.

“You wiped only your mouth before coming out, huh.”

There was a reason Seol-ah kept whining about being hungry every day.

Hyunseong blamed himself for being complacent, thinking she was fine just because she ate human food despite being a chimera.

‘I wonder how Ivan’s doing.’

Feeling a pang of guilt, Hyunseong decided to visit Magpie Market while he was out.

“Check X-19 later. Why does it look like that when it’s worth billions?”

“It seems the core is damaged. I’ll initiate reverse summoning.”

Even seasoned professors had never considered the possibility of a human eating otherworldly species.

After all, it was common sense.

As the now-fluffy Seol-ah reluctantly let go of the reverse-summoned pursuer, Hyunseong chuckled to himself.

The 1st squad members, misunderstanding the situation, grew increasingly wary as they watched him giggle alone.

In the end, the resilient squad members were annihilated, but Seol-ah single-handedly achieved total destruction.

“2nd Squad, proceed.”

It was now Yuna’s squad’s turn.

With a meticulously crafted plan, they began without faltering.

However, the gap between theory and practice turned out to be far greater than Yuna had anticipated.

After a fierce battle, only three members remained, and the pursuers were down to one.

“She got injured protecting an Ability User, but they just leave her behind like that.”

“What, should we all die trying to save one person? You need cold judgment on the battlefield.”

A martial artist who had lost her left hand collapsed from blood loss while running.

Instead of carrying her using a support technique, the remaining members ran without looking back.

The inexperienced cadets criticized Yuna’s decision, but such criticism insulted even the martial artist’s sacrifice.

As Hyunseong predicted, the fallen martial artist let out an exaggerated scream, luring the pursuer.

‘That’s right. If you throw out bait, it’s got to catch.’

Rather than chasing the two remaining members, the pursuer turned its attention to the defenseless prey.

Even when stones were hurled from afar, the pursuer ignored them after hearing nothing but screams. 

Feeling safe, it approached.

The martial artist, who had been lying in wait, sprang up and grabbed the pursuer’s leg, clinging tightly.

[Kkiieek!]

The enraged pursuer clawed furiously at her body, shredding it, but her tenacious grip didn’t falter.

‘Ah, that’s what a martial artist is all about.’

Hyunseong was reminded of the Titans of the frontlines: 

Massive human barriers wielding oversized shields and maces.

Thinking back to how they once seemed sturdier than tanks, they were practically modern knights.

“Now! Fire!”

At the signal, an Ability User lying in ambush unleashed a prepared fireball.

Before the two could roast alongside their prey, a professor intervened and reverse-summoned both the martial artist and the pursuer.

“4th squad”

When the professor casually assigned the scores, everyone was reverse-summoned.

Yuna, with a steel rod impaled in her thigh, waved off the approaching healers momentarily and approached Hyunseong.

“Thanks to you, I was able to fight without regrets.”

“You did well.”

When Hyunseong gave her a thumbs-up, she gave a small nod before fainting on the spot.

The healers rushed over, dragging Yuna away to start treatment.

Crunch—

The sound of the steel rod being forcibly pulled out of her deeply pierced leg was chilling.

“Next.”

The professor’s indifferent voice signaled the next team’s turn.

When it was finally their time, Hyunseong turned to look at his squad members.

Nine resolute figures stood, looking at him expectantly, hanging on his every word.

They were tense, as if waiting for an epic pre-battle speech.


‘Was this how my seniors felt when I first joined?’

Hyunseong felt like a mother hen leading a group of newly hatched chicks into the unknown.

With a mix of amusement and resolve, he shrugged and spoke lightly….

“Let’s go.”

It was the time for fearless heroes to take the stage.



 
  Chapter 26: To ashes (3)


When Hyunseong opened his eyes, awakened by a tingling sensation wrapping around his body, he found himself in the middle of a dense forest.

Right from the starting point, his luck was abysmal.

What was the point of tirelessly learning navigation techniques?

There wasn’t even a single map, let alone a compass, in sight.

“Form a single-file line. Maintain vigilance and move quickly out of the forest.”

Once training began, Hyunseong dropped honorifics for the sake of concise commands.

The squad members already regarded him as their superior, so the thought of protesting didn’t even cross their minds. 

It was only natural.

As night fell, the forest grew darker, drastically limiting visibility.

Once isolated in such conditions, humans were nothing but prey.

Wolves could detect the scent of blood from as far as 2 kilometers away.

Otherworldly creatures, designed solely to hunt humans, were even deadlier.

“If you visually identify an enemy, hear a suspicious sound, smell something odd—anything even slightly off—report it immediately.”

While adjusting the pace of the march, Hyunseong constantly scanned the surroundings.

He spotted several crows perched on a pine tree, curiously observing the humans below.

“Hold position. Maintain vigilance.”

“Yes, sir.”

Despite the sudden command, the squad members obeyed without objection.

Hyunseong picked up the buried carcass of a mountain hare.

A crow, the size of a young child, landed on his arm.

[Empathy]

The new companion wasn’t as intelligent as the Magi but had an exceptionally large family.

Caw—!

As the crow let out a somber caw, six more crows landed on Hyunseong’s shoulders.

“You’re the leader, so do me a favor, will you?”

He assigned the role of leader to the first crow he connected with and sent it soaring high into the sky.

The Ggagle Map, rivaling the advanced science of the 21st century, provided him with a crystal-clear view.

If they didn’t give him a map for the sake of difficulty, he’d just make one himself and avoid needless suffering.

“Move quickly in the 7 o’clock direction.”

Even with the help of his “map hack,” the squad members stood frozen in place, not moving an inch.

Wide-eyed and stunned, they stared at their squad leader as if he were an ancient shaman.

“It’s just a small trick.”

Hyunseong, showing mercy, waited three whole seconds before shoving Urban’s back, prompting the squad to resume movement.

As they followed, the loyalty they felt toward their seemingly mystical squad leader grew steadily.

Along the way, Hyunseong diligently recruited mice as well.

The more scouts and sentries, the better.

Thanks to his efforts, the 1st squad never got lost, breezed through intersections, and stayed on course effortlessly.

“Squad, form up.”

The sound of wind brushing against shattered concrete greeted them as a ruined urban landscape emerged.

Buildings stained with soot, faint remnants of signposts, rusted iron fences, burnt-in bloodstains, scattered copper casings, and propaganda leaflets carelessly strewn about the ground.

[The Hamheung Revolutionary People’s Army does not mince words, even with its enemies. Surrender immediately before you pay the price with belated tears of blood!]

Hyunseong’s gaze lingered briefly on the worn leaflet before moving on.

The pursuers were nowhere in sight.

One or two might have been expected to linger, but these particular ones were unusually cautious.

“Where should we move to?”

“As I explained earlier, we head to the plaza.”

“Isn’t it too exposed?”

“Not confident?”

The young acting sub-leader questioned the decision.

If it weren’t an Ability User squad, Hyunseong would have opted to set up a defensive position in the forest and brace for survival.

Even with machine guns, claymores, barbed wire, and landmines, survival chances would have been slim.

But this squad was different.

“I judged that you all can handle it. Razor-sharp claws sharper than swords? Bodies as massive as tigers? So what? Bring them all on. Not one of them will breach our martial artist shield wall.”

“Absolutely right, sir.”

Urban, eyes wide with determination, gritted his teeth and resolutely declared his confidence.

The martial artists flexed their muscles and gripped their shields tightly.

[Resonance – Fighting Spirit]

Hyunseong activated his ability to bolster their morale.

“You’ve been sacrificing sleep and personal time, working your asses off studying and enduring endless drills from your seniors. Ability User, if I told you to hit that third-floor window of that building over there, could you do it?”

“With my eyes closed.”

The anxiety and fear born from witnessing the earlier squads’ failures transformed into solid confidence and trust.

Unless they were suddenly thrown into a fight against Seora, their unity and hope would not easily falter.

Hyunseong gave an invisible wink to the acting sub-leader.

“I’ve considered everything. Those filthy creatures won’t ever dare to challenge the 1st Squad. If we lose, I’ll step down as squad leader.”

“Thank you for the explanation.”

The sub-leader responded with a small smile, confirming that Hyunseong’s judgment wasn’t wrong.

He had naturally provided a reason to boost the morale of those who were still engulfed by lingering unease.

‘I really lucked out with this sub-leader.’

As they made their way toward the plaza, a crow spotted an otherworldly creature.

And it wasn’t just one.

Tap-tap-tap.

The sound of pursuers climbing the walls tickled their ears.

“Seven o’clock! Visual on pursuers!”

“Evade! Move quickly! Shields up!”

The terrain was still unfavorable.

Engaging here risked getting bogged down.

Thud!

“Argh!”

Boulders rained down relentlessly onto their shields.


The cunning pursuers had scaled to the rooftops, hurling debris down from above.

From the heights, the falling boulders carried enough force to cripple anyone they struck.

“Flickering light, blazing spark, ash gathering and curling inward.”

At Hyunseong’s signal, the Ability User finished their incantation and launched a fireball.

Whoosh—BOOM!

“Kiii-eeeeek!”

The rooftop of the building, struck directly, erupted into flames like an oil-soaked bonfire.

The pursuer, which had been tossing rocks from afar like a monkey, fled hastily as its body caught fire.

Thud-thud-thud!

The rocks hurled from the building increased in number, as if out of rage.

Each time the martial artists blocked a boulder with their shields, the vibration and impact reddened their faces with exertion.

“Target point ahead, 1 kilometer!”

The plaza was now in sight.

The surrounding area was devoid of high-rise buildings, flattened by bombardment, and offered an open view—ideal conditions for battle.

Though the location was vulnerable to encirclement, that was precisely what Hyunseong wanted.

Bang!

A lucky shot popped the eye of an exposed pursuer, sending it writhing as blue blood gushed out—a satisfying sight.

Rustle.

Tap-tap-tap.

The pursuers began circling the group of clustered humans, preparing to strike.

The 1st Squad formed a line with their backs against a high wall, creating a solid defensive position.

“Catch your breath and spread into a squad-wide formation.”

They took a stance, guarding the three open sides while the rear was safely protected by the wall.

The pursuers hesitated, suspicious of the stationary human group, unwilling to approach hastily.

Hyunseong had no reason to rush.

There were no injuries, and thanks to his animal companions, most enemy positions were already identified.

An awkward stillness lingered.

The prolonged, unnatural silence sharpened the nerves of the squad members.

Time continued to pass.

“Kiiieeeek!!”

[Empathy – Unyielding Spirit]

“Raise shields!”

Finally, the pursuers’ patience wore out first.

***

The trainees who had finished their treatments huddled together to watch the broadcast of the 1st Squad’s final round.

Deep down, it was hard to deny the thought…. 

‘You’ll have your turn to suffer too.’

They recalled the horror of losing both arms, limbs they once thought they’d always have.

But no one could deny their hope that the kind 1st Squad leader would achieve good results.

“Even so, with Ji-huyn as their leader, it looks tough for them.”

“What can they do? At least they’ll gain time and score points like us.”

A true leader stands at the front, shoulders responsibility, and earns loyalty through action.

No amount of effort behind the scenes would resonate deeply with combat units, where life and death were decided moment to moment.

This was why martial artists were so valued on the frontlines, where hand-to-hand combat was a frequent occurrence.

The trainees clicked their tongues in regret, only to be startled when all sorts of wild animals flocked to the 1st Squad leader.

“Wait, is his ability Druidic?”

“Isn’t it some kind of special power? I heard he hypnotized someone—was it Uban or Evan?—and sent them spiraling last time.”

“I thought he was a buffer since he cast a buff on me during training.”

Even when crows suspiciously followed interdimensional creatures, cawing incessantly.

Even when gray rats clung to the creatures’ bodies, timidly gnawing on their flesh.

Thinking of him as a biological drone operator helped them accept it somewhat.

“He’s a smooth talker. If he spoke to me like that, I’d probably charge in with my life on the line too.”

“Then why aren’t you with the 1st Squad? Here, let me send you over. Go, or I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

“Ah, come on, sir! That’s not what I meant!”

Though the speech was barely a minute long, it ignited the fiery determination of the martial artists and the resolute spirit of the intelligent ability users.

When someone you rely on sincerely says, I trust and believe in you, who wouldn’t be moved?

Ji-hyun, who had been watching with anticipation as a fellow specialist, grew sullen when his name wasn’t mentioned at all.

“What the heck? From that angle, they shouldn’t be able to see.”

“Don’t tell me he’s using the crows’ vision too?”

“Man, that’s some witchcraft!”

Like a broadcast feed, Hyunseong precisely pointed out only the interdimensional creatures hidden behind cover, guiding fireballs to strike true.

It couldn’t simply be attributed to the ability user’s skill because he was pointing out their exact positions with his hand.

Three enemies were already down.

“Close shields! Ability-users, activate!”

[Hooah!!]

The shields rippled like a living centipede in perfect sync with the 1st Squad leader’s commands.

Ability users executed simultaneous, precise salvo shots, striking the fleeing rear of their targets with pinpoint accuracy.

“Wow…”

The trainees fell silent, entirely captivated by the broadcast.

It resembled the desperate stand of legionaries against charging barbarians, making it impossible to look away.

[Hold! Open shields! Let only one through and then close!]

A pursuer, repeatedly slamming against the shield wall, thrust its head forward instinctively when the wall briefly opened.

[Screeeech!]

Elated by the sudden disappearance of the obstructing metal barriers, the creature charged, eager to feast on the exposed soft flesh.

But—

Crunch!

It was a trap.

Two ability users thrust mana arrows directly into its gaping maw.

The pursuer writhed in agony as its insides were torn apart before being forcibly de-summoned and vanishing from sight.

Now only four enemies remained.

While the 1st Squad had suffered injuries, no one doubted their success.


Even compared to Squad 2, led by Seol-ah, who achieved the fastest shield time of 27 minutes, the 1st Squad’s endurance and tactics were unmatched—they had already lasted over an hour.

But their objectives were fundamentally different.

[We all make it out alive.]

[Hooah!!!]

So far, not a single member of the 1st Squad had fallen behind.



 
  Chapter 27: To ashes (Completed)


They had succeeded in reducing the numbers and driving the pursuers away, but the 1st Squad had not emerged unscathed.

The less experienced combatants, unable to handle a sudden three-directional assault, failed to completely block one side.

A pursuer broke through their formation, and though its skull was shattered by Hyunseong’s shot, it managed to sink its fangs into an ability user before being taken down.

Compared to other squads that had been declared annihilated, the cost was relatively small.

However, for the warriors who had taken pride in their flawless execution, the guilt of a disrupted operation weighed heavily.

“Sorry, Squad Leader. This happened because of us…”

“This was my fault, so stop blaming yourselves and focus forward.”

Despite their own injuries, the combatants clenched their teeth as they watched the bitten ability user’s arm turning an eerie shade of blue.

They tore strips of cloth and tightly bound her left shoulder to stem the bleeding.

The ability user, fighting tears and refusing to cry out in pain, met Hyunseong’s gaze. 

Her name tag read Ji-hyun.

“Ji-hyun, if answering is hard, blink your eyes. Once for yes, twice for no.”

Once.

As their bloodshot eyes met, Hyunseong’s mind flashed back to his memories from the frontlines.

When bitten, infection rapidly spread through the body, leaving amputation as the only option.

In poor conditions, the majority of amputees didn’t survive long enough for proper treatment.

He would talk to them constantly to keep them awake, but when it became a one-sided conversation, the time to lay his comrades to rest had arrived.

He would strip their dog tags, leaving their burden heavier than before.

“If that’s what you want, I’ll amputate below the elbow. But you need to know—if you go into shock, you’ll be forcefully unsummoned. If you give up now, the healer can treat the infection, and you won’t feel any more pain.”

His axe hovered over the spreading mutation that was inching closer to her heart.

What comforted her was that Hyunseong had extensive experience and could execute the amputation in a single, precise motion.

“You don’t have to push yourself. You’ve already done more than enough—so much that no one could criticize you if you chose to withdraw. You’ve proven your worth and will earn high marks. Are you sure you want to continue?”

Though time was running out, he didn’t pressure her to decide.

Instead, he gently brushed away the tears rolling down her cheek.

Hyunseong hoped Ji-hyun wouldn’t force herself and would choose to withdraw.

If it were just a matter of a clean cut, morphine might suffice to dull the pain.

But with the infection already invading her nervous system, the agony would be exponentially worse.

“To the end…”

She didn’t finish her sentence, but the rest was easy to guess.

Once.

[Empathy – Expansion]

His ability revealed the hue of her emotions, confirming that her determination remained unbroken.

He placed the tightly wound bandage between her teeth and raised the axe high.

“One, two…”

Crunch.

“—!!”

“Three.”

Blood sprayed like a fountain, painting Hyunseong’s uniform a vivid red.

Her eyes rolled back as her body convulsed, but he pressed firmly against the wound, swiftly wrapping it with care to staunch the bleeding.

The professor, observing everything, silently evaluated her condition and deemed her fit to continue the mission.

Fortunately, Hyunseong and Ji-hyun’s efforts did not go to waste.

“You’ve endured well. Good job holding out.”

As time passed, even with the minor bleeding that persisted, they managed to function adequately. 

Without follow-up treatment, they would have to leave things to fate, but Hyunseong had no intention of dragging out the operation any longer.

“Stephan, hand over the shield.”

“But, squad leader…”

Hyunseong grabbed the battered shield, torn apart by the pursuer’s claws, right out of Stephan’s hands.

With most of his face wrapped in bandages, Stephan’s vision was limited, and his movements sluggish.

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Of course I do.”

Hyunseong handed over the rifle that had been slung across his back to Stephan.

“Stay in sync with Ji-hyun and keep an eye on the flanks.”

“Are you transferring command to the deputy leader?”

“This is a chase now. I’ll clear the path from the front.”

The sun was setting.

The pursuers had gone deep into hiding, eluding even the sharp eyes of the crows.

Hyunseong placed a small sewer rat, which he had been keeping in his ration pouch, on the ground.

The rat scurried forward, as if drawn by the scent of the pursuers’ flesh.

Squeak squeak.

“Prepare the fireball.”

The rat began circling on top of a manhole cover.

The long-neglected stench of stagnant wastewater filled the air, a grim reminder of the sewer systems left in disrepair throughout the war.

The olfactory system of rodents could pinpoint even the faintest alien scent amidst the stench of the sewers—the distinct fishy odor of otherworldly beings.

All three remaining targets were within 100 meters.

“Raise the shield on my signal.”

One perched on the second floor of a building, another on the third. 

The last one was below, lurking in the sewers.

They seemed poised to strike the moment anyone approached the manhole.

‘Ambush and surprise attacks—those are supposed to be human specialties.’

Barely fifteen years old, these creatures were already imitating strategies humanity had refined over millennia.

Though still clumsy, their growing intelligence was deeply unsettling.

A crow nudged a small brick off a ledge, sending it tumbling toward the dilapidated manhole cover.

The moment it shattered, the pursuers would launch their attack.

Hyunseong positioned himself and his close-combat specialists at the forefront.

The psionics signaled their readiness for fire support.

Just before the brick hit the ground, Hyunseong shouted, 

“Shields up!”

Clang!

Two pursuers, hidden in the buildings, realized the ruse too late. 


They smashed through walls and charged forward.

The debris struck the shields with a thunderous force.

Time to impact: 0.7 seconds.

The pursuer on the right lunged, slashing with its claws.

The screech of claws scraping against shields echoed, but the defense held firm, repelling the attack.

0.3 seconds.

The pursuer on the right forced itself into a gap, but Urban instinctively shoved it back.

Noticing the concentration of mana, the pursuers roared.

0.1  seconds.

Crunch.

As the brick shattered the old manhole cover, the last pursuer lurking in the sewer shot upward.

It hesitated momentarily, confused by the retreat of its two companions—but it was too late.

“Fire!”

BOOM!

Tat-tat-tat!

Four fireballs at point-blank range, combined with a volley of five bullets, unleashed a force capable of tearing the lower-class otherworldly being’s limbs apart down to the centimeter.

The shields formed a tight wall of five, blocking the shockwave.

Fragments erupted upward, raining down and battering their bodies.

The turbulent wave subsided.

“… Is it over?”

“You bastard!” Urban, pressed close to his shield, muttered under his breath.

As Hyunseong lifted his head, he saw the aftermath—four deep craters gouged into the ground.

At that moment, a crow gliding high above signaled that all pursuers had been forcibly reverse-summoned.

“The shot grouping is a work of art.”

Hyunseong smiled as he looked at the evenly collapsed craters in the ground.

If this had been a psionic competition, it would have been worthy of an award.

Even the psionics, who had been preparing a follow-up strike, collapsed to the ground in relief after seeing Hyunseong’s grin.

“Shit, it’s finally over!”

“No casualties, and we won!”

“Kim Hyunseong! Kim Hyunseong! Kim Hyunseong!”

One of the close-combat fighters tossed their shield aside, grabbed Hyunseong, and threw him high into the air.

The psionics, still charged with adrenaline, shot mana arrows into the sky as celebration.

“Ugh…”

“Hahaha! Those gum-like freaks thought they could take on the First Squad? Not a chance!”

Hyunseong floated like a deflated soccer ball for over a minute before finally landing.

As much as he wanted to join in on the moment of triumph, he couldn’t let it slide.

The shields, staves, and every other piece of equipment they had discarded were no different from firearms—they were their lifelines.

“The squad leader is disappointed.”

As Hyunseong’s expression hardened, the squad members, taken aback by his unexpected reaction, instinctively stepped back.

“A primary weapon is your very lifeblood. How could you so casually throw your heart onto the ground?”

“….”

A twisted, almost grotesque expression of disapproval followed.

Hyunseong relished the bewildered looks they gave him, as if they were watching a talking snail.

Then, clearing his throat, he flashed a sly grin.

“Si~eek.”

He thrust his clenched fist high into the sky.

“I came, I fought, I conquered!”

“Waaaaah!”

The squad leader soared into the air, this time twice as high as before.

Instead of fireworks, fireballs exploded in the sky as celebration.

“I… kinda want to get treated now.”

Ji-hyun, filled with mixed emotions, clapped fervently with her remaining hand, determined to enjoy the moment.

***

“Loyalty! Sir Commander!”

“Quiet. I have no intention of interfering.”

Quan, who had been holed up in a prime vantage point, happily munching on spam with added Big Palm seasoning, froze in shock when he saw Baal.

The few remaining spoonfuls of spam ended up buried in the dirt, but he had no time to care.

The being before him was one who held the power to repurpose an entire spam factory with a mere thought.

Standing stiffly, sweat dripping down his face, Quan was of no interest to Baal.

“Hmm, quite amusing, isn’t it?”

Baal murmured to himself as he watched the First Squad Leader flit through the air like a kite.

‘D-did he just ask me that?’

A flurry of possible responses raced through Quan’s mind at lightning speed…

To answer, or not to answer.

To laugh and agree, or to stay silent and await punishment with a grim expression.

All in the span of a billionth of a second.

After saluting, he naturally slipped away.

‘I’m screwed.’

No matter which option he chose, Quan’s future seemed bleak.

Even if he had known the correct response, his mental state would have failed him, and no human language would have come out.

Closing his eyes, he resolved to humbly accept whatever fate awaited him.

“Drill instructor.”

“Support! Assist! Drill instructor! Yes, Quan!”

His consciousness, which had been sinking into the abyss, shot back to the surface at Baal’s call.

Warmth spread through his mouth as blood trickled from his bitten tongue.

“Bring me Cadet Jeong Seol-ah.”

“Yes! Understood!”

Quan sprinted off like someone rushing through the guard post on leave.

Without hesitation, he practically kidnapped No. 2, who looked visibly unsettled, scooping her up in his arms.

“Senior, I have a question.”

“What is it!”

No. 2’s voice trembled, as if she was on the verge of tears.

Quan wanted to cry along with her but couldn’t afford to lose face in front of a junior.

“My man stroked another woman’s face.”

‘…What?’

Quan’s mind raced as he carried the increasingly gloomy No. 2 on his back.

Though not as terrifying as the commander, this little one was scary enough.

This time, his survival instincts kicked in without fail, and his brain quickly calculated an approximate correct answer.

“When you’re in a panic, human warmth feels especially comforting! I’m sure it’s not what you’re thinking!”

“Is that so?”

“Absolutely!”

Quan didn’t fully catch the muttered response that followed, but he didn’t bother asking.

He knew all too well the saying, ignorance is bliss.

Unaware that he had played a part in saving Ji-hyun, Quan carefully set No. 2 down in front of Baal.

“I’ve brought her as ordered!”

“You may leave.”

“Understood! Loyalty!”

Quan vanished at the speed of light, spam can in hand.

Baal, now with a cigar between her fingers, locked eyes with the girl.

“Loyalty, Commander.”

“…”

“Indeed.”

The eerie silence that followed felt out of place compared to the celebratory atmosphere of the training ground.

As Baal’s violet mana swept over the girl’s entire body, it suddenly shattered like brittle glass.

Her face remained as innocent as ever.

“Your horns are truly beautiful. And your crimson irises and wings—they’re like a masterpiece.”

Twitch.


The stillness cracked as if a fissure had formed in the girl’s mask.

Her tail, aimed at Baal’s heart, trembled in her grasp as she held its tip and examined it closely.

Satisfied, Baal averted her gaze.

“Let’s have a cup of tea.”

The cigar smoke she exhaled dispersed with the wind.



 
  Chapter 28: Human behavior


Jeong Seol-ah observed Baal’s office, filled with stacks of documents.

Though it had supposedly been cleaned, it was a stark contrast to Kim Hyuseong’s room, which was cluttered with disorganized items strewn about.

Here, everything was meticulously arranged to the point of seeming obsessive. 

The placement of furniture, the alignment of objects—everything was in perfect order.

Monochromatic.

A dull room devoid of any sense of emotion or inspiration.

Still, Jeong Seol-ah found herself somewhat drawn to this colorless and flavorless existence.

‘I should ask for some tips on organization. I’ll need them when I’m discharged and have to maintain my home.’ 

She thought, mentally noting the “answer key” laid before her while picking up a steaming cup of tea.

“Careful, it’s hot. Hold it by the handle.” 

“My apologies, Commander.” 

She replied, releasing her grip on the cup and delicately grasping the handle before taking a cautious sip.

Her long-lost sense of taste rendered the tea flavorless, but since the Commander had personally brewed it, she thought it proper to at least show appreciation by drinking it.

“Do you have any idea why I called you here?”

“To be honest, I don’t.” 

Setting the tea cup back down after a sip, Jeong Seol-ah straightened her posture and adopted a respectful expression as best she could within her realm of propriety.

Baal, who had been observing the cadet before her as if on a casual outing, placed a survey form on the desk.

“Before we begin our conversation, I’d like to ask you a few simple questions. I’ll base my questions on this survey I received from the medic team leader. Answer truthfully—no lies.”

“Yes, understood.”

Suppressing her discomfort, Jeong Seol-ah twisted a strand of her white hair around her finger.

Baal’s expression was filled with distrust, faint disgust, barely concealed hostility, boiling hatred, and eyes that looked down on her with contempt.

It was all too similar to the countless, even thousands of times she had seen those same gazes.

Scenes flashed through her mind: limbs being dismembered before her without anesthesia, flesh burned, frozen, injected with chemicals, and boiled.

Bellies sliced open to extract organs for experiments on mutation stages, all while insisting that organ temperature had to be maintained.

‘Should I gouge out her eyes?’

The negative emotions crawled up from the core embedded in her heart, spreading through her veins like mold eating away at her mind.

Even though Jeong Seol-ah could sense Baal’s power and knew the odds were not in her favor, victory or defeat didn’t matter at this moment.

She entertained the thought of gouging out his eyes, thoroughly washing them with her own “kind” heart, and then returning them, all while something small pressed against her chest.

It was the necklace Kim Hyun-seong had given her, much like the dandelion necklace her mother had once left behind.

Smiling faintly, she clasped her hands over her chest, pressing the necklace tightly. 

The object nestled between her palms seemed to dig deeper into her heart.

‘I’m a good person, after all.’

She had endured thousands of times before, and enduring once more wouldn’t change anything.

“Are you done reflecting?”

“My apologies.” 

Baal, observing her now calmer demeanor, took out a pen.

“Is Jeong Seol-ah your real name?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Your gender is female, correct?”

“Yes.”

Tap. Tap.

Baal tapped the tip of her pen against the desk, staring at the survey form her friend had created with clear dissatisfaction before finally speaking.

“I’m not sure if this is the right approach, but let’s proceed. Do you consistently experience severe psychological or physical pain when separated from your primary attachment figure?”

“I’m not sure what you mean by ‘attachment figure.’”

“Think of someone you believe you couldn’t live without in your future.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Jeong Seol-ah replied…. 

“No.”

“Do you imagine or worry about despairing situations like losing your primary attachment figure to an accident, injury, illness, disaster, or death?”

“No.”

“Do you experience physical or psychological reactions like headaches, chills, nausea, hyperventilation, fear, or panic when physically separated from your primary attachment figure?”

“No.”

“Do you excessively worry about or remain overly vigilant against uncontrollable situations where you might be separated from your primary attachment figure?”

“No.”

“If, for some reason, your primary attachment figure were to lose their memory or deliberately sever the bond with you, do you think you would feel uncontrollable anxiety, sadness, or anger?”

Baal silently observed Jeong Seol-ah, who stared at her intently with wide-open eyes and a beaming smile that stretched to its limits.

“Answer, cadet.”

“Commander.” 

Jeong Seol-ah replied, raising the long-empty teacup to her lips several times over.

“I am not a patient.”

Hiss.

Without blinking, Baal lit a cigar, her gaze fixed on Jeong Seol-ah’s fidgeting hands with an air of indifference.

“Let’s continue. Would you, without hesitation, engage in immoral, illegal, or unwanted actions to gain the attention and affection of your primary attachment figure?”

“…No.”

“Do you feel anxious if you don’t receive confirmation, either directly or indirectly, that your primary attachment figure loves or cares for you?”

“No.”

“If your primary attachment figure forms connections with others and builds a social network, leaving you feeling excluded or that their attention is divided, do you think you would harbor negative emotions toward those others?”

“No.”

“Are you afraid of disappointing or being abandoned by your primary attachment figure, to the point where you hide your true feelings, suppress your emotions, and present a persona you’ve crafted—”

Hoo.

Baal exhaled a plume of smoke, cutting herself off mid-question.

Baal exhaled a stream of smoke.

“You can think of it as a mask or personality. Do you act out a distorted version of happiness and positivity through a persona?”

Jeong Seol-ah gave a small smile before returning to her usual expression.

“No.”

“That question seems meaningless. Let me give you a scenario: a child received pants, shoes, and a bicycle as gifts but cried at the top of their lungs. No matter how much the parents tried to console him, the crying wouldn’t stop. Do you understand why?”

Jeong Seol-ah tilted her head slightly, pressing her index finger to her lips in thought.

“The child, who had no legs, cried because he felt his parents were going to abandon him.”

“Ho, that’s an intriguing interpretation.” 

With a snap of her fingers, the survey form crumbled into ash.


“Here’s the final question. Out of obsession and a desire for control, do you feel the urge to own, manage, or protect your primary attachment figure within an environment where variables can be controlled?”

“No.”

Finding the string of absurd and pitiful questions tiresome, Jeong Seol-ah leaned back in her chair.

It wasn’t an attitude befitting a mere cadet in front of the commander, but strangely enough, even answering the questions had left her utterly drained.

“Can you see the color of this magical tool?”

“Yes, its color has changed.”

“Excluding the first two questions, all the responses turned black.”

Baal tapped the cigar’s ash into an ashtray, glancing at the magical tool that had returned to its original white hue.

“The white indicates truth, and the black, lies. I assume you’ve noticed that.”

“I think it’s common for machines to malfunction.”

“If that’s what you want to believe, so be it.”

Baal took a sip of the now cold tea.

Though the room was filled with mana-infused purple smoke, neither of them showed any sign of discomfort.

“This survey was requested by your friend, so it has nothing to do with me. What I truly want to ask is whether you are worth the risk you pose.”

Baal stood and carefully touched an old, worn-out Taegeukgi flag.

The flag was tattered, stained with dirt and blood, and riddled with holes.

“We must dedicate ourselves to the nation and its people, even at great cost. When the order comes, it is our duty and privilege to leap into peril, to sacrifice ourselves without hesitation.”

“I understand, Commander.”

“Even if deceitful schemes tarnish honor and faith, and we are dragged through the mud, those of us who know the truth must walk the harsh path of righteousness rather than the complacent path of injustice.”

Baal neatly folded the flag and placed it into a case before turning off the magical device.

“I swear upon mana: everything that happened here will remain confidential, and you will suffer no disadvantage as a result of this meeting.”

The purple smoke encircled them both.

Jeong Seol-ah did not resist as the mana seeped into her heart.

“Now, speak only the truth. Under this oath, you cannot lie in this room.”

“What answer is it that you want to hear?”

Baal let out a faint scoff as she observed Jeong Seol-ah propping her chin on her hand, glaring at her sulkily as if bored.

Sitting opposite her with her legs crossed, Baal tapped the table with her fingers.

“Mutant, do you wish to protect humanity?”

“What? Ew, I wish they’d all just drop dead.”

“Will you dedicate yourself to the nation?”

“What have you ever done for me and my mom?”

“Do you not feel even a shred of compassion?”

“If humanity is so great, why did they start a war in the first place?”

The cigar in her mouth, which she puffed on whenever she had the chance, had burned down to half its length.

“You don’t even regard the cadets in your own regiment as equal beings. Even if they all died, you wouldn’t care in the slightest.”

“Hey, Purple-haired Lady, isn’t this enough? Can’t you just let me go now?”

As the meaningless exchange dragged on, Jeong Seol-ah sprawled on the soft sofa, rolling around lazily.

All she wanted was to throw herself into Kim Hyunseong’s arms and congratulate him on his success. 

Maybe get a few affectionate pats while she was at it.

“What is your objective?”

Baal’s finger tapping grew more rapid.

Phew.

Letting out a deep sigh, Jeong Seol-ah twirled her fingers dismissively, as if the answer was obvious.

“Mine.”

“Are you referring to Cadet Kim Hyunseong from the support division?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“Too weak.”

Baal pondered her answer, unable to comprehend, and countered.

“Whatever your standards are, he is far from weak. As a first-year cadet in the support division, he’s the only one in Shield history to pass both the one-sided evaluation and interdimensional response tests. He also displayed remarkable skill in leading combat units.”

“That’s exactly why he’s not good enough. He only sees me.”

Jeong Seol-ah muttered, shaking her head, then rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand as if lamenting.

“His heart is fragile. He’s like a tall tower ready to collapse at any moment. No one realizes it because he’s always pretending to be strong.”

Idiot.

Slouching, Jeong Seol-ah rebuked Baal, saying that as a commander, she should at least be aware of the state of her subordinates.

“Family loves and protects each other. That’s why I’m here.”

“Did he bring you here?”

“Yep. He’s warm, like a marble.”

Baal was about to continue the conversation when she felt a shift in mana and fell silent.

Tears began to stream down Jeong Seol-ah’s face, which had been wearing a faint smile just moments earlier.

“Sis, I’m actually scared. What if he leaves again?”

‘Like Mom did, leaving me all alone. If he leaves too, what then? That can’t happen. What if he dies?’

‘He said he’d protect me, said he wouldn’t go anywhere, said he loved only me.’

‘But what if I can’t protect him, and he just disappears? He’s all I have.’

‘I can do anything for him, so why does he keep trying to run away? I don’t understand!’

‘The memories are coming back, piece by piece—my past, someone else’s future, and it’s all me.’

‘I’m here now, but… My heart, honestly, just wants to kill everyone else and live with only him.’

‘Just the two of us! But why? Why? WHY?’

‘Why does he keep hesitating? Is it because I’m not enough? He’s so greedy—so, so greedy! But even that, I can’t help but love.’

‘What’s wrong with me? I must be pathetic… just like Mom.’

Her uniform began to soak through as blood poured from her entire body, pooling on the floor beneath her.

She cupped her hands to catch the blood dripping from her face and drank it down.

“Ah, sorry, sis. Don’t worry about the blood—I can reabsorb it.”

Her voice sounded like rusty metal scraping together.

Baal, still holding her cigar, nodded as she looked at Jeong Seol-ah, whose face was obscured entirely by blood streaming from her eyes, nose, and mouth.

“Still, I’m grateful to Paul Moon. Thanks to them, I can control blood now. If my thing dies, I’ll just bring him back to life. Mine will want to live with me forever, too. We’ll live forever.”

The blood pooling around her rippled with an eerie pulse of ecstasy.

“Since Cadet Kim Hyunseong is here, can I take that to mean you’ll follow his convictions to the end? Fine. The expulsion we were reviewing for you will not proceed. You’re free to return.”

“Okay, sis. But it’s unfair to use weird powers after saying we wouldn’t lie to each other.”

The blood disappeared without a trace.

Annoyed, Jeong Seol-ah swung her legs and voiced her displeasure.

“It’s not harmful magic. Shatter only reveals fragments of the truth.”

“So, you’re saying I’ve always been like this? You don’t even know how kind I am.”

Using blood from her bitten fingertip, she picked up Baal’s cigar, brought it to her face, and sniffed it.

Baal’s otherwise unflinching expression twitched slightly in reaction to her bizarre behavior.

“Cough, cough! Ugh, why would anyone smoke something like this?”

“You act like it’s nothing, but you’re quite the performer.”

“Actually, I have bad memories of cigarettes. I’d never smoke one. It’s bad for you, so you shouldn’t either, sis.”

Seol-ah quickly snatched the cigar back from Baal.

“Thank you for caring about someone who can handle even biochemical rounds. I’ll consider it positively.”

“If you’re grateful, then grant me one request.”

“What is it?”

When Baal responded, Seol-ah interlocked her fingers and leaned forward with a serious expression.

“Make me stronger, sis. So that no one can ever take Hyunseong away from me.”

“Cadet Kim Hyunseong is already having a tremendous impact on you. Besides, I have no talent for blood magic.”

Undeterred by Baal’s lukewarm reaction, Seol-ah pressed on.

“That’s not what I mean. I want you to teach me how to act human.”

Baal’s previously relaxed face turned rigid.

Countless spells began to materialize behind her, but Seol-ah burst into laughter, clapping her knees as if she’d hit the nail on the head.


The exchange of subtle blows seemed purely entertaining to her.

“As long as you don’t mess with what’s mine, I think we can be good sisters. Don’t you agree?”









 
  Chapter 29: A ghost is haunting Korea. (1)


A Peaceful Saturday.

Having been a cadet for nearly a month, I had reached a point where not being disciplined left me feeling oddly disappointed.

“Why do you think we are sitting on your backs?”

“Because we didn’t achieve good results in the otherworld response training!”

“Wrong.”

“Because we broke formation!”

“That’s not it either.”

Each cadet bore three shields weighing over 15 kilograms and a martial arts instructor on their back, their faces contorted in anguish as they held a plank position, desperately trying to figure out the reason.

“How many hints have I given, and yet you still don’t understand?”

The martial arts instructor, lamenting the ignorance of his juniors, roared like a lion.

“The scars on your backs are the disgrace of martial arts!”

“Ah!!”

“We go in first and come out last. The scars on your chest are medals of honor, but the scars on your back are a brand of shame! It’s okay to score low. It’s okay to have failed to protect something. It’s even okay to have momentarily stepped back in fear.”

However.

Unable to contain his anger, the martial arts instructor, holding back tears, shouted.

“If you have no legs, you crawl. If you have no arms, you use your body to ram into them. If your mana is depleted, you endure with the strength of your flesh. Even if you’re as scrawny as dried anchovies, you should have bought time for the abilities and supports to retreat. But what did you do?”

“Ahhh!!”

There were no objections.

The deeply regretful faces of the martial arts cadets were painted with shame and remorse.

The instructor’s words pierced their hearts like nails.

“You blamed your fellow martial artists, saying they ruined the formation. You blamed the abilities unit for poor accuracy and firepower. You blamed the support team, saying they were inadequate. How pathetic are these complaints of a defeated person? The essence of the issue isn’t about who is at fault!”

A dependable leader does not blame their children for their shortcomings.

Rather than finding solace in the faults of others, they reflect on their own actions, take responsibility, and grow.

“I’ll fix the rotten mindset you all have. As proud members of the martial arts unit, we’ll make sure you stand firm no matter what waves come crashing down, protecting the comrades behind you.”

“Thank you!”

“Don’t thank us—thank your comrades, who didn’t blame your crappy mental fortitude! Watching some of you flee and abandon your comrades, I couldn’t believe my eyes. How has the once-proud code of martial arts crumbled in just two years?”

Hyunseong turned his head at the sound of joints creaking from the strain.

Even the abilities unit, heads buried in the ground in the traditional “Wonsan Bombing” posture, wasn’t much different.

“Was that thing you shot supposed to be a fireball? With mana so pitiful, I doubt it could even heat my grandmother’s seaweed soup!”

“Our pride lies in intercepting threats before they get close, so the dumb martial artists don’t have to just stand around sucking their thumbs. Thank you for absolutely wrecking that pride!”

In the middle of the abilities unit, hunched over like shrimp, was Seol-ah.

Seol-ah, with her bright and innocent eyes, was watching an ant crawl across the training ground, her lips moving as if muttering something.

As Hyunseong focused on her, it seemed she was saying:

‘Beef stew, bone broth, brown rice, kimchi, milk.’

She was murmuring today’s lunch menu.

Her consistent demeanor was reassuring.

***

After the fiery training session ended, the cadets were given time for personal maintenance.

Since electronic devices were prohibited, they would cut up pieces of paper to play card games, scatter for ability training, or otherwise spend the time as they wished.

Scanning his surroundings, Hyunseong quietly slipped into the mess hall.

He brought along a gift delivered by a crow friend he had made during training.

Knock, knock, knock.

After ensuring he wasn’t being followed, he tapped on the door of the mess hall break room.

Tap, tap.

“Officer?”

“Shh, it’s me.”

“Understood. Please come in.”

The senior mess hall staff opened the door, and Hyunseong stepped into the break room.

Upon recognizing him, the soldiers inside stood and saluted.

It seemed they were in the middle of eating ramen, as bowls filled with kimchi sat on the table.

“We didn’t expect you to come by now. Should I cook you some?”

“No need. You all eat up.”

Though the presence of an officer might have made the soldiers uncomfortable, they treated Hyunseong like a friendly older brother.

He neither acted superior as a cadet nor lorded his position over them.

In fact, his understanding of the soldiers’ mindset was unusually keen.

He often gave them advice, listened to their concerns, and brought them small gifts, making it impossible for them to dislike him.

“Do you know what I’ve brought today?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What is it?”

Hyunseong pulled out a container marked with “1962” and a bundle of papers from his pocket, shaking them slightly.

The curious looks in their eyes turned to shock as the container lid was unscrewed, releasing the distinct aroma of alcohol.

“How did you even get this…!”

“Shh, shh. Don’t ask if you don’t want trouble. Grab some cups. I’ll share it with you.”

“Wow!”

“Geez, don’t cling to me like that.”

To the accomplices looking at him with honeyed eyes, Hyunseong poured about two sips of soju each.

To keep everyone in good spirits on such a fine day, he tactfully distributed the drinks, giving a bit more to those higher in the seniority chain.

However, giving the youngest the most—because they had it hardest—would only backfire, as they’d likely face teasing once Hyunseong left.

Noticing Hyunseong’s considerate actions, the senior staff’s smile deepened.

“It’s been years since we’ve had something like this.”

“Now I could leave the service with no regrets.”

“Heh, rookie, you’ve still got five years left.”

The small amount of alcohol wasn’t nearly enough to get anyone drunk, but the goodwill soared to astronomical heights, seemingly reaching the galaxy itself.

Throughout time and across the world, the best officers are always those who don’t nitpick mistakes and genuinely take care of their subordinates.

“Here’s 15 Esse cigarettes. Don’t smoke them all yourselves—let the youngest have one.”

“Ohhh! Of course!”

Grinning from ear to ear, the senior soldier turned the pack over to hide the cigarettes, beaming with delight.

“Alice, can I use the wok?”

“The wok? It’s hard to handle if you’ve never used it before. Is there something specific you’d like to eat?”


Alice, an Italian, asked.

She had lived in Korea during the Great War and ended up being conscripted when she couldn’t return to her homeland.

“I was thinking of making fried rice with the leftover sausage and rice. We still have some cold rice, right?”

“I’ll make it for you. Are you eating here?”

“No, I’m good. I just want to feed Seol-ah. She’s seemed low on energy since a few days ago.”

After the conclusion of the otherworld response training, Seol-ah had appeared hours later.

When asked, she only replied with, “Hyunseong. Secret. Later,” and never gave a proper explanation.

Yesterday, as soon as lights were out, she had come over and stared at him until morning, disappearing quickly when it was time to wake up.

Every time Hyunseong stirred from the sound of her breathing, she was wide awake, meaning she hadn’t slept at all.

Touching the day pass he received as a reward for his squad’s excellent performance eased his mind a little.

“Are you talking about Snow White?”

“Is that what you call her among yourselves?”

“Yes. Her hair’s white, her face is beautiful, and her voice has the elegance of a queen. I’m straight, but she’s the first woman whose smile made my heart skip a beat. I apologize if I overstepped.”

Realizing she might have gone too far, Alice spoke cautiously, but Hyunseong waved it off as no big deal.

Among the cadets, who were deeply impressed by her training, Seol-ah was treated as an honorary martial artist.

She had earned a slew of extraordinary nicknames, like “The Butcher of Seoul Station,” “The Pursuer’s Pursuer,” and “One-Person Army.”

When Hyunseong shared this with her, Seol-ah had been delighted, saying the titles sounded cool.

“I’m not really some bloodthirsty maniac, so I don’t mind. But wait—did you say Seol-ah smiled?”

Hyunseong’s eyes widened in surprise.

He couldn’t recall ever seeing Seol-ah smile at someone she wasn’t close to.

“Yes. When you serve her a dish of side dishes, she beams. Didn’t you know that?”

The thought of Seol-ah happily eating a plate full of sausage stir-fry brought a smile to his face.

He regretted missing such an adorable moment.

“Thanks for taking good care of her.”

“How could a mere soldier take care of an officer candidate? Your words alone are appreciated. Let’s get started, everyone. Bring out the remaining bone broth too.”

With the skill of a true cook, Alice began preparing the meal.

She scooped out a generous portion of leftover rice from the cooker, poured it into a large bowl, and began cooking.

The aroma was so savory and sweet that it was enough to satisfy one’s hunger just by smelling it.

“Why is there so much leftover sausage and bone broth today?”

“The combat division cadets had to leave early, so they only ate a little. What did they call it? They said they were heading into some kind of mental hell.”

Sending a small consolation to the poor souls who missed out on the special meal, Hyunseong washed the container.

Despite the portion taken out for the cooks, the sheer amount of food left made him wonder if it was even possible for one person to finish it.

“That’s incredible.”

“This seems like more than she could eat,” Alice remarked.

When he checked the time, it was about when Seol-ah usually arrived.

Speak of the devil, the double-paned window of the break room creaked open.

“Loyalty!”

“Hey, everyone!”

“Come in, Seol-ah.”

“Okay.”

Blood trickled through the narrow door crack, pooling and reforming into a human shape.

The kitchen staff stared in awe at the fascinating ability before snapping back to reality.

“Hi, Hyunseong.”

“You’re right on time.”

Seol-ah stepped forward and, upon reaching Hyunseong, leaned in close to his neck and inhaled deeply.

The kitchen staff awkwardly cleared their throats and averted their gazes.

Seol-ah’s eyes blinked briefly before turning toward the senior cook, Alice.

“It’s you.”

“Y-Yes, Sergeant Calvi! Alice!”

“Hmm.”

Under Seol-ah’s cold, piercing gaze, Alice trembled like a frog tossed before a starving snake.

“Hi.”

“S-Sergeant! Calvi! Alice!”

“Al-bice.”

“S-Sergeant! Calvi! Alice!”

Her body stiffened as if the regimental commander had made a surprise inspection.

The eyes that usually seemed so beautiful now resembled those of a fierce predator.

Did I do something wrong? 

Is there gossip about me?

As Alice sent a desperate plea for help with her expression, Hyunseong, unable to watch any longer, picked Seol-ah up and moved her.

Dangling midair without resistance, she was placed onto a chair.

Alice stumbled back in, bringing utensils and drinks.

“Enjoy your meal!”

“Thanks for cooking. It looks delicious.”

“I-It’s an honor!”

“Thanks, I’ll eat well.”

“Enjoy your meal!!”

With that, Alice hurriedly escaped to the break room.

“Seol-ah, why did you ask if she was the one earlier?”

Hyunseong scratched his cheek as he spoke.

“Huh? She’s the one who gives me a lot of food.”

Seol-ah, back to her innocent expression, perked her ears.

Relieved to find it was nothing significant, Hyunseong felt a sense of ease.

Still, for the sake of the cooks’ sanity, he decided to only summon her in their presence when necessary.

“I thought it was something serious.”

“Hyunseong, eat a lot.”

Hyunseong chuckled softly and started eating, and Seol-ah quickly followed.

The mountain of fried rice on their plates began to noticeably diminish.

“Hyunseong, what are we going to do on our leave?”

Seol-ah, with a grain of rice stuck to her cheek, asked curiously.

“I have a few places I need to stop by, so I’ll probably be busy on the first day.”

Thanks to the special leave, they had been granted an extra day, making it a full two nights and three days.

To prepare for the “March of Blood” that Quan had mentioned, Hyunseong had to meet Mu-myeong.

At the same time, he planned to introduce Seol-ah to the Mutant Association.

“Really?”

Seol-ah’s eyes drooped with a hint of disappointment.

Hyunseong recalled the memory of Jeong Seol-ah from the sanctuary, where he had glimpsed her life and death reflections (Saengsa Gwanjo).

‘I want to give my daughter everything, just like a beautiful princess. I want to treat her to delicious beef, hold her hand and go to amusement parks, pack lunches and go on picnics on sunny summer days.’

The small but precious dreams of Jeong Seol-ah’s mother, which were never fulfilled.

“Let’s go on a picnic with a packed lunch for the remaining two days.”

“Really? Yay!!”

Sparkling eyes.

Wings fluttering.


A gently swaying tail.

She couldn’t hide her excitement.

“We’re leaving at 6 a.m. on Monday, so you have to sleep early on Sunday, okay?”

“Okay!!”

Hyunseong reached out to wipe the grain of rice off Seol-ah’s cheek, wishing that her mother could see her daughter’s radiant smile, even from the heavens.
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“Hey, those on leave? Dog tags.”

Clink.

“Boots polished.”

“Pull out your essential items list. If you don’t have it, shut up and go grab it.”

Shuffle.

“Three of you checked. You can head out first.”

“Understood, sir. Loyalty!”

Thumbs up.

Seol-ah smiled brightly.

Knowing how strict the commandant was, she had made sure to double-check everything. 

As expected, in the military, it was always better to have something than not.

“Mister, three people from the 1st regiment on leave.”

“Name, year, and unit from left to right.”

Finally, the guard post was just ahead.

The sentry, with tired eyes, unlocked the heavy iron gate that had been firmly shut.

Morning duty must be exhausting.

Hyunseong handed her some candy with a polite nod.

“Hang in there.”

“What’s your reason for leave?”

“Hehe, academic excellence.”

“Wow, so jealous. Have a good trip.”

The moment they stepped a single foot past the guard post, the atmosphere changed entirely.

The damp, musty air scattered, replaced by the fragrant breeze of nature.

Hyunseong spread his arms wide and savored the world around him.

“Oh, society, I’ve finally returned!”

“I’ve returned too!”

Seol-ah, who had been watching Hyunseong’s antics, also stretched out her arms next to him.

Happiness doubled when shared together.

Unable to bear the sight of the two acting like scarecrows, Yuna finally spoke up.

“…What are you guys doing? Aren’t we going?”

“Yuna, want to join us?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

Yuna grimaced and turned away from her friends.

But Hyunseong and Seol-ah continued to revel in the breeze, undisturbed.

Once Hyunseong had thoroughly enjoyed himself, he turned to Yuna.

“How are you getting home?”

“My dad said he’d come pick me up.”

“Then have a safe trip. We’ll head off first.”

“Alright, see you when we’re back.”

Hyunseong, in high spirits, carried Seol-ah on his shoulders and ran off.

After confirming the two had disappeared, Yuna glanced around cautiously.

The guards at the gate were too busy chatting to pay her any attention.

“Hmph.”

Clearing her throat, Yuna spread her arms wide and felt the breeze for herself.

For some reason, the air felt different.

“Sir, aren’t you leaving?”

“Hic! Ah, I’ll take care of it myself.”

Startled by the voice of the gate commander, Yuna quickly folded her arms, her face turning bright red.

“Damn it.”

Overcome with embarrassment, she bolted toward the road as if fleeing the scene.

***

The atmosphere on the streets of Seoul was unusual.

While the area around the station hadn’t changed much, the further she went from it, the more the negative energy became palpable.

Increased patrols and checkpoints were clearly visible.

It felt like the calm before the storm, sharpening Hyunseong’s senses.

He quickened his pace until he arrived home.

“Cawww!”

“Magi! How’ve you been?”

“Hey there, Magi.”

As soon as he opened the door, Magi, his crow friend, flapped over to Hyunseong’s face.

It seemed the crow had devoured all the dried rat jerky he’d left behind.

“Come here.”

After pecking at Hyunseong’s head with its beak, Magi perched on Seol-ah’s outstretched finger.

It was always so calm around her.

“You really are my friend. Good job keeping the windows shut.”

“Caw!”

Hyunseong had worried the house might be dusty, but it seemed surprisingly clean.

Perhaps Magi had kept things well-ventilated while he was gone.

He tossed a frog he had picked up on the way, and the crow promptly snatched it up and ate it.

“Play with Seol-ah for a bit.”

Hyunseong relished the feel of the device in his hand—it had been a while since he last held his terminal.

When he powered it on, a flood of messages poured in.

He scrolled through them, checking for anything urgent.

Bear Ivan – [Is the Source Man dead?]

This one could be ignored for now.

Chunbae Hyung – [Bro, hit me up when you’re on leave. Let’s grab a drink with that lady at my place.]

Since it was an overnight pass, he hesitated on whether he should reach out and decided to hold off.

G. Incheon Mayor. Bureaucrat. – [Congratulations on entering training, Hyunseong! Proud of you as a citizen.]

“Wow, this guy’s something else.”


To anyone else, this might seem like a message from a close friend of 30 years.

Politics clearly wasn’t for the faint of heart.

Feeling a slight chill, he sent back a short thank-you reply.

Unknown Union Head – [The mood among retired soldiers is unusual. I hope we can meet soon.]

As expected, this man never failed to intrigue him.

Regardless of whether he trusted him fully, the man’s innate talent for analyzing information was the real deal.

His connection to the Korean Mutant People’s Labor Union was definitely a stroke of luck.

[Chairman, do you have time today? I’ll be waiting for your reply.]

A response didn’t come immediately.

For now, Hyunseong replied to the remaining messages and then sent a text to Ivan.

[Yep. On my way today.]

The reply came back lightning-fast.

Bear Ivan – [So you’re alive.] 

[Haha]

Bear Ivan – [Why are you coming?] 

[Haha]

Bear Ivan – [You wanna go at it?] 

[Haha]

Bear Ivan – [сука блять] 

[Haha.. You too, suка blyat.]

Bear Ivan – [You bastard.] 

[Haha]

The exchange was oddly satisfying.

As Hyunseong chuckled to himself, a chin suddenly rested on the top of his head. 

It was Seol-ah, with Magi perched on her shoulder.

“Hyunseong, what are you doing?”

“Just texting a friend for a bit.”

“A girl?”

Cough! 

“A guy.”

“Hmm.”

Startled by the unexpected question, Hyunseong spit out the water he had been drinking.

Seol-ah grabbed a towel that Magi handed her and wiped the floor clean.

Once Hyunseong had recovered from his coughing fit and finished gearing up lightly, Seol-ah gave him a curious look.

He smiled and spoke.

“Let’s go check out the market.”

***

“Hey, Source Man! I thought you were dead. Good to see you after so long!”

“Good to see you too.”

Ivan acted overly friendly despite having only met him once, and Katusha was the same as ever.

Even the enormous magpie sitting lazily and yawning hadn’t changed.

“Wow!”

Seol-ah’s eyes sparkled as she saw the giant magpie.

The bird, initially feigning indifference, flapped its wings upon noticing her.

“Do you understand me?”

Squawk!

“Your wings are so pretty.”

Squawk!

Seol-ah’s natural affinity was so remarkable it seemed like she might actually be communicating with it.

She turned to Katusha and greeted her.

“How have you been? That necklace looks great on you. Who gave it to you?”

“Ah… well…”

Katusha fidgeted awkwardly, glancing at Ivan with a gaze so longing she seemed like a woman in love.

Hyunseong’s subtle assist made Ivan’s lips twitch uncontrollably, as if his pride had taken over his face.

“I gave it to her! Picked it out with my impeccable taste!”

“Oh, congratulations on your relationship!”

“Bwahaha! Thanks a lot!”

Ivan discreetly gave Hyunseong a thumbs-up for picking out the necklace and giving him the push he needed.

Hyunseong smiled and nodded in response.

In the original novel, Ivan never managed to confess his feelings, and Katusha ended up dying first.

‘All this drama just because he couldn’t do something so simple?’

The fate of these two characters, trapped in a tragic cliché by the author, had been rewritten in Hyunseong’s hands.

Unaware of the future he’d avoided, Ivan smiled as he boldly pulled Katusha into his arms, wrapping an arm around her waist for all to see.

“Hey, there are guests watching!”

Who would’ve thought it would have this kind of effect?

Still, it was a relief to see them happy together.

“Source Man, you should hurry up and get yourself a lady too!”

“Wow, someone’s in a great mood. I’ll handle it myself, thanks.”

Hyunseong laughed as he replied.

Meanwhile, Ivan glanced at Seol-ah, who was deep in conversation with the magpie, and then leaned in to whisper to Hyunseong.

“So, what’s your relationship with her?”

“Do I really need to explain my personal life to you?”

“No, no, it’s just that she’s wearing a necklace… It looks like one of the ones we picked out last time.”

Ivan, jumping to his own conclusions, patted Hyunseong firmly on the back.

“Do your best! If you need help, I’ll give you a big push.”

“Good grief.”

He smirked.

Seol-ah, who had been playing with the magpie, turned back, curious about their secretive conversation.

Hyunseong waved his hand dismissively.

He had never once looked at Seol-ah in a romantic way, nor did he ever plan to.

She already held an irreplaceable spot in his life, far beyond comparison.

It was clear Seol-ah didn’t see him that way either.

If anything, she probably regarded him as a cherished family member, and the thought of disappointing her with such musings was laughable.

“I’ll just take the sentiment, thanks.”

“Taking only the sentiment, huh? Hey! A real man goes all in the moment he makes up his mind! Like the Trans-Siberian Railway—direct and straight to the point!”

Coming from someone who had been frozen in place until Hyunseong gave him a push, Ivan’s bravado was almost hypocritical.

He was like a frog forgetting it had once been a tadpole.

As the saying goes, when someone points to the moon, don’t look at the finger but at the moon itself.

Hyunseong decided to let Ivan’s meddlesome attitude slide with a smile.

After some back-and-forth, they finally entered the market and began browsing through various items.

“This here is a chainsword. Due to various reasons, it’s become a hard-to-sell item, but there’s no denying its excellence as a weapon.Its power comes from the motor, which delivers incredible cutting strength. However, the blade dulls quickly, and the maintenance costs are sky-high because it relies on oil.”

“Unnie, what about that one?”

“That’s a Gauss rifle. Another hard-to-sell item. It’s a prototype firearm, with only a hundred units ever produced. The main issue is ammo supply, and the recoil control is extremely difficult. You’d need the strength of a combat-focused profession to handle it, which disqualifies it as a standard-issue weapon. While the gun itself performs well, it’s ultimately a tragic weapon due to all its drawbacks.”

Katusha, who seemed to find Seol-ah adorable, held her hand and wandered around the market with her.

They looked like sisters, and it was a pleasant sight.

Thanks to that, Hyunseong was able to have a more focused conversation with Ivan.

“The volume of firearms being purchased has spiked unusually over the past two weeks. The police have caught the scent and are keeping an eye on it.”

“What about heavy weaponry?”

“Oddly, sales of those have decreased. Instead, there’s been a sharp rise in the sale of gear for superhumans. It’s hard to pinpoint which organization is behind it, but they seem desperate for quick cash.”

“If you don’t want trouble coming your way, make sure to double down on ID verification.”


“Got it. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Hyunseong felt a throbbing headache at the thought of the looming disaster.

If it couldn’t be stopped, the only option was to prepare for it.

Unknown Union Leader – [I’ll be waiting at 7 p.m.]

Just like now.
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“If any goods from the otherworld come in, please take good care of them.”

“Trust me. Thanks to you, I even got promoted. Handling a small pre-purchase like this won’t be a problem.”

It was disappointing not to get Seol-ah’s special dish, but there was nothing to be done since the supply itself didn’t exist.

After shaking hands with Ivan, I kidnapped Seol-ah, who had been listening to Katusha’s adult romance stories.

“Oh dear, we still have a long way to go.”

“Hyun-woo, you didn’t say anything strange, right?”

“At seventeen, she’s legally an adult. Thanks to her, I had an enjoyable conversation. Take care, Seol.”

“Yeah, you take care too, unnie.”

The two waved at each other with a curious look in their eyes.

‘Considering my age before I lost my memory, it’s fine.’

Katusha’s face was redder than Seol-ah’s, which was suspicious, but it felt awkward to ask, so I left it at that.

Squeal!

“You take care too. Let’s meet again sometime.”

“Bye, Magpie.”

Leaving the market, I rummaged through my bag.

Among the items for Mu-myeong, I found a gift I had tucked away.

“Here, Seol-ah. A present.”

“What’s this?”

I handed Seol-ah a white rabbit doll as she watched the fireflies.

I’d bought it without a moment’s hesitation.

“I bought it because it reminded me of you.”

A doll about the size of an adult’s fist.

Its eyes were made of glass beads.

The finishing was clean, and it was said to be handmade, stitch by stitch, with leather.

I picked it up as if I were bewitched the moment I saw it.

“Do you like it?”

Seol-ah, staring at the rabbit placed on her hands, didn’t say a word.

She stood there blankly, not even breathing.

I waited, listening to the sounds of insects chirping.

“Hyunseong, bend down.”

Turning her head, Seol-ah, clutching the doll tightly, spoke.

I bent my back slightly, as she asked.

“A little more.”

The height difference was over 20cm.

When I placed my hands on my knees, my head was at Seol-ah’s chest level.

Seol-ah carefully grabbed Hyunseong’s face with both arms and pulled him to press it against her chest.

“Thank you.”

“It’s nothing. I’ll get you something even better next time.”

Just as Hyunseong, his heart warmed, was about to hug her in return—

Chuup.

A soft sensation brushed his cheek.

It felt like crushed balsam leaves gently pressed against his skin.

Surprised by the sensation he hadn’t felt in a long time, he straightened his bent back.

“Ugh.”

Seol-ah’s face, turned away, was bright red.

Her eyes narrowed coyly, her body faintly trembling.

Her fingers fidgeted habitually, and suddenly, a bout of hiccups began.

‘My little sister always reacted like this when I bought her Digimon cards.’ 

Though, after she entered elementary school, she started treating me like half a nemesis.

The fading memories came to mind, warming my heart.

“Thank you, Seol-ah.”

Hyunseong suppressed his mischievous laughter and placed a hand on Seol-ah’s head, gently patting her.

Because of her stiff horns, he could barely touch the top of her head.

“Byak!”

“…What was that? Just now?”

It took him a moment to realize that the sound had come from Seol-ah.

With Seol-ah completely malfunctioning, he carried her like a princess and began walking.

Her face remained buried, refusing to be seen, leaving only the white rabbit doll visible.

“Seol-ah, even when you grow older, make sure to come by sometimes and do that again.”

“Byak!”

“Kuhuhu.”

Finding this new side of her both fascinating and amusing, Hyunseong couldn’t help but laugh.

His little sister would have hit him, but he was certain that the kind-hearted Seol-ah would never strike him.

“Miss Seol-ah, the moon is beautiful tonight.”

Pook.

“Guhk.”

Though he was stabbed by a horn, at least he wasn’t hit.

***

“I… was… waiting. How… was… the… journey?”

“It’s been nearly a month since I last saw you. Have you been well?”

Hyunseong grasped Mu-myeong’s outstretched hand and shook it.

The stutter he had finally gotten used to had completely reset.

Having experienced it once, it shouldn’t take as long to adjust this time.

“And… this person?”

Mu-myeong, smiling as he withdrew his hand, turned his gaze toward Seol-ah.

Judging by his knowing tone, it seemed the mutant quartet had already briefed him.

Before Hyunseong could introduce her, Seol-ah slightly lowered her head.

“Handsome grandpa, hello.”

“What… was that? Kuhuhuhu.”


Mu-myeong, dropping his cane, clutched his stomach and burst into hearty laughter.

The mouth on his forehead curved into a crescent moon shape.

‘Even when he laughs, he stutters.’

“Sorry… for… keeping… you… standing. Come… in.”

In an unusually good mood, Mu-myeong opened the door and guided them inside.

He looked much better than when they last visited.

The leaky ceiling, riddled with holes, had been repaired, and the old furniture and wallpaper had been replaced with new ones.

“By the way, I don’t see Miss Mini.”

Though it felt a bit rude to say this about a woman, the towering, telephone pole-sized Mini was nowhere to be seen.

He was someone whose sense of humor I genuinely liked.

“Ah, she heard… you were… coming. She was… cooking.”

“I’m glad to see things have improved.”

A group that once struggled even with canned food had now managed to secure decent capital.

Compared to the original timeline, this was a much better direction.

“Human, you finally came? I thought you were just another hypocritical human since you didn’t contact us!”

“You’ve grown even more beautiful. Miss Mini, have you been well?”

Mini, wearing an apron, burst out of the kitchen.

Because of her towering height, the apron looked as insignificant as a handkerchief tied around a gentleman’s neck.

Crunch.

“Oh no, was I too strong? Sorry! I’m trying to improve, but I still can’t control it.”

“Haha, it’s fine.”

The hand she grabbed tingled.

Her grip strength was on par with—or even greater than—that of Mida, the shotgun-wielding horse cutter.

“Do you two… know each other?”

“Oh my, is this adorable person the ‘Little Saint’ that the Boulder Brothers mentioned? So nice to meet you!”

Every time Mini squealed and stomped her feet in excitement, the mansion lightly trembled.

As Seol-ah, who had been fiddling with her doll, reached out her hand, Mini blinked in confusion.

“Hmm? Ohhh~ It’s an honor!”

Mini, initially unable to understand the gesture, realized its meaning and carefully clasped her hand.

The height difference was beyond endearing, bordering on the level of an elephant and a human.

Though Mini tried to be as cautious as possible, worried she might accidentally break her…

Crunch.

“Huh?”

“Nice to meet you.”

Mini’s previously cheerful face turned serious in an instant, her bloodshot eyes widening without eyelids to shield them.

The chilling sound of bones compressing echoed ominously.

The hand that had been tightly gripped, revealing bulging veins, was finally released as Mini shook her head and relaxed her strength.

“I understand why the Little Saint might be angry, but it really was a mistake! You’re the only human I’ve ever thought well of. I had no intention of causing harm.”

“Mm.”

“I’ll be careful from now on. You’re forgiving me, right?”

“Mm.”

When Seol-ah nodded, Mini let out a breath she’d been holding and shook her now pale-blue hand.

Thwack, thwack.

Even the air seemed to tear apart with the sound of her shaking it.

Seeing this, Hyunseong decided he would never tease Seol-ah recklessly again—she’d managed to overpower even Mini.

“Would you like to cook together? I was struggling on my own.”

“Mm.”

“Is there any dish the Little Saint knows how to make?”

“Grilled rat skewers.”

“Our elder’s teeth and stomach aren’t in the best condition. Let me teach you a few recipes.”

“Mm.”

As if they had never fought, the two women became fast friends.

The two men, at a loss for words in the face of this sudden female camaraderie, exchanged glances without saying who looked first.

“Let’s go.”

“We… should… leave.”

The place Mu-myeong guided them to was far from the shabby location they had visited before.

As the carpet in the reception room was pulled back, an entrance was revealed.

‘Like Paul Moon, secret organizations seem to have a thing for basements.’

The memory of the underground sanctum where he had fought the Cardinal of Meatballs sent chills down his spine.

The bunker they entered was intimidating.

Layer upon layer of machine gun placements, maze-like rooms, corridors designed to force movement in specific paths—it wasn’t an easy place to mentally map out.

“A cart’s come in—how about a drink?”

“Thank you.”

Mu-myeong hooked his glasses onto his chin and pulled a thick bundle of documents from the bookshelf, placing it on the desk.

“I’ll discuss information about the mutants’ unique traits later. That doesn’t seem to be the purpose of your visit today.”

He opened the documents Mu-myeong handed over.

A simple list of numbers, yet it held its own meaning.

The numbers pointed to disaster.

“Large-scale movements have been detected in most cities, except those under martial law. With limited civilian intelligence, the estimated number is around 230,000. It seems the Military Council has begun to act.”

“Their destination must be Yongsan, where the Supreme Command is located. The Ministry of Patriots and Veterans Affairs has been unified for quite some time.”

“The Ministry of Patriots and Veterans Affairs… tsk, tsk. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that name.”

What awaited the retired soldiers who climbed up with a sliver of hope was ruthless slaughter.

In Korea, where wartime information control is thorough, ordinary citizens might not know, but high-ranking officials at the legislator level certainly understood the mentality of the organization they had once been part of.

The Council Chairman and the members of the Military Council surely knew that protests would never succeed.

“They want blood. A sacrifice they can use as justification.”

“Do you think the command tower would choose bloody suppression? Even if they’re authoritarian, they should be able to foresee the consequences of such an action.”

Mu-myeong was reasoning from a highly logical standpoint.

“The military is full of hardline nationalists, so compensation seems unlikely. However, I predict they’ll execute only the ringleaders and disperse the rest.”

That was the judgment of a rational intellectual.

With such complacent thoughts, the Council leadership had wagered 250,000 lives.

Even considering the population of over 140 million, it was by no means a small number.

When accounting for the divisions and chaos their deaths could trigger, the stakes were even higher.

“If we can’t prevent it, at the very least, only the minimum amount of blood must be spilled.”

“It sounds like you’re already expecting harsh suppression.”

When Hyunseong nodded, Mu-myeong let out a quiet sigh.

“If you are certain, then it will unfold as you say.”

Mu-myeong frowned, cleaning his glasses while deep in thought.

He was trying to objectively evaluate the ripple effects of the outcome.

However, a cog that didn’t align with Mu-myeong’s convictions had started to creak.

“If no blood is spilled, what can they hope to achieve? All of human history is the history of class struggle. You must know that no fruit is ever plucked by mere chance. If tens of thousands die and their cries are etched into collective memory, wouldn’t that be considered a successful martyrdom?”

In the end, Mu-myeong asked the question that had been bothering him.

A population nearing 150 million.

People who had lost their value in the face of the grand cause of national defense.

Discarded, broken cogs abandoned by the military once deemed incapable of further function.

“It’s tragic that innocent lambs must die without knowing why. But the ‘truth of blood’ in struggle and revolution is a cruel yet impartial law. It will ultimately become a battle of who can endure greater losses. And the entrenched powers, desperate to maintain the status quo, will inevitably fall.”

Mu-myeong genuinely couldn’t understand.

To him, the disaster their deaths would bring was simply another means to an end.

As cruel as it sounded, from Mu-myeong’s perspective, it wasn’t entirely incomprehensible.

It was only a matter of time; the river of inevitable reform could not be stopped.

The problem was that the very premise of the state surviving despite the Otherworld Sect’s onslaught was on the verge of collapsing.

This was fundamentally different from the wars of history that were exploited as destructive political tools.

The Gate’s sole purpose was the extinction of humanity.

“The reason is simple. Because of the Otherworld Sect, not just Korea, but every nation in the world…”

Hyunseong had countless ways to refute Mu-myeong’s arguments, relying solely on his beliefs and thoughts.

If Mu-myeong, who had regarded Hyunseong as a prophet since their first meeting, couldn’t be convinced, he might at least accept it.

After all, Mu-myeong probably regarded Hyunseong’s words as more sacred than even Seol-ah’s.


“Humanity will collapse within ten years.”

But Hyunseong decided to deliver a slight shock.

To reveal the predetermined fate of the world to this pitiable lamb.

Thud.

Mu-myeong’s glasses fell helplessly to the floor.
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“It seems that additional explanation is required,” 

Mu-myeong asked, his face turning pale.

Brrr.

As he clasped his hands and began shaking his leg, the desk wobbled unsightly.

“I will make an assumption.”

When Hyunseong spun the globe on the table with his hand, the Earth, scaled down to 1/40,000,000, began to rotate.

The last confirmed gate locations before the loss of radio communication were marked on the globe.

On this globe, 1 cm represents 400 km, with dozens of dots scattered across it.

“Germany and Italy have partitioned and annexed France. The western United States has been devastated, with most states declaring independence. China and Japan have been engulfed in the flames of civil war, and a new Soviet Union has emerged in Russia.”

The collapse of the great powers due to the Great War left a void in the global order.

With the focal point gone, ghosts chasing past glories began to rise.

The new Soviet Union, proclaiming the restoration of Imperial Russian territories; Germany, under the rule of the National Socialist Workers’ Party (Nazis); and Italy, led by the National Fascist Party, represent these movements.

The more uncertain the future, the more people long for the greatness of the past—whether good or evil, it does not matter.

People often mistakenly believe that so-called ‘nationalism’ is unique to Korea, but only the terminology changes with time.

The attempt to blind the people and numb their anxiety about the system has always existed everywhere, and history proves it to be highly effective.

Even the ruling class, who once used propaganda as a tool, eventually got swept away, forgetting their original intentions.

“Saying that global unity is difficult does not sufficiently explain the process of destruction.”

Mu-myeong’s argument was valid.

As of now, excluding developing and least developed countries, the only nations that have fallen to the Otherworldly species are Switzerland and Ireland.

Although internal conflicts exist, they appear to be holding out steadily on the surface.

“Let’s assume that in five years, without any qualitative improvements, the sheer quantity of the Otherworldly species triples. How many countries do you think could even maintain their frontlines?”

“That’s quite an exaggeration.”

“Please consider it as a hypothetical scenario. Let’s assume there are no wars or defense alliances between nations.”

Mu-myeong, his lips tightly sealed, fell into thought and then held up ten fingers.

“You’re being rather generous.”

“Although the gates remain stagnant, humanity’s strategic and tactical approaches against the Otherworld have been continuously evolving. Our efficiency and proactivity have improved beyond comparison to when the first gate wave began.”

“To some extent, you’re right.”

If the current gate waves are gentle ripples, then in five years, they could justifiably be called a tsunami.

When the core—the source of the gates—is exposed, a game of chicken begins. 

Either humanity destroys the core first, or the gates destroy humanity.

In the novel, humanity was defeated.

‘What’s the point of a surge in mana stone production if there are no people or factories left to process them?’

It has been a long time since the oil-based economy was forcibly replaced by a mana stone economy after the emergence of the gates.

“They say quantity has a quality of its own, but humanity has evolved through the blood spilled on the frontlines—so why wouldn’t the gates do the same? While no new entities have been discovered so far, the question remains: will this stagnation truly last forever?”

Crash.

The glasses that had fallen to the floor shattered.

Mu-myeong, too preoccupied with organizing his thoughts, could only hold his face in regret.

Moments later, he lowered his hands and locked eyes with Hyunseong, his gaze now filled with resolute madness.

“‘Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me: and the Lord whom you seek shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom you delight in.’ (Malachi 3:1)”

Crack.

“Do you truly believe you can twist the fate that has been set?”

Mu-myeong grasped Hyunseong’s arm firmly.

“First of all, let me reiterate that I am far from being considered a divine messenger. However, I do believe that fate exists to be resisted.”

A trivial butterfly’s wingbeat, triggered by possession, could stir a hurricane.

Isn’t it human nature to be drawn to an indeterminate worldview?

‘I got run over by a rookie driving a military truck on my discharge day—what couldn’t happen now?’

By now, Hyunseong had become an eight-ton truck with broken brakes.

He had done everything within his power, and if he still couldn’t succeed?

Well, dying wouldn’t be the worst thing.

That’s how he had lived ever since his possession, but the thought of Seol-ah, who relied solely on him, began to weigh on his mind.

‘Let’s be an eight-ton truck with properly maintained brakes.’

The unconscious bond between them had already begun to exert a profound influence.

Hyunseong himself had yet to notice the changes, but his awakening was a blessing for humanity.

“What can I do to assist you?”

Mu-myeong, clutching a cross with his eyes closed, asked.

In response, Hyunseong handed him a card loaded with ample credits.

“I’ve provided more than enough. Use it as operational funds. Don’t settle within the current faction—within two years, you must absorb all the splintered groups and grow large enough that the political authorities cannot ignore you.”

“The party’s opposition will be severe.”

“There will be a coup within two years. Prepare for the day when you will join the new government. The fate of domestic mutants rests in the hands of the union leader.”

The clock hand is ticking down toward a march that will drench Yongsan Boulevard in blood.

The rise of the revolutionary faction, led by Baal, is imminent.

“Until this crisis is over, keep your head down. Do not give the military or the party any excuse to justify mutant oppression. Otherwise, we’re all dead.”

Hyunseong tried to lighten the mood with a joke.

Having experienced a series of intense shocks in such a short time, Mu-myeong no longer felt surprised.

‘This man is no messenger of God.’

The weight of his casually spoken words felt crushing.

Like Cassandra, those who know the future cannot endure it with a sound mind.

“What kind of life have you lived?”

He sounded like a priest mechanically reciting a future already written in text.

Twisted.

Broken.

This was not a burden a man who had yet to reach his forties could bear.

Even his overly flippant attitude seemed like a mental defense mechanism.

‘So unfortunate for someone so young.’

Mu-myeong had no way of knowing that Hyunseong was a civilian possessor.

“Everything according to your will.”

He humbly accepted the mission bestowed upon him by the horseman of the apocalypse.

***

“Wow, can we really finish all this today?”


Hyunseong’s mouth fell open at the sight of the feast filling the table.

The phrase “the table legs might break” felt fitting.

The most expensive ingredient might have been pork, but still, it was a feast.

“Hyunseong, I’ve got this!”

Seol-ah, dragging an apron across the floor, placed her hand proudly on her chest.

The apron, which seemed fit for a utility pole, covered her from neck to toe.

Feeling proud, Seol-ah tilted her head slightly, waiting for praise.

“You’re right.”

Now that he thought about it, Seol-ah could probably finish everything in less than an hour.

Hyunseong felt relieved knowing there would be no leftovers.

“Hyunseong, what’s with that reaction?”

Seol-ah’s expression became coy as she slipped her hands into her pockets.

She seemed pleased, yet there was something subtle about it.

Pat pat.

“Heut!”

Sensing the impending crisis, Hyunseong gently patted Seol-ah’s backside, causing her body to tremble slightly.

“I like it when people eat well without being picky.”

“…”

Wriggle wriggle.

Her face turned as red as a beet, while her blue tail swayed back and forth in contrast.

“Before I mutated into a mutant, the last meal I cooked was with the little saint. It might be clumsy, but I hope you like it.”

“After eating nothing but military food, even just rice and kimchi would be more than enough. Thanks, Mini. I’ll enjoy it.”

“Hyunseong, me too!”

Mini smiled brightly, and not to be outdone, Seol-ah tugged at his clothes.

“Seol-ah, you worked hard cooking too. Did you pack sandwiches? You even prepared everything for tomorrow’s picnic.”

“Yeah. That’s it?”

“I’ll enjoy it. Oh, you even made my favorite kimchi stew.”

“Mmm.”

Seol-ah let go of his sleeve with a sullen expression.

Engrossed in the steaming kimchi stew, Hyunseong failed to notice the look on her face.

“Kyahaha!”

Mini couldn’t hold back her laughter as she watched Seol-ah regretfully fidgeting with her backside.

Zap.

“Ahem.”

Hyunseong, with a puzzled expression, glanced at Mini, who quickly avoided his piercing gaze.

The three of them sat at the dining table, chatting while waiting for the house owner, Mu-myeong, to come upstairs.

“You must have made some money, huh?”

“They’ve started hiring mutants at a factory on the outskirts of Incheon. There’s not a single piece of safety gear for the chemical processes, but they’re just grateful to have work.”

“Would you call that good news?”

“It’s much better than surviving by begging, like before. After all, mutants are stronger than humans and have better adaptability to hazardous environments. Now there’s a new choice besides starving to death or being beaten to death, right?”

Mini spun an empty tin can around her fingers.

“Good human. Thanks for looking out for mutants. The Mutant People’s Labor Union won’t forget this.”

“I appreciate it, but I really haven’t done anything.”

“All four brothers already told me. Ever since the ‘good human’ talked to the mayor, Incheon started opening up with its new policies. Isn’t it a bit too much to call that a coincidence?”

“Well, I guess I’ve been found out.”

“Kya-haha! Were you really trying to hide it? Humans sure are fascinating sometimes. Well, if you weren’t this bold, you wouldn’t have come to see us in the first place. A human sitting with mutants, of all things!”

Though some tried to hide, no one was fooled.

Despite the saying, “Don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,” Hyunseong, who got caught anyway, scratched his head awkwardly.

“Sorry for being late. Enjoy your meal, everyone.”

“Please enjoy your meal.”

“Handsome grandpa, you eat well, too.”

“Hohoho, you as well, my friend.”

A while later, when Mu-myeong arrived, the meal began.

Seeing Mu-myeong pick up his spoon, Hyunseong followed suit and started eating.

“Mini, I told you I’m too old to digest well. I only asked for some canned food to be warmed up.”

“Do you know how hard I worked? Look how thin you’ve gotten! If you collapse again, who’s going to go and pick you up? Here, open your mouth. You look like you don’t even have the strength to hold chopsticks, so I’ll feed you.”

“Good grief, why are you doing this in front of everyone?”

“Your face has already turned 180 degrees, so what’s the big deal? Unless your mouth decides to climb up to your forehead and head straight to your heart, that is.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

Mini and Mu-myeong bickered back and forth. 

It was closer to elder teasing than elder care, really.

The sight of the grandpa and granddaughter-like pair brought warmth to everyone’s hearts.

Seol-ah, who had been watching Mini easily subdue Mu-myeong and feed him forcefully as if feeding a pet, picked up a piece of boiled pork with her chopsticks.

“Hyunseong, say ah.”

“Don’t mind me and just eat. The seasoned mugwort tastes great.”

“Hyunseong, ah.”

“Seol-ah, I can eat by myself.”

Hyunseong, too preoccupied with the lavish seven-dish table, kept eating the seasoned mugwort without paying much attention to Seol-ah’s words.

Then, feeling a chill run down his spine, he stopped chewing.

“Hyunseong.”

She beamed.

With an innocent smile, Seol-ah gently set down the chopsticks she had been holding.

“Want to arm wrestle with me?”

Hyunseong suddenly remembered Seol-ah’s terrifying strength—how she had handled Mini like twisting a child’s wrist.

A shiver ran down his spine.

As Hyunseong’s eyes darted nervously, the piece of boiled pork was once again brought right up to his mouth.


“Ah.”

“…Alright.”

Nom.

“Cute.”

The chewy boiled pork, with its tender and springy texture, was truly a gourmet delight.



 
  Chapter 33: Housekeeper (1)


“Good human, see you again later!”

“Miss Mini, take good care of your health too.”

With a warm send-off, they left.

After passing through a few security checkpoints, they were walking along the main road.

Seol-ah, who had completely cleared her plate without leaving a single scrap, was humming a little tune.

“Hyunseong, where are we going?”

“Let’s stop by the driver’s diner to say hello.”

“Driver’s diner?”

Seol-ah swung the bag of food packed for tomorrow’s picnic as she asked.

“It’s where Chunbae works.”

“Chunbae? Oh, the silly uncle.”

Recalling the taxi driver, Seol-ah chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand.

Their first encounter had indeed been intense.

Thinking about the wrecked state of her body back then almost made her feel phantom pain.

“There aren’t as many customers anymore.”

When they arrived at the driver’s diner, it looked the same as before, but there was a noticeable emptiness to the place.

Even during dinner hours, empty tables stood out.

It was hard to believe that just a month ago, this place had been bustling with people.

“Boss, it’s been a while. How have you been?”

“It’s been a while, indeed.”

“Oh, the handsome young man’s here? Haven’t seen you lately. Something going on?”

After exchanging light greetings with the owner couple, they headed inside.

Seol-ah was completely absorbed in looking around.

After all, there were only a handful of places still functioning as proper businesses.

“Full house! Oh my, Mr. Kim, you just bet 300 on the last turn. Wow, impressive, really impressive.”

“Damn it. Shut your trap and take it already.”

In the corner, Chunbae and his fellow drivers were playing a game of Seotda (a traditional Korean card game).

Chunbae, whose hair was beginning to thin, was gleefully waving a wad of cash to taunt his opponent.

When the driver sitting next to him started turning bright red with frustration, Hyunseong approached.

“Hyung-nim, have you been well? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you all.”

“Young man! I heard from your girl that you were out of town. Why didn’t you call?”

“It was only for three days, so I thought it’d be better to visit in person.”

“That’s good enough. Come, sit down. Mr. Park! Hurry up and deal the cards. Don’t let his appearance fool you—this guy’s loaded.”

Hyunseong let out a dry chuckle at the lively gambling scene.

Worried he might get swept up in the mood, he pulled out the Dupont lighter he had bought at the market and handed it over.

“If you haven’t eaten yet, let’s have a meal together, hyung-nim. This is a gift for you.”

“A Dupont! Haha, why’d you go and buy something like this? Makes me feel embarrassed, really. Haha!”

“You’ve got yourself a great little brother. Hey, I’ve known you for 20 years, and I haven’t gotten so much as a single gift!”

“Jeez, it’s two months before my birthday, and you’re already complaining about it?!”

One driver scolded his colleague for his envious remarks, while Chunbae grinned, his shoulders visibly rising with pride.

As they wrapped up and started heading out, Chunbae’s gaze landed on Seol-ah.

“What’s this? The young lady’s here too? I didn’t even notice you with that outfit.”

“Hi, silly.”

“What’d you just say?!”

Seol-ah seemed to like the dull coat she’d received from Mini, as she hadn’t taken it off.

Due to the height difference, the hem dragged along the ground, but even that seemed to suit her taste.

The hood completely covered her face.

“Ugh, let’s just go eat at home. My wife said we should have dinner there.”

“Hyung-nim, that’s a bit too much to ask. We’ve already said hello, so we’ll eat on our own.”

“What’s too much about it? My wife adores you, and since my daughter’s home too, get to know her better.”

“Oh, that’s right. You mentioned you have a daughter.”

Hyunseong felt himself leaning toward the idea of visiting their house.

He’d been curious about Chunbae’s daughter anyway.

Expanding connections is never a bad thing, even with strangers.

“Seol-ah, what do you think about eating at hyung-nim’s house?”

“Sure. Food.”

Seol-ah’s tone suggested she didn’t care where they ate, as long as the food was good.

Chunbae looked baffled by Hyunseong’s reaction.

“What kind of response is that? Don’t tell me you don’t know my daughter?”

“No, I’ve never met her.”

“You clueless oaf. She’s a bit shy, but I didn’t think you’d never even introduced yourself.”

Chunbae sighed, rubbing his forehead.

‘Does his daughter know who I am?’

Hyunseong briefly considered the family registry.

There wasn’t anyone who immediately came to mind.

“Alright, let’s just go and see. Maybe I’ll recognize her when I see her face.”

“Sure, why not.”

It was Hyunseong’s first time visiting Chunbae’s house.

The group entered a modest four-story villa. Even this was considered middle class.

“Honey, it’s me. Open the door.”

“You’re back?”

When Chunbae knocked on the door, it didn’t take long for his wife to appear.

Chunbae gave her a light kiss before introducing Hyunseong and Seol-ah.

“This here is the young man you’re so fond of, and this is… his daughter.”

“Idiot. She’s not his daughter.”

“Fine, a younger sister who’s sort of like a daughter.”

“Nice to meet you. Good thing I made plenty of food. Come on in.”

The roughly 14-pyeong (about 46-square-meter) home was neatly maintained and well-kept.

Once inside, Chunbae’s wife brought out some coffee.


“So, how’s the shield? Our daughter’s lips are sealed tight—she won’t say a word about it.”

“Well, the military is the military. But the meals are decent, and it’s better than I expected.”

“True enough. But if you’re a man, you’ve got to serve in the military. Only then can you protect the ones you love—like I did.”

“Honey, you’re ruining their appetite.”

Though his hairline had retreated, Chunbae’s love was still as youthful as ever.

“Your daughter hasn’t come home yet?”

“She’s probably still asleep. All she does when she’s home is sleep. I have no idea what she does in her room so late at night.”

“Honey, stay here. I’ll go wake her up.”

Chunbae’s wife strode over to a white door and knocked.

“Sweetie? Sweetie, are you awake? Sweetie~ We have guests. Don’t you think you should at least say hello?”

Knock, knock, knock.

“Sweetie~ Are you still sleeping? If you don’t get up, I’m cutting off the boiler. Sweetie, this is your last warning.”

Bang, bang, bang.

“If you’re not out in 10 seconds, I’ll make it so you can’t lock this door anymore. I mean it. 10, 9, 8…”

Thud, thud, thud.

“Don’t embarrass us in front of the guests! 5, 4, 3…”

Hyunseong and Seol-ah silently observed the escalating fury.

Veins began to show on Chunbae’s wife’s forehead.

They had wondered how she managed to keep the free-spirited Chunbae in check, and now they felt like they were catching a glimpse of the answer.

Feeling a bit overwhelmed, Seol-ah squirmed and huddled closer to Hyunseong.

“Ugh, seriously! I told you I was exhausted yesterday!”

“Good grief, you silly girl. No matter how tired you are, does it make sense to sleep until the sun sets? Get out here, say hello, and then you can go back in!”

Pfft!

Hyunseong spat out his coffee when he saw the disheveled woman who emerged, her hair a complete mess.

Having someone unexpected show up was one thing, but this person’s current image was a complete departure from what Hyunseong had imagined.

“Ah! Ah! You were so proud of me, calling me your princess for making it into the shield unit! Now look at this! Fine, I’ll wash up and come out, just wait!”

“Oh, really? Since when do you bother to wash up? Are you trying to show off because a handsome guy is here? Forget it, just come out now.”

“A guy?”

With swollen eyes, Yuna turned her head and made eye contact with Hyunseong.

As she glanced between her revealing pajamas, which left little to the imagination, and the horrified Hyunseong, she hesitated.

Covering her chest briefly, she gave up and instead ruffled her hair furiously with both hands.

“Oh, crap, this is bad. Good morning, Hyunseong. Nice to see you too, Seol-ah. Have fun while you’re here.”

Yuna waved at them with tear-filled, hollow eyes. 

She looked utterly pitiful.

Faced with the raw truth before him, Hyunseong froze like a statue, while Seol-ah simply smiled warmly and waved back.

“Didn’t I tell you to watch your language? Oh, my poor head!”

“Mom, I’ll jump into the river at dawn, so don’t bother looking for me. You’ll probably find me somewhere in the Han River.”

“How can you say something like that!”

BANG!

Chunbae’s wife slammed Yuna’s door shut and stormed back in.

“I’m the one who wants to cry! Why does Mom act like this!”

“Mom wants to cry too, okay? You little brat, what’s wrong with you? How can I show my face now!”

“Didn’t Dad contact you? If you had told me in advance, I would’ve dressed up properly!”

“Can’t you try to keep yourself clean on a regular basis? I can’t even imagine how you managed to survive in the military! I can’t imagine it!”

“I’m not a kid, okay? I take care of myself just fine when I’m out. Ugh, I don’t care anymore—my life is over. I’m done.”

“You little rascal, when are you going to come to your senses!”

Smack! Smack!

The harsh sound of slaps and Yuna’s wailing filled the air.

Hyunseong barely managed to hold onto his composure.

‘Is that really supposed to be Ilsiya, the celestial killer?’

He had no idea what had caused her personality to flip so drastically, but seeing this family gave him a rough idea.

Her adoptive parents had never once appeared in the novel.

“Hyungnim, about Yuna…”

“Yes, she’s a daughter we raised with our hearts. We found her begging without parents at Busan Port, so we took her in. My wife was crying her eyes out when she brought the little snot-nosed kid home—how could I have stopped her?”

Hyunseong nodded as he uncovered a hidden part of the novel’s backstory.

‘So the family killed Hyungnim and his wife…’

The turning point that made Ilsiya, who wanted nothing more than to stay hidden from the family’s eyes, decide to annihilate the family must have been the death of this couple.

Learning the hidden layers of the story as a reader piqued Hyunseong’s curiosity, but thinking of Chunbae and Ilsiya filled him with a deep sense of pity.

“Her surname is Japanese, isn’t it? But my wife and I are purely Korean.”

“Dear! I’ve told you not to talk like that!”

“No, no, listen! Yuna said that to me while asking for allowance!”

“How nice it must feel for a child’s joke to be repeated by their parent like that, don’t you think?”

Chunbae’s wife dragged out a lifeless Yuna, her glare sharp enough to cut through steel.

Hyunseong, who had been just an observer, felt compelled to intervene under the weight of her piercing gaze.

“I think Yuna might not appreciate those comments.”

“See?”

“Hold on, brother! You abandoned me in less than a second!”

Ignoring Chunbae, who was now nursing his pinched sideburns, Hyunseong sided with the majority.

Meanwhile, Yuna, now reduced to a shell of herself, slumped next to Chunbae.

“This is my first time seeing the two of you together outside.”

“It’s nice to meet like this. I never imagined you were family, Hyungnim.”

“I’m just very reserved around people. I wasn’t trying to hide anything.”

Yuna had returned to her composed, dignified self, resembling the proud figure associated with her shield-bearing title.

Her earlier antics seemed thoroughly erased, revealing an air of meticulous poise.

Yet, the faint redness at the tips of her ears betrayed the truth—it had all happened.

“So, you’ve got two days left. What’s the plan?”

“Tomorrow, I’m going on a picnic with Seol-ah. Everything’s ready.”

Chunbae steered the conversation as Yuna fell silent, staring out the window.

Seol-ah, proudly shaking her backpack, chimed in as if to display her excitement, making the most of Yuna’s momentary retreat.

“Jealous, aren’t you?”

“Can’t I take my daughter with me too? I’m worried because she has no friends. She stays in her room all day, and I have no idea what she does.”

Yuna, who had been frozen like a stone, suddenly flinched.

She slammed the dining table and desperately tried to cover Chunbae’s mouth.

“Aagh! Dad!”

“Seol-ah, are you okay?”

“Yeah.”


Seol-ah’s unreadable response sealed the decision.

“KYAAAAH!!”

“Go out and make some friends or something. I can’t live with this worry.”

The scream of a corpse, red from head to toe, filled the kitchen.

Her opinion didn’t matter.



 
  Chapter 34: Housekeeper (2)


Yuna had no idea what was going on. 

“We’ll sleep on the floor, sister-in-law.” 

“You’re guests, how could you? I’ll give you the master bedroom, so please sleep there.” 

“That’s right. No matter how close we are, where’s the decency in letting guests sleep on the floor? If word gets out, I won’t be able to show my face.” 

The ones who triumphed after the tussle were the motives.

They smoothly laid a blanket on the living room floor, clearly accustomed to it as if they had done it countless times before. 

They would fall asleep as soon as their heads hit the ground during field training, and now Yuna understood why. 

‘Why are they sleeping here when there’s a house?’ 

Hadn’t they said they were going on a picnic tomorrow? 

Before she could even ask, the two were already knocked out, blending into the floor as if they were one. 

Jeong Seol-ah, who had been sleeping next to them, mumbled in her sleep and climbed on top of Kim Hyunseong, scratching his belly. 

“Mm…” 

“Shh.” 

Kim Hyunseong grimaced, perhaps feeling the unexpected weight, and Seol-ah, half-asleep, covered his murmuring mouth with her hand. 

‘Seol-ah, are you really asleep?’ 

Pushing aside her confusion, Yuna laid her body down on the mattress. 

Unable to fall asleep, she tossed and turned for a while before finally dozing off, only to be woken up again by noises from the living room. 

Clink. 

“Hyung-nim likes his rice firm, so turn it a bit more.” 

“Okay.” 

The feeling of flying high from the brief liberation from her grueling shield duties was shattered to pieces. 

Checking the clock, it was 6 AM. 

A full eight hours earlier than her usual wake-up time. 

Thud. 

Even covering her ears with a pillow couldn’t block out the onslaught of the morning people. 

As the daughter of the house’s owner, she should at least pretend to help the guests. 

But as the house owner’s daughter, she could also just sit back and do nothing. 

Yuna quickly weighed the options in her mind. 

She had lived longer in Korea than in Japan. 

‘At home, they wouldn’t have even allowed me to step forward.’ 

Yuna sighed deeply, ruffling her hair in frustration, and began tidying up her sleeping area. 

She shivered slightly at how crisply the bedding folded under her hands. 

‘This is military madness.’ 

It took her less than a minute to tidy up her hair and change her clothes. 

Her eyes briefly lingered on the few cosmetics she had. 

‘Hyunseong is probably more familiar with my camouflage cream than this.’ 

Suppressing her growing gloom, she lightly patted her face. 

She thought about how people should live according to their nature, practicing a smile by pushing up her stiff lips with her fingers. 

“You’re up?” 

“Yuna, you could’ve slept a little longer. You’re up early.” 

“Good morning.” 

Gulp. 

Thanks to her lingering conscience, she couldn’t bring herself to say that the lovely comrades had woken her up. 

With the demeanor of a heartless machine, Yuna nodded and rolled up her sleeves. 

When Yuna offered to help with cooking, Kim Hyunseong’s expression turned colorful. 

“Do you know how to cook?” 

“What do you take me for?” 

Yuna’s poker face cracked slightly, feeling as if he were looking at a primitive person studying fluid dynamics. 

What little self-esteem she had left was completely shattered. 

If things kept going like this, the bear-like image her father was pushing might become her reality, so she desperately stood next to Jeong Seol-ah. 

“Oh?” 

“I-I’ll help.” 

Seol-ah blinked, eyeing Yuna’s clumsy stance from head to toe with a faint smirk. 

“No need.” 

This was a crisis. 

If this kept up, it was truly the end. 

In a hurry, Yuna grabbed some eggs and cracked them into the frying pan, but pieces of the shell fell into the whites. 

Her attempt to discreetly pick out the shells with her nails was futile, as Seol-ah’s hawk-like eyes caught her. 

“Yuna.” 

“Yes?” 

Though Yuna wanted to crawl into a hole, she boldly puffed out her chest. 

If she shrank back now, there would be no recovering. 

‘They’ll think I’m a 21-year-old girl who lives on U.S. time, can count her friends on her fingers, fights with her mom over petty things, and has never cooked a simple fried egg in her life.’ 

If she had lived similarly at the shield unit, that would be one thing, but this was an entirely different person. 

She prayed that Seol-ah, as a fellow woman, would understand and looked at her with hope, but… 

“Go rest.” 

“…” 

What came back was a cold smile. 

“Yes.” 

Feeling a faint dizziness, Yuna elegantly walked over and sat at the dining table.

***

“Hyunseong, where are we going?” 

“Didn’t I tell you? Seoul Grand Park.”

Yuna walked silently next to Jeong Seol-ah, who was chattering excitedly. 

While the two of them were dressed casually, blending in like civilians, Yuna was wearing a familiar white shirt. 

‘I should have bought some clothes.’ 

The clothes she could wear didn’t fit anymore, as they were from her school days. 

The ones that did fit were colorful, fashion-disaster outfits her father had bought. 

Kim Hyunseong had desperately stopped her from wearing her uniform, so in the end, she left in a loose white shirt and her father’s sweatpants.


“Yuna, have you ever been to the Grand Park before?” 

“This is my first time.” 

“That’s a shame. Before the military used it as a supply depot, it was really beautiful. It was worth taking a quiet walk while enjoying the scenery, even though there were lots of people with tents.” 

Yuna didn’t know how to respond, so she just nodded. 

Sensing her discomfort, Kim Hyunseong spoke to her every time she seemed awkward. 

She knew he was being considerate of her lack of social skills, and it made her feel both embarrassed and grateful.

“It’s a shame we didn’t bring kimbap.” 

“I’m not a child, and the idea that I love kimbap is just slander from my dad. Don’t worry about it.” 

“That’s a relief then.” 

Her ears turned red as she averted her gaze. 

Jeong Seol-ah, meanwhile, was busy watching the insects flying around.

Tap, tap. 

At that moment, Yuna heard familiar footsteps coming from above the building. 

Realizing she was being followed, she instinctively touched the dagger at her waist. 

She couldn’t let her friends get involved in this. 

She had to handle it discreetly.

“Hyunseong, I have something urgent to take care of. Can I step away for a moment?” 

“There probably isn’t a bathroom nearby. Is it urgent?” 

Yuna closed her eyes in embarrassment. 

She had no dignity left, but still, the shame washed over her. 

“…Yes.” 

“Yuna, did you bring a field shovel? Concrete’s too hard to dig through.” 

“Seol-ah, it’s not nice to tease someone you’re not close with.” 

Kim Hyunseong’s gentle admonishment only deepened the wound in Yuna’s heart. 

She had never built up enough social connections to handle jokes like that gracefully. 

‘Was I the only one who thought we were close?’ 

She couldn’t show she was hurt. 

That would make it all too real. 

“Keep going straight, and you’ll reach an open space. We’ll lay out the mat and start setting up, so come join us after you’re done.” 

“Understood. I’ll be right there.” 

“Take your time.”

Tears welled up as she felt the kindness of her first friends. 

‘They’re good people.’ 

But with her steel-like personality, she didn’t show any emotion. 

She nodded and turned around.

Her pursuers, realizing they’d been noticed, stopped. 

She had to catch them before they escaped. 

Loosening her legs slightly, she sprinted toward the building.

“Yuna must be really in a rush.” 

“She must’ve been embarrassed to say anything and held it in.” 

Cursing her sharp hearing, Yuna briefly waited. 

Her friends didn’t watch for long and headed toward the park. 

Once she confirmed she was out of sight, she moved.

Tap, tap. 

She assessed three enemies. 

Climbing up the outer wall like a spider, she drew her dagger.

Thunk. 

A bubbling sound. 

She couldn’t be relieved just because she’d stabbed the carotid artery. 

She swiftly used her freezing skill to decapitate him.

Thunk, thunk. 

The corpse absorbed the gunfire aimed at her. 

The blood froze at the cut, preventing it from spilling out. 

Yuna had done this to avoid staining her clothes.

A man approached from her blind spot. 

She slammed her dagger’s hilt into his temple, crushing it. 

Brain matter oozed out of his other ear.

“Eugh.” 

She dodged the collapsing man lightly. 

It didn’t even take a minute.

Yuna, after dealing with the two, ran towards the opposite rooftop. 

Thunk!! 

Startled, a bullet ricocheted. 

Shards from the wall hit her thigh. 

Between the buildings, Yuna leaped across the gap, which was more than 4 meters, and threw her dagger. 

Thud! 

The last remaining pursuer hid upon seeing the projectile. 

The dagger, missing its target, embedded itself in a pipe on the outer wall. 

It wasn’t going to be easy to finish this quickly. 

Once her position was compromised, it was over.

Swish. 

She dodged the bullets by crouching, the shots scattering around her. 

Sliding forward, she quickly closed the distance. 

She grabbed the neck of the woman trying to jump off the edge. 

Crunch! 

“Aaahhh!” 

She slammed the woman’s face into the wall. 

The woman’s skin peeled away grotesquely, and blood painted the wall in a macabre graffiti. 

“I told you, I’ll live quietly without taking over the succession like you wanted.” 

Yuna brought her face close to the woman’s, who was gasping for breath in agonizing pain. 

Her face was contorted in fear. 

Since childhood, Yuna had been trained to handle prey.

“You didn’t send anyone for months.” 

Yuna didn’t want to drag this out. 

Craving a normal life, she didn’t want to miss out on this chance. 

Good times with good people. 

If she could stay with them, she felt she could experience a sense of normalcy, too.

Slash. 

Splurt. 

Sizzle! 

“Kyahhh!!” 

She scratched the dangling eye with her fingers. 

The eye, with no skin left to hold it, would fall out soon enough. 

She had simply sped up the process, a small mercy from Yuna, the kind-hearted citizen. 

“I’ll just ask a few things before I kill you.” 

Despair washed over the woman’s face. 

To prevent her from biting her tongue, Yuna knocked out all of her front teeth. 

Blood flowed like a broken faucet. 

Hurriedly, Yuna stripped the woman of her clothes to avoid getting blood on her white shirt. 

“Where could you find a girl as nice as me?” 

She had made two friends and was even out on a picnic with them. 

She felt proud of the good karma she had accumulated, not wanting to embarrass herself in front of her new friends. 

Feeling good, she decided to speed up the process for the woman. 

Smack. 


She slapped the unconscious woman, who was foaming at the mouth, to wake her up. 

The woman trembled, like a dog dragged to a butcher. 

There was no need to cut her tendons, Yuna thought.

“I’ll ask 10 questions, since you’ve got 10 fingers.” 

Yuna felt a sense of satisfaction as she placed her blade against the woman’s fingers.



 
  Chapter 35: Housekeeper (3)


Sniff, sniff. 

Jeong Seol-ah hummed a tune as she climbed the building. 

As she neared the rooftop, a sharp scent of blood filled the air. 

The foul stench of decaying muscles also wafted by. 

Three people had died nearby. 

“Mom is in the shade of the island…..” 

Though not as much as in the capital, Seoul, plenty of military forces were stationed in Gwacheon as well. 

She had gone through several checkpoints on her way to Seoul Grand Park. 

It wasn’t an ordinary situation, even if it was just outside the city. 

“If you go to pick oysters…” 

She playfully leaped up two steps at a time. 

It was a building that hadn’t been touched by people in a long time. 

The rooftop door was firmly shut. 

Without hesitation, Jeong Seol-ah ripped the doorknob off. 

“The baby stays alone…” 

A woman with mangled hands and feet was gasping for breath. 

Could you even call this a person? 

Her eyes had been gouged out, her nose and lips were cut off. 

She looked more like a lump of meat, having been beaten repeatedly. 

“Crying ‘wah wah’…” 

Jeong Seol-ah crouched in front of the woman. 

She poked the woman’s neck with a stick, causing a rattling sound in her throat. 

When she pressed down on her chest, a wheezing noise like air escaping followed. 

She had become a living jukebox. 

“Yuna, are you trying to be a doctor?” 

Her eyes caught sight of the woman’s poorly stitched thumb. 

Jeong Seol-ah frowned at the clumsy work. 

Even a passing cat could have done a better job. 

“Going from distal to proximal, and from bony tissue to soft tissue would’ve been better.” 

With her experience, Jeong Seol-ah felt the urge to comment. 

The woman breathed her last breath. 

Since there was nothing to be cautious about, she continued speaking while inspecting the body.

The stitching was so terrible that she wondered if Yuna had learned it on her own. 

Judging by the state of the body, it was obvious there was bone and joint deformity. 

Without even looking closely, it was apparent the woman had vascular damage, and attaching it to an artery had made things worse. 

“Ugh, the nerve sutures are a mess too. A sea anemone’s tentacles would’ve been tidier.” 

Jeong Seol-ah felt pity for the woman. 

What crime had she committed to deserve surgery from an amateur? 

At least she died cleanly. 

Even if she had survived, the necrosis would’ve caused unbearable suffering. 

“Yuna, put the knife down.” 

She drew blood from the now-cold corpse, condensed it into a bead the size of a marble, and rolled it around in her mouth. 

It wasn’t quite the taste of otherworldly blood, but it was drinkable. 

After lightly moistening her throat, Jeong Seol-ah spoke as she looked toward a pillar. 

“You’ll die if you keep this up.” 

A brief silence followed. 

A dagger dropped at Jeong Seol-ah’s feet. 

The murderous intent had vanished. 

It would’ve been fun if Yuna had charged in with the intent to kill. 

Jeong Seol-ah clicked her tongue in disappointment. 

“Yuna, were you always this kind of person?” 

She covered her mouth and chuckled softly. 

Her senses had become highly developed after her core was implanted. 

Though Yuna’s blood scent didn’t compare to her own, it was still far from ordinary. 

“Come out, before I kill you.” 

Crossing her arms, she tapped her foot. 

Time passed. 

From the shadow of a pillar, Yuna emerged with a stiff expression. 

“I don’t want to fight with a comrade.” 

Jeong Seol-ah’s lips twisted into a smile. 

Yuna was chewing on bubble gum.  

Fear was evident in her expression, but it was of a different kind. 

It wasn’t the fear of death. 

“Were you more afraid of getting caught by us?” 

“Yes. No matter how close we are as friends, everyone has secrets, don’t they?” 

“So, we were friends.” 

“Weren’t we… really?” 

Pop. 

The bubblegum burst and stuck to Yuna’s face. 

Jeong Seol-ah was taken aback by Yuna’s shocked reaction. 

Both of them blinked in surprise. 

“Can’t you call me a friend…?” 

“Why should I?” 

“Well, from what I’ve heard, Hyunseong told you to widen your circle of friends.” 

“That’s right.” 

“But you don’t have any friends either, do you?” 

A sudden, sharp attack. 

Jeong Seol-ah wondered what Yuna was trying to say as she fumbled over her words. 

Seol-ah’s eyebrow twitched. 


“I do have friends.” 

“Can you name three of them?” 

“Baal, the brigade commander.” 

“Uh… and?” 

“I don’t remember.” 

“Got it.” 

Jeong Seol-ah was confident. 

She had plenty of friends; she just forgot their names. 

To be more precise, they weren’t worth remembering. 

Only Kim Hyunseong mattered. 

That was enough for her. 

“If you become close with me, wouldn’t Hyunseong think better of you?” 

“My Hyunseong already likes me.” 

“Oh, so you two are dating?” 

“Yeah, something like that.” 

“You should show Hyunseong. Like, ‘Look at me! I have a great personality and can make friends easily, but I’m not doing it because I like you.’ Wouldn’t that be even more touching?” 

Yuna moved closer to the hesitant Jeong Seol-ah, whispering temptingly, like a devil. 

The more Yuna spoke, the more Seol-ah seemed to be swayed. 

“Is that so?” 

“Wouldn’t it feel a little sad if no guests showed up on the bride’s side at your wedding? I can be there for you.” 

“Hmm.” 

“When you gave me advice earlier, I felt a connection, like we were kindred spirits. It’s rare to meet someone who clicks with you in this day and age. Isn’t that a precious bond?” 

Yuna was desperately trying to persuade her. 

The issue of the dead body and the situation at hand was completely ignored now. 

To these two women, murder didn’t evoke any significant feelings. 

Isn’t it acceptable to kill a cockroach climbing up your leg? 

“But, Yuna.” 

“I’m listening, go ahead.” 

“Do I look like an idiot to you?” 

Crunch. 

Yuna grabbed the pillar of blood that pierced through her stomach. 

The cold blood became spikes, crawling up her insides. 

Neither of their expressions changed. 

“Aren’t friends supposed to overlook things like this?” 

“I don’t care what you do. I’m not interested.” 

“I’ll listen.” 

“What were you planning to do if you got involved and hurt Hyunseong today?” 

“I handled it beforehand to prevent that from happening.” 

Their gazes met mid-air. 

People like them didn’t need many words. 

Just by looking into each other’s eyes, they could understand what the other was thinking. 

Jeong Seol-ah sighed, stood on her tiptoes, and patted Yuna’s shoulder. 

“Right?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Okay, let’s do this properly.” 

The pillar slowly withdrew from Yuna’s stomach. 

Jeong Seol-ah placed her hand over the hole in Yuna’s abdomen. 

The tissues intertwined and healed over, leaving no trace except for the torn clothes. 

“Thank you.” 

“We’re friends, so feel free to talk casually.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Got it.” 

Yuna nodded brightly with a big smile. 

After sorting things out.

Seol-ah skillfully buried the corpse, finding a dense thicket and a patch of land untouched by sunlight. 

***

Meanwhile, Hyunseong sat alone on a mat, gazing at the clear sky. 

Whenever he got bored, fighter jets flew by. 

Air superiority still belonged to humans, for now. 

Once the wave hit in the middle of the story, both the seas and skies would be lost. 

Even if Hyunseong was incredibly skilled, he couldn’t be certain of anything beyond the ground. 

“Maybe I should have brought Magi.” 

The loneliness he had grown accustomed to while being with Seol-ah now felt strange. 

There were no animals around to keep him company, making it a bit dull. 

Seol-ah had also disappeared, saying she was going to look for Yuna, who seemed to have gotten lost. 

“Stop it. It’s not food for you.” 

He pulled out his device and checked the time—an hour had already passed. 

He recalled the time he had been stood up on a blind date. 

Though he later found out that the girl had an urgent issue at home, he had been frustrated at the time and ended up drinking heavily with the friend who had set it up. 

“That was so many years ago I can’t even remember.” 

While playing with the army of ants eyeing his sandwich, he felt a presence behind him and turned around. 

“Hyunseong, did you wait long?” 

“You took your time.” 

“Yuna’s bad with directions.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Seol-ah and Yuna approached, walking unusually close, as if they had gotten friendly during the search. 

With the height difference, they almost looked like sisters. 

Even standing next to Baal, the tallest of the heroines, Seol-ah’s build held its own. 

“I’m going to grow taller, too.” 

Reading his expression, Seol-ah responded curtly. 

Hyunseong kept quiet to avoid hurting her feelings. 

As Hyunseong tried to suppress his laughter, Yuna consoled Seol-ah in his place. 

“Seol-ah, you have great proportions, so it’s fine.”

“Right?” 

“And you’re much prettier than me. You’ve got a small face, too.” 

“Yeah.” 

“You’re perfect just the way you are.” 

Satisfied, Seol-ah nibbled on her sandwich, while Yuna nodded with an expression so neutral that even a needle wouldn’t draw a drop of blood. 

“When did you two get so close?” 

“We talked on the way here and realized we have a lot in common. Seol-ah suggested we become friends.” 

“Yep, she’s my friend now.” 

Hyunseong felt a wave of pride wash over him. 

The joy he felt now was something no sergeant major watching a star recruit sign up could compare to. 

“Good, stay close and don’t fight.” 

Seol-ah, who hadn’t yet fallen to corruption, and Yuna, who hadn’t experienced the trauma of losing her family, were both still intact. 

“Okay.” 

“Understood.” 

[Empathy – Daydream] 

After using his skill, Yuna’s stiff expression noticeably relaxed. 

The heartwarming combination of a kind rabbit and a bear filled him with warmth, but only for a moment. 

Looking at Yuna, who seemed too gentle to kill even a bug, made him feel concerned. 

‘I wonder how many days are left until the Blood March begins.’ 

For now, they were in the eye of the storm. 

Hyunseong pulled Seol-ah to sit beside him and looked into Yuna’s eyes before speaking. 


“If you ever have a hard time, tell me. I’ll help.” 

“T-thank you.” 

Seol-ah, sipping carrot juice, smiled brightly at Yuna, who glanced away in response. 

Her pupils darted nervously. 





 
  Chapter 36: Life does not forgive weakness.(1)


Three days of leave passed like the wind. 

It felt like it wasn’t even three seconds. 

“Yuna, your collar is up.” 

“Oh! Thank you.” 

Seol-ah stood on her tiptoes to fix Yuna’s clothes. 

Hyunseong watched the two chat as he lit his cigarette. 

Sizzle. 

The guard post was right in front of them. 

Although he wanted to finish the whole pack before going in, he gave up since he wasn’t alone anymore. 

The smoke from his mouth drifted with the wind. 

As he watched the smoke disperse into the sky, he felt the emptiness of life. 

Born empty-handed, and ending life empty-handed. 

Even though death is certain, why do we live, competing as if it’s a race? 

All that’s left is the truth of moving forward with your own light. 

Isn’t a successful life one where even just one person cries at your funeral? 

No thoughts, no feelings. 

He savored the tar sticking to his lungs. 

After his awakening, his body became stronger, so he didn’t feel as exhausted as he did in his previous life. 

He was glad to be healthier, but sometimes he missed the sensation of his throat feeling scratchy. 

He closed his eyes, spread his arms, and inhaled deeply one last time. 

Yes. 

At that moment, Hyunseong was hit with a sense of nostalgia for returning. 

“Hyunseong, are you sick?” 

“Isn’t he cute? He does that sometimes.” 

Thanks to Seol-ah’s jab, he snapped back to his senses.

***

“Guys, get inside quickly. During the last shift change, all troops were issued weapons.” 

“Yes. Good work.” 

On the way back to the 1st Battalion. 

The atmosphere felt unusual. 

Although the guards and the soldiers on duty were in their usual gear, the 3rd-year seniors, close to the end of their service, were carrying water-filled canteens and even wearing gas masks. 

The gods of discipline had turned into rule-following machines, which clearly showed the confusion. 

“Let’s hurry up, guys.” 

“Yeah.” 

Clatter. 

They ran, surveying their surroundings. 

Though it was 6 p.m., a time that would usually be noisy, it was silent except for the sound of crickets. 

‘They’ve filled every guard post.’ 

Gleaming gun barrels under the soft moonlight. 

Uniforms fluttering in the wind. 

The hissing sound of gas masks. 

The clatter of combat vests and weapons clashing together. 

The returning battalion was filled with tense energy. 

“Squad leaders, quickly report to the command room!” 

Even the seniors, and soldiers from other posts who they rarely interacted with, were running busily back and forth. 

The armory and ammunition storage were wide open, and the command center was in chaos with flying documents and officers shouting. 

“You didn’t go near Yongsan, did you? If you were even close, go with the military police and write a report.” 

“We didn’t go.” 

“Oh, you’re back! Sir, all our men have returned. Get back quickly and grab your weapons.” 

“Ah, HQ, do you copy? This is the duty officer of the 1st Battalion. I am correcting the number of personnel. As of 5:12 p.m., all personnel of the 1st Battalion who were out have returned.” 

Okay. 

The 1st Battalion is complete.

-HQ, reporting the deployment of the 4th Battalion.

-The 4th Battalion will stand by. Deploy the 7th Battalion first. 

Luckily, we had dinner and returned early. 

The duty officer just took our names and waved us off. 

“Yuna, Seol-ah, I’ll see you later.” 

They quickly climbed the stairs and spread out to assess the situation in their respective barracks. 

The deputy squad leader, who was packing gear, was still in the barracks. 

“Squad leader, you’re back!” 

The usually grim-faced deputy squad leader’s face brightened up upon seeing Hyunseong. 

Hyunseong quickly finished preparing and helped pack the gear, asking, 

“What’s going on?” 

“We don’t know the details either. They told us to finish preparations and wait in the parade ground.” 

“It’s not training?” 

“It seems to be a real situation. According to the command room’s gossip, we’ll be deployed to Yongsan within two days at the latest…” 

The deputy squad leader was clueless. 

Handling the gate was the job of the Manchurian front.

There was no way that an Otherworld Species could have leaped thousands of kilometers and appeared in Yongsan. 

The Shield is an academy that trains abilities users to face the Otherworld Species. 

They wouldn’t use a war hammer for a simple military operation. 

The troops, unaware of the situation controlled by intelligence, were left thinking that a group of 

Otherworld Species had escaped from a research lab somewhere. 

‘It has begun.’ 

Hyunseong sighed inwardly. 

“Did you see my scarf?” 

“Urban probably put it on your locker.” 

He quickly finished organizing, even coordinating with the incoming personnel. 

They took all their gear outside and cleared the barracks. 


“Ready to receive weapons.” 

Fully armed, they ran to the parade ground. 

It was packed with people. 

After asking around, they found their company and took their positions. 

“Good thing you got here early, squad leader.” 

Hyunseong exchanged brief greetings with his fellow comrades. 

Everyone’s faces were stiff. 

“Report the personnel status of each barrack!” 

“Barrack 3, total 10, present 10!” 

“Hey, what about Barrack 6?” 

“Barrack 6, total 10, present 8…!” 

“You useless bastard. Where did the others go? Damn it, run! What are you doing?” 

The senior instructors, instead of their iconic red caps, were busy checking personnel while wearing bulletproof vests. 

Quan, who noticed Hyunseong, let out a deep sigh of relief. 

“Haa, Number 1, help us out. Four barracks haven’t shown up yet. Can you bring them in?” 

“Understood.” 

“You need to finish in six minutes. Please.” 

Click- 

Click- 

Hyunseong dashed here and there, guiding the lost soldiers. 

“Hey, aren’t you from the 1st Battalion, 1st Training Company? I’ll bring the rest, you head to the end of the parade ground.” 

“Th-Thank you!” 

He understood that they were rookies, but it was hard to resist giving them a thump on the head. 

He searched the halls and barracks, gathering all personnel. 

“1st Battalion, assembled!” 

Fortunately, they made it in time. 

“Thank you.” 

“No problem.” 

Quan, who had stopped by in the midst of the chaos, patted Hyunseong on the back of his neck and ran off again. 

The parade ground was filled with silence. 

The sound of swallowing echoed loudly. 

Although it was summer and the days were long, the sun had already set early today. 

A full moon rose, illuminating the troops. 

At that moment, a new officer, whom they had never seen before, ascended the platform. 

“As the battalion commander is absent due to a meeting, the deputy battalion commander will take charge. You will be deployed to Yongsan to suppress rioters. By the merciful decision of the Central Party, the use of special abilities is prohibited.” 

Now, the reason why they were issued firearms instead of their special equipment was revealed. 

All eyes, which had been filled with confusion and uncertainty, turned toward the platform. 

The usual staff who accompanied Baal stood awkwardly in the background. 

The deputy battalion commander continued with confidence. 

“A new regime has been established to unify South Korea, which had been fractured after the Great War. Our military, which contributed to the Central Party, has devoted itself to stopping the Otherworld Species on the front lines and sacrificed their lives while killing the commies who covet our land.” 

A solid build, thick beard, black gloves on his left hand, and a fierce expression. 

His high-pitched voice and furrowed eyebrows. 

His eyes were filled with blind zeal. 

“Internally, we suppressed reactionaries and internal sabotage, and externally, we protected the nation with our blood and sweat. But despite our efforts, defeatists and traitors still haven’t come to their senses.” 

Clench. 

The deputy battalion commander clenched his trembling fist as he passionately continued. 

A single tear rolled down his cheek. 

“Despite the nation being in danger, these foolish egoists have prioritized their own desires, bankrupting the country’s finances and wasting countless supplies that should have gone to the front lines. As a result, the front has become devastated, and malicious defeatist propaganda from the rear has plunged the morale of our excellent soldiers into the depths of despair.” 

Listening to the nationalist deputy battalion commander’s absurd speech, Hyunseong gritted his teeth. 

He wanted nothing more than to climb the platform and slap him across the face. 

“They will claim to be your seniors and comrades and try to deceive you. You must not be swayed by the propaganda of these collaborators. They are devils who betrayed the nation in their weakness, and they are your enemies!” 

The deputy battalion commander’s face turned red, his veins bulging. 

As the staff, whose expressions had darkened during the speech, descended from the platform to take command, 

“Company, attention!”

“Present arms to the commander!” 

“Loyalty~!” 

After boarding the vehicle, each soldier was issued eight magazines of live ammunition and six grenades. 

***

At this time, at the Central Party headquarters: 

Despite the smoking ban, the office was filled with cigarette smoke from the meeting participants. 

“Leader, has the suppression order review been completed?” 

“Yes, sir. It has been conveyed to the command, and only your final approval remains.” 

“Hmph, bring it to me.” 

At the leader’s signal, the aide left to fetch the documents. 

The president, seated at the head of the table, was drenched in cold sweat. 

As his eyes twitched grotesquely, the doctor rolled up his sleeve and inserted a needle. 

As the drug coursed through his veins, the swollen areas around his eyes relaxed and smoothed out. 

“Between 170,000 and 250,000, huh. Heh heh. Yes, that’s right. They are rioters. They rebel just because they didn’t get some money. Heh heh, heh. Could they really be former soldiers? Heh heh, no, no way. They must have been injured in the head by the Otherworld Species.” 

The president, with his eyes unfocused, muttered nonsensically while staring at the ceiling. 

The leader smiled in satisfaction as he watched the president fall apart, while the security chief, his face pale, pressured the trembling doctor to give him another injection. 

“Aren’t I right, hmm, Major? You, speak up.” 

The president, feeling an intense pleasure, leaned back in his chair. 

The targeted commander of the abilities training center held back Baal, who was barely restraining her murderous intent, and shook her head. 

‘The time is not yet right.’ 

Baal made eye contact with the commander, then closed her trembling eyes and stepped back. 

As the two exchanged glances, a smirk curled at the corners of others’ mouths, watching from all directions. 

“Sir.” 

The president, who had been waving his hand in the air, looked at him. 


The abilities training center commander stepped forward and removed his specially made cap. 

His skull was surgically exposed, revealing a writhing brain without a scalp. 

“The flames covering the mountain cannot be stopped with artillery.” 

Despite the clairvoyant commander’s declaration, all he received in return was mocking laughter. 

The hourglass was overturned.



 
  Chapter 37: Life does not forgive weakness.(2)


“That’s not the answer I wanted, Commander.” 

The President downed the refined medicine and raised his hand, silencing the room. 

His previously clouded eyes cleared up slightly, but it was like adding a bit of clean water to muddy sludge. 

“Despite your so-called foresight, you, a supposedly smart commander, can’t even solve simple arithmetic. Let me teach you, even a lowly private could figure this out.” 

Groaning in discomfort, the President struggled to rise, his body swaying. 

He gazed out the closed window. 

“The best way to put out a wildfire is to start a controlled fire. We can’t avoid it just because we fear the flames that can’t even singe our clothes. The one to ignite that controlled fire should be me, along with the loyal soldiers of the Party and our bullets.” 

The generals in the room had mixed reactions. 

One faction nodded vigorously, showing their support for the Party.  

The other faction frowned but stayed silent, unable to resist. 

“Your army, Your Excellency? You’re not even hiding it anymore.” 

“That’s what I like about you, Commander. The more I listen to you, the more confident I am that I’m running this country right.” 

The President gave the Commander a mocking bow. 

The Party Leader, who had been keeping a serious face, couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter. 

“What’s the problem? I was elected by a legitimate vote at the Central Party and started my term in office. All the Presidents before me were assassinated. I wonder who could’ve been behind it. I trust it’s not any of the people sitting here.” 

At the mention of assassinations, some generals turned pale. 

The first and second Presidents had been assassinated. 

Tension between the military and the government. 

Through numerous purges and reshuffles, the scales had slowly tipped in favor of the Party. 

“It’s all your fault! Stop pretending you’re better than me! Aren’t I just the puppet you wanted? I’m just dancing on the hot plate you laid out so I don’t die!” 

The President, trembling with rage, waved his clenched fist in the air. 

His desperate cry was filled with stubbornness and fear. 

“Politics! Politics! This isn’t the world I wanted. I dreamed bigger… But I don’t know anymore. I don’t know.” 

Suddenly, the President froze as if someone had turned off a switch. 

His eyes rolled aimlessly before he screamed into the void again. 

Like a reed swaying in the wind, the President collapsed into a corner, burying his head in his knees. 

A secretary wiped away the drool dripping from his mouth with a handkerchief. 

“Your Excellency. If they were truly rioters, we would have executed them without hesitation. But…” 

The Commander trailed off, watching the President who was wailing and searching for his physician. 

A deep sigh. 

As the Commander turned to leave, the Capital Defense Commander stepped forward. 

Though he was addressing the Party Leader, he still referred to him as “Your Excellency.” 

“Your Excellency. After cross-verification by the military police and police, the conclusion is that they are veterans and family members of the deceased with no external ties. They are grateful for your mercy and will return to their place if given guarantees for jobs and rations.” 

The report completely contradicted the Central Party’s claims. 

Though there had been interference from the Military Council, every effort to dig for evidence led to the same conclusion. 

What the protesters wanted wasn’t power, but a portion of the promised compensation. 

Families with incapacitated breadwinners simply sought jobs and rations to keep from starving. 

“Commander, are you feeling some kind of camaraderie just because you’re both military? Unfortunately, I’ve received a different report. Read it yourself.” 

The Party Leader threw a thick report at the Commander’s feet. 

A document stamped with the Intelligence Bureau’s seal. 

Noticing the Commander’s gaze, the Intelligence Chief behind the Party Leader casually shrugged his shoulders. 

“The conclusion is that Soviet Communist Tsars and Northern Japanese forces are manipulating them from behind the scenes. It seems, unfortunately, you’ve become blind to reality because of your attachment to them.” 

Tsk, tsk. 

The senior officials of the Central Party clicked their tongues. 

Despite the clear condemnation, the generals on the other side couldn’t offer any rebuttal. 

As the Chief of Staff opened a window, the smoke that had filled the office began to clear. 

“When we interrogated the identified rioters, they all admitted to receiving support from communist forces. Your Excellency, the military and police reports are biased.” 

The Party Leader spoke in a tone of regret, approaching the President and shaking him gently. 

His manner showed no trace of respect. 

The terrified President raised his head and shouted. 

“Everyone, out. Get out now!” 

Everyone except the President, the Party Leader, and a few secretaries left the office. 

In the hallway, the Commander and Baal lingered. 

Moments later, the door opened. 

“Commander, are you the only one who cares? Do you think you’re the only patriot? Everyone here is a patriot, but you’re always so eager to stand out. It’s annoying.” 

“Intelligence Chief.” 

It was the Intelligence Chief who had emerged from the office. 

He poked the Commander in the chest with his pistol. 

“You, who protested during the Primorsky Offensive and got yourself sidelined as a scapegoat, still haven’t learned your lesson, huh? Stubborn bastard.” 

“That’s the position I wanted. I requested it to keep this country’s pillars from being tainted by extremists like you.” 

“Fine. Live your whole life like that. You have no idea how hard His Excellency laughed when he signed off on your appointment.” 

“Are you done talking?” 

“Disgusting bastard.” 

The Intelligence Chief glared at the calm Commander, then looked away. 

“Keep living like that. It won’t be long before you meet an early death.” 

Muttering to himself, the Intelligence Chief walked away. 

The Commander and Baal left the premises as well. 

As the cold wind brushed against his face, the colonel stopped walking.

“Baal, you’ve held back well.”

“How could I act out in front of my father?”

Baal’s face twisted as she looked at the colonel’s back. 

Her heart was filled with helplessness and anger. 

Even though the colonel knew his adopted daughter’s feelings, he offered no comfort or excuse.

“Maintain the order to suppress your troops, but forbid any preemptive use of force.”

“But, Father…”

Baal recalled the colonel’s prophecy: ‘The crows will fill the bloodied avenue.’ 

Though only fragments of it were heard due to the restrictions of the skill, the future it mentioned was grim.

Then the colonel tilted his head toward the night sky.

“The prophecy has gone awry, Baal.”


Baal, startled, gasped as she caught the collapsing colonel. 

He stayed silent, like a researcher who had witnessed something forbidden. 

Whatever he had glimpsed had drained all his mana.

An entity from another world. Something wicked that should not be observed.

“Someone is there.”

The colonel replayed the distorted male figure from his vision in his mind.

***

“Surely, it’s just a drill, right? They’re doing this on purpose to make us nervous, right? Please…”

“Are they really rebels?”

“Shut up already!”

The cargo compartment was full of chaos. 

One soldier fidgeted with a connected grenade, another tapped their fingers on a magazine, while others prayed with their dog tags clasped tightly in their hands. 

Some stared at the scenery, others slid their bayonets in and out of the scabbards, while a few had thrown off their helmets and stared blankly. 

Panic had seized some, making them mumble to themselves.

“Sergeant, sir.”

“Oh, Urban.”

Hyunseong looked up at Urban’s call from across the way. 

Urban, still struggling to accept the situation, asked desperately, “What should I do?”

Military vehicles filled the entire road. 

The others in the squad, hearing Urban, turned their eyes toward Hyunseong, seeking answers while trying to maintain a façade of strength.

Perhaps if Baal had given a speech, the outcome might have been different. 

She could draw genuine respect and loyalty from her troops. 

But the speech from the reclusive deputy commander, along with the lack of information, only stoked confusion.

“We are loyal to the nation and its people.”

The righteous path is one that anyone can walk, but it’s called righteous because it’s difficult to walk it to the end. 

Truth carries weight.

Hyunseong’s calm words weren’t loud enough for everyone to hear, nor forceful enough to pierce their ears. 

Yet they embedded themselves in their minds, as if whispered right beside them.

Those who knew of Hyunseong’s abilities guessed this might be a new skill.

“Do what must be done.”

With that, Hyunseong closed his mouth. 

Urban, wanting more of an answer, saw Hyunseong’s stern face and refrained from asking further.

The silence was overwhelming.

The rumble of wheels. 

The continuous wail of sirens.

Off in the distance, the armored brigade began to come into view. 

The lower-ranking soldiers were unaware of the state of things, but the six-ton trucks and two-and-a-half-ton trucks loaded with troops continued down the highway.

***

“For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him from the dead. (Acts 17:31)”

Walking among the praying believers, the cardinal approached the test chamber. 

Inside was a mess of bloated flesh and floating body parts. 

The cardinal carefully stroked the test chamber, and one of the believers stood as if hypnotized.

“If anyone hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge that person. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world. There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; the very words I have spoken will condemn them at the last day. (John 12:47-48)”

The believer stepped into the sharp gears. 

After a terrible sound, the contents of the test chamber increased.

The cardinal knelt before the test chamber, praying with satisfaction. 


The believers stood and began entering the gears in turn, aligning themselves.

“In accordance with the will of the moon.”

Crunch.

Until the test chamber was filled with flesh.





 
  Chapter 38: Life does not forgive weakness.(3)


After losing his left arm and being discharged from the military, all he gained was three bundles of ration coupons. 

Even those were limited in quantity per day, so if he didn’t line up from the crack of dawn, he wouldn’t receive any. 

But that wasn’t a problem.

Turning on the radio only played propaganda, and TV had long become a possession of the upper class. 

He woke up with the sunrise and slept when the sun set, so lining up early wasn’t a big deal.

“How am I supposed to eat something crawling with maggots?!”

“There are people who didn’t even get that, so if you have nothing to say, move aside.”

The man shaking his opened can shrank at the cold voice of the ration distributor.

“Please, Mr. Kim, you know our situation. This isn’t even enough to survive on. Just give me one more. Please.”

“I said no.”

“If you got yours, move along! Don’t you see the line behind you?”

At the sharp shout, the man hesitantly shifted, feeling the piercing stares of those waiting in line behind him. 

Agitating the distributor could result in an early end to the handouts, and then they would all suffer the consequences.

With slumped shoulders, the man finally headed home.

“Dad’s home.”

“Welcome back.”

His wife and son greeted him warmly. 

But seeing his son’s chapped, yellowed face and skin stretched over his ribs, an intense wave of emotion welled up from deep within. 

His wife and his own appearance were no better. 

Yet, the heart of a father who couldn’t even properly feed his child was torn to shreds.

“I could only get one.”

“You did well.”

As if understanding his pain, his wife gently embraced his head and patted his back. 

A father must always be strong in front of his family. 

He held his wife tightly, hiding his welling tears, and watched as his son opened the can.

Wriggle, wriggle.

“Oh.”

Maggots spilled out from the opened can. 

For a moment, his young son’s face froze. 

The boy tipped the can to shake out the maggots crawling around the rim and picked out the bigger ones by hand.

“Dad, you eat this.”

The boy, who had been eating small portions of the discolored contents, offered the cleaner part to his parents when he found some. 

It was the only edible portion.

A child not yet even nine years old. 

A son who had already grown up too fast.

The parents watched their son with hollow cheeks. 

His wife turned her head, covering her face, unable to bear looking any longer. 

The man, unable to stand the sight, shook off his family’s hands and stormed outside.

***

“Is that family dead?”

Four bodies were strewn like brooms in front of their house. 

The man asked his friend as they both watched the men coming in and out of the shabby house. 

It belonged to a young family. 

He remembered them handing out cigarettes, saying they worked at the munitions factory.

“Robbers. They even stripped the clothes off them.”

“How long’s it been?”

His friend clicked his tongue as they watched the men complain that there was nothing left to steal. 

The man silently nodded. 

It was no longer surprising — just another mundane tragedy.

“I heard security’s still decent in the capital region.”

“Why do you care how those fat pigs live?”

“Why are you snapping at me? I was just saying.”

At the man’s irritation, his friend waved him off and left. 

Alone on the street, the man’s eyes met with the corpse of a child who looked like they should’ve just started school.

“What are you staring at?”

The child’s corpse silently gazed back. 

Today, the flies feasting on the body’s eyes seemed especially bothersome.

“I said, what are you staring at!”

When the corpse’s mouth opened, a maggot crawled out. 

The gnawed and mangled inside of the mouth reflected in the man’s eyes. 

His son’s face was overlaid on the child’s corpse.

“Dad.”

The stiffened mouth, locked in rigor mortis, seemed to call out to him.

“Huff, huff.”

Thud.

The stone the man had unknowingly grabbed slipped from his hand. 

He stared at the bugs crawling into the corpse’s eyes, then turned away.

***

“We need to go to Yongsan.”

“If you’re going to talk nonsense, I’m leaving first.”

“Just listen to me.”

Leaving the military council, his friend grabbed the man’s arm, stopping him.

“They’ve decided to hold a protest. If you just go and stand there, they’ll give you ration coupons. If it works out, they said we might even find jobs.”

“Are you going to die alone? I’m not single anymore.” 

“You idiot! How long are you going to let your wife and kid starve?” 

The man who was about to leave, pushing his friend away, stopped in his tracks. 

Even though he knew it was nonsense, the deeply rooted thoughts gnawing at him made his legs freeze. 

“There are estimated to be 200,000 participants. Do you think the command will kill all 200,000 of us? All we need to do is stand there, get our names on the list, and come back to claim the ration cards!” 

“And if we die? Did you forget how they treat traitors at the front?” 


“Come on, it’s been ages since we were discharged. It wasn’t some supernatural creature that took your arm. No matter how worthless they treat us, they won’t ignore us openly, will they?” 

Behind his shouting friend, a crowd had gathered. 

A speaker from the council, wearing a red armband, waved a paper as he loudly spoke. 

Yes, that’s right. 

The crowd erupted in cheers filled with rage at every word from the speaker’s mouth. 

“Excuse me, excuse me, just passing through.” 

The man pushed through the crowd as if mesmerized, moving closer. 

The speaker’s face was flushed as he gave a fiery speech. 

“We answered the call of our country and gave our bodies for it. We fought the foreign invaders, held our positions, and, even with no ammunition or bandages, did everything we could for the nation!” 

Memories of the front lines flashed before him. 

The words of the political officers, telling them that their mission was to show loyalty to the country. 

His comrades, dying like flies in a battlefield even the supernatural officers avoided, drifted through his mind. 

“Yet none of the promised rewards have been fulfilled. We never sought wealth or glory. All we asked was that, having given our all for the country, we not be abandoned. That our children, at least, be taken care of by the nation. We don’t care if we die, as long as our families can live without starving in return for our lives.” 

Liars! 

Those fat pigs! 

The crowd, angry, yelled in agreement with the speaker’s words. 

“When we came back, all we were welcomed with was a cold reality. We trusted the officers who said the rations were being distributed properly, only to find ourselves embracing corpses buried in makeshift graves instead of the families we expected to greet us.” 

Kill their families, too! 

I earned a medal, and I didn’t get a single cent! 

“The military and the government have thoroughly ignored and exploited us, despite our loyalty to the country. Where should we direct our aimless fury? At the foreign invaders? At our indifferent neighbors? Is this the honorable reward promised to those who served their country?” 

No, it’s not. 

The man found himself mouthing the words unconsciously. 

“O beloved motherland, do not forsake those of us who gave our bodies for you! Republic of Korea, do not abandon the loyalty we have given to you! Nation, do not put our devotion to the test!” 

With this will and heart, let us pledge our allegiance In hardship and in joy, let us love our country! 

As the speaker’s speech ended, the national anthem played. 

The man, as if enchanted, placed his hand on his chest and closed his eyes. 

***

Having come to Seoul with his friend, the man looked around and shivered. 

“There are so many crows. It makes me uneasy.” 

“That field over there is just swarming with them.” 

The crowd made individuals forget their personal fears. 

Following the gaze of the crowd, the man looked across the river, seeing hundreds of crows, then turned away. 

The streets of Hangang Boulevard were packed with people. 

Some wore tattered military uniforms or other uniforms, but most had come in whatever they could find. 

[This is a warning to the occupying rioters. Cease all unauthorized armed demonstrations and disband immediately. As of 12:30 p.m., 27 minutes past, we will begin suppression under the President’s orders…] 

Sirens blared, and announcements played loudly. 

The standoff continued in front of the barricades, made of barbed wire and various obstacles. 

The man locked eyes with a young soldier pointing a gun at the protesters. 

He saw the emblem on his uniform — a unit from the rear division. 

The kid hadn’t been dragged to the frontlines. 

“That lucky bastard. Look at him trembling as if he’s actually going to shoot.” 

The soldier looked no older than his early twenties. 

Seeing the fear in the young soldier’s eyes, more intense than his own, the man laughed and mumbled to himself. 

If I were in his place, would I have had that same look? 

The man snapped out of his brief reverie as the speaker pushed through the crowd and began reading from a piece of paper.

“Fellow comrades, please lower your guns. We are your present and your future. We are the seniors who once wore the same uniform as you, and we are the fate that awaits you when your usefulness runs out.” 

A wave of unrest spreads among the soldiers. 

“Our demands are simple. Please give us food and jobs. The factories refuse to accept us, doubting our ideology. Ease the process of ideological screening. We are discharged soldiers who have completed our rightful service.” 

For conscripted soldiers, it’s impossible to complete service unless they’ve made significant contributions. 

They either die or return home when their value in resources falls below the worth of their supplies. 

Most factories are now under government control, meaning discharged soldiers are seen as dangerous elements. 

They are considered uncomfortable because they have first-hand knowledge of the frontlines, which is kept from the general public. 

Common sense is futile to argue in such a situation. 

“Set to repeat fire.” 

An officer, checking his watch, shouted. 

The first row knelt, assuming a sitting shooting position with their rifles resting on their shoulders. 

The second row stood, aiming steadily. 

Click. 

The sound of familiar fire-mode adjustments echoed. 

The speaker’s voice became urgent. 

“Please hear our cry! We are not rioters! This is a completely peaceful protest! If you don’t believe us, search us!” 

Leaning on his crutch, the speaker stepped forward. 

Still protesting his innocence and waving his papers, the speaker stepped over the yellow line. 

“Fire!” 

At the officer’s command, the speaker jerked back, hastily stepping off the line. 

The murmuring of the crowd grew louder. 

The man stared blankly at the soldier’s finger, now resting on the trigger. 

“Huh?” 

The finger slowly tightened. 

Muscles tensed and twitched. 

“—Commence.” 

Tat-tat-tat-tat! 

The sound of spent casings hitting the ground. 

Comrades collapsing like dry straw. 

The deathly melody of screams and shouts, so familiar from the frontlines. 

The man thought of the family who had sent him off with worried faces. 

He clutched his chest, where a large hole had been punched through, and collapsed. 

***

“Do you think I would believe such absurd nonsense, cadet? That the leader is behind this?” 

“As the regimental commander said, there’s no ‘proof’ yet.” 

Baal retraced the events in reverse, going over them in his mind. 

The fact that such a large group, estimated at 250,000, had managed to reach Seoul without facing significant resistance, despite strict travel restrictions. 

The political party’s fierce pressure on the military, as if they knew the outcome was already decided. 

The flood of intelligence that had come pouring in, almost as if it was being timed. 

There were too many things that didn’t add up. 

The more the cadet spoke, the more the possibility Baal had pushed aside began to resurface. 

“So your conclusion is to raid the Seoul party office to find evidence?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Ridiculous. What’s your source?” 

“Incheon City, sir.” 

Baal looked at the cadet, waiting resolutely for his answer, then turned her head. 

This wasn’t just stirring a hornet’s nest; the fallout would be catastrophic if things went wrong. 

Unless they uncovered concrete evidence. 

All they had was unverified internal information from the cadet’s dubious source. 

“There’s someone.” 

Baal muttered the words and thought of her foster father, who had collapsed after using his precognitive abilities. 

For a brief moment, the cadet’s face overlapped with her foster father’s. 

Whether this “someone” was the cadet in front of her, Baal didn’t know. 

“A chance to take down the leader.” 


It was better than sitting on the sidelines, using obedience to orders as an excuse to remain a bystander. 

Gunfire showed no sign of abating from all sides. 

Even now, blood was being spilled. 

“That sounds… interesting.” 

As Kim Hyunseong’s eyes widened, Baal made her decision to save the nation. 



 
  Chapter 39: Life does not forgive weakness.(Completed)


“That sounds interesting.” 

Hyunseong doubted his ears when he heard those words. 

Even if Seol-ah had said, “Actually, I like women,” he wouldn’t have been as shocked. 

It wasn’t just that the seemingly unshakable Baal was laughing; Hyunseong couldn’t even fathom why Baal was suddenly taking action. 

‘There must be a deeper meaning to calling this interesting.’ 

There’s a saying: when someone points to the moon, don’t look at their finger—look at the moon. 

Hyunseong believed that Baal’s words held a hidden significance. 

“Just the two of us.” 

“Commander, but—” 

“I won’t accept any objections.” 

Hyunseong reluctantly nodded. 

It would have been much easier if he could bring Seol-ah or even Yuna along, but Baal was already showing more than enough leniency by allowing a mere cadet to bypass the entire chain of command and meet with the regimental commander directly. 

If it weren’t for the current situation, Hyunseong would never have dared overstep his authority. 

“The distance to the Seoul party office is quite far.” 

“We could use city patrols as a cover for our movements—” 

“We don’t have time.” 

Before Hyunseong could finish his suggestion, it was quickly dismissed. 

He couldn’t think of a faster way to travel. 

But when Baal slightly bent her knees and turned her back toward him, Hyunseong’s mind went blank. 

“Get on.” 

***

They soared through the sky and swiftly arrived on the roof of the Seoul party office. 

They were temporarily surrounded by crows, ensuring they wouldn’t be detected by anti-air defenses. 

“You can handle animals too?” 

“It’s just a minor skill.” 

Baal dusted off his coat, showing a faint hint of interest.

“Make sure to arrange a crow for me later.” 

“…Understood.”

The sudden closeness between him and Baal felt awkward to Hyunseong. 

No matter how hard he thought, they had never had any real connection before now, which made it even more uncomfortable. 

The only other time they had interacted was during a brief evaluation. 

‘Perhaps today’s events really shocked her.’ 

That thought made it easier to accept. 

Events like these could shake someone’s emotions and values, depending on how they approached them. 

It seemed Baal had grown more fond of her cadet. 

“We’re going in.” 

Hyunseong’s thoughts were interrupted as Baal melted the roof away. 

A silent hole large enough for a person to enter appeared. 

There were no signs of life inside the building. 

It seemed the occupants had evacuated early to avoid getting caught up in the protests. 

Tap. 

Once they entered, they found the lights were all off. 

Although it was daytime, the blackout curtains were drawn, leaving the room dark. 

“Securing the leader’s office is our top priority.” 

With a snap of Baal’s fingers, a wave of purple mana filled the building. 

As he closed his eyes to focus, Baal’s head turned slightly. 

“There are guests in the leader’s office.” 

Hyunseong slung his rifle behind her and drew his large sword. 

It had been sharpened, more than enough to deal with humans. 

He silenced his footsteps and followed Baal to the office door. 

“Interrogation isn’t necessary. Eliminate them immediately.” 

Baal’s whisper came as her mana seeped through the crack under the door like gas. 

As soon as they opened the door, Hyunseong rushed in and thrust his sword into one of the men’s necks. 

Slash. 

“Gah—?” 

Thud. 

The two guests collapsed onto the floor. 

Baal, blinking as if to praise Hyunseong, expertly sifted through the pile of documents on the desk. 

True to their status, the leader had a mountain of papers. 

While Baal combed through the paper graveyard, Hyunseong cleaned up the bodies and stood guard at the door. 

As he waited anxiously, Baal’s voice called out. 

“Found it.” 

Hyunseong let out a sigh of relief. 

He couldn’t even begin to predict how this event would change the future. 

According to the novel, the march of blood would leave behind wounds that could never heal. 

The military would split, and civilian distrust would escalate. 

After the Central Party won the power struggle with the military, it would result in a disastrous civil governance. 

“Is there anything else I need to do?” 

“No, you’ve done well.” 

Hyunseong’s intervention had completely altered the course of history.

Depending on how they used this evidence, it could set off a butterfly effect strong enough to cause a storm. 

‘Perhaps the timing of the Night of Long Swords will move forward rapidly.’ 

The Night of Long Swords, a coup led by Baal and his foster father, the training camp commander. 

At this point, Hyunseong wasn’t at a level where he could intervene in the Night of Long Swords. 

But he felt sure that Baal would lead them down the right path. 

“Let’s head back.” 

Continuing Seol-ah’s salvation, Hyunseong had slightly lightened the burden of Baal’s future. 

“Get on again.”

Hyunseong’s pride, which had been swelling with satisfaction, shrank a little as he climbed onto Baal’s back. 


***

“The rioters occupying Hangang-daero 40-gil have been dispersed, and Itaewon-ro 4-gil and 2-gil have also been successfully cleared. The estimated casualties among the rioters are around three hundred.” 

“Only three hundred, huh? Deploy the Shield units for suppression. They’ll show better results than the conscripts.” 

“Your Excellency, we couldn’t deploy the Enhanced Officers for suppression,” 

The party leader’s deputy said in a trembling voice. 

At the time when the president was intoxicated, the troops stormed in and arrested the intelligence chief and the party leader under the pretext of treason against the state. 

“A large-scale mutiny broke out in the deployed units.” 

The president’s hand trembled as he grasped the situation. 

It was something he had sensed since he noticed the absence of the Central Party’s senior members while the room was filled only with generals.

Even now, the atmosphere in the residence was the complete opposite of yesterday’s. 

“Only the people I call will remain in the room. The party leader’s deputy, the chief of staff, the head of the secretariat, the commander of the Capital Defense Command, and the head of policy.” 

The generals left with faint smiles, while the senior members of the party departed with faces full of fear. 

The syringe that the president, consumed with rage, threw struck the commander of the Capital Defense Command on the forehead and fell to the floor. 

“That was an order! Suppressing the riots was an order! Who the hell do you think you are to defy my orders? How did it come to this? You deceived me!” 

The military officials stood their ground, showing a faint smirk without any sign of discomfort. 

“Not only did it end with just three hundred, but the army, which should have been my sword, rebelled! Both the party and the military are full of idiots who can’t even manage their own affairs!” 

Flinching at the president’s outburst, the party leader’s deputy stepped forward. 

“Your Excellency, I cannot accept this. We at the Central Party did our utmost to suppress the riots and worked hard for your sake…”

“They’re all just cowards! Traitors! Incompetents!” 

“Your Excellency, your words are too harsh!” 

“You boasted that you could control the military under the party’s command. You drugged me and called me a coward when I spoke of compromising with the military. I wanted to believe your words were true. I wanted to think that I was just a coward!” 

The president, unable to contain his anger, slammed the desk. 

An ashtray and various other items scattered across the floor. 

“Oh, and the military is no different. They chant loyalty with their mouths but couldn’t control even a single one of the party’s scum. They’re nothing more than cattle, groveling for power, sticking out their tongues like dogs! They talk about patriotism but secretly gather crumbs behind the scenes!” 

Thud.

“I should have purged all of you long ago, like during the days of the Republic!” 

He snatched the medication from the hands of his physician and injected it into his own veins. 

Blood backflowed along the needle due to his clumsy handling. 

“You’ll all pay. You’ll pay in blood. You’ll drown in the blood of worms. I’m finished. No, Korea is finished. I see no future anymore.” 

The president, now lifeless, lit a cigarette and waved his hand dismissively. 

“Whether you kill me or purge the entire party, do as you wish.” 

A weak dismissal.

Although the obligation and the right to stay had vanished, the generals quietly left the room. 

***

After a much smaller version of the Blood March than in the original history had ended, hundreds of people were arrested, including the chairman of the Military Council, high-ranking lawmakers, Central Party officials with deep ties to the military, and others. 

Depending on their role, some were executed, while others were released after pledging loyalty.

The president, whom Hyunseong had never met since his possession, was said to be in a vegetative state, practically no different from being brain-dead. 

In the past, he was remembered as an unfortunate drug addict. 

Once the new government, led by the revolutionary faction of the novel, came to power, the protesters finally got the compensation they had been seeking. 

Compensation was paid to the families of the casualties, and large-scale reforms were made to the ration system and the centrally controlled system that had previously served only personal interests. 

While there were no official approval ratings since it was an authoritarian government, it was said that things had significantly improved.

This was a tremendous stroke of luck, as it greatly increased the chances of resisting the Otherworld Order. 

About two weeks had passed since then. 

The reason for the uncertainty in information was that…

“Colonel—no, Brigadier General Baal. I want to see my comrades again.”

“Hmm. It’s still dangerous.”

The reason was that Hyunseong was trapped in Baal’s office, acting as an orderly soldier. 

He couldn’t understand the most important reason for it.

‘My father asked me to keep a cadet by my side.”

‘Why on earth…’

‘He didn’t explain why.’

Hyunseong would rather have gone to the brig for insulting a superior officer. 

At least in the brig, you could have visitors. 

He wasn’t even sure if it had been two weeks. 

Since there was no way to keep track of time in the room, he had calculated based on the times food was brought in.

At that moment, Baal, who had been buried in a pile of documents, lifted her head.

“They’re back again. I’ll step out for a moment.”

“Could you take me with you? Cadet Jeong Seol-ah is like a daughter I’ve raised…”

“Quiet.”

Baal gathered her coat and stepped out. 

Shortly after, the building began to tremble slightly. 

She was probably talking to Seol-ah. 

Hyunseong had worried that Seol-ah might end up in the brig herself, but when he subtly asked, Baal didn’t seem to have any intention of going that far.


Even though Hyunseong wanted to look out the window, the room was surrounded by a barrier of purple mana, making it impossible to move it.

“Seol-ah…”

Please save me.

Hyunseong mumbled to himself as he habitually cleaned the empty room left by his master.





 
  Chapter 40: My little engineer. (1)


When the military police or secret police knocked on someone’s door, it was a sign that a series of funerals would follow. 

Neighbors who were taken away for unknown reasons either returned as broken shells of their former selves or never came back at all.

“It’s not just a day or two…”

“The lights at Namsan never go out.”

The public response, aside from the upper class, who were more sensitive to the power shift than expected, was rather lukewarm. 

Hyunseong didn’t know whether to laugh or cry over the lack of major unrest.

‘Ah, is it the same old thing again?’

As always, the leadership had changed, but many believed that life wouldn’t be any different, whether led by a white cat or a black cat. 

Pessimism was widespread. 

The policies that would form the foundation of the state required a long-term approach, and everything needed to be overhauled from the ground up, which would take time.

Heroes are not born; they are created out of necessity. 

In the past, historical figures were often glorified to inspire patriotism, or fictional heroes were invented to keep the war effort going. 

The new government, born out of a compromise with the military, needed a young hero to rally behind, someone fresh to inject new energy into the regime.

“This guy seems to fit the bill.”

“I agree.”

It was no surprise that Kim Hyunseong, who had worked with Baal in a decisive moment for the nation, became a candidate to lead the charge in eliminating the “greatest enemy of our people,” the “supreme traitor leader” and his followers.

“He has a medal for frontline service and is the only person in our country who transitioned from regular military service to the ability-enhanced officer corps.”

“If we tweak the narrative just a bit, it’ll be perfect. There’s nothing problematic about him as a person, so there won’t be any scandals, and his background as an ordinary citizen will resonate with the public.”

“He’s suitable.”

“He knows 78 types of the Otherworld Cult? That must be a mistake.”

The relatively young staff of the military, now responsible for managing personnel and public relations under the new government, sifted through the profiles of the shortlisted candidates, exchanging opinions. 

Since Kim Hyunseong was a current ability-enhanced officer cadet, it was easy to gather information about him, from regularly conducted psychological evaluations to countless interviews based on peer reviews and his personal track record.

He was a young man living in an environment with no privacy, essentially a maze where every aspect of his life was monitored. 

A staff officer sipping green tea picked up an evaluation report written by a professor of military science in the Shield 1st Regiment.

“He listens well to the anxieties of cadets with unstable adaptation and has an empathetic ability, earning him high regard from those around him. This empathy allows him to effectively mediate conflicts and disputes as a commander. He fulfills his responsibilities by leading and protecting comrades who are isolated or in distress. His persuasive speaking ability stems from his inherent capabilities as a cadet…”

Other evaluations were not much different.

Just as the staff’s thoughts were starting to favor Kim Hyunseong, one brief document caught their eye. 

It was from Brigadier General Baal, who had risen to prominence after the Great Purge.

“He performs well even when left alone.”

“That’s it?”

“There’s nothing on the back, either.”

The staff officers, lacking the experience to critique the stars in the night sky, kept silent and discreetly shredded Baal’s evaluation report.

It was an uneventful summer.

***

During the ongoing Great Purge, Baal was incredibly busy. 

There were countless issues that caused headaches, but the most troublesome of all was dealing with the cadet under her command, Kim Hyunseong.

“Brigadier General, that’s enough. Thank you for your cooperation.”

After sending away the relentless reporters from the military’s public relations department, who had been hounding her with questions, Baal sat down on a stump and lit a cigar. 

Since she had a stake in this as well, she felt it was her duty to comply, but there wasn’t much to talk about when it came to a cadet she had only known for two months.

“It’s exhausting.”

She pressed her eyelids to alleviate the headache. 

Dealing with the Otherworld Cult had been much simpler in comparison.

Baal was not suited for administrative work. 

However, thanks to the suspiciously efficient new orderly soldier, the workload had eased slightly in recent days.

“What exactly is my father planning?”

Sitting alone in the dim training grounds, Baal pondered. 

Her adoptive father, the head of the training camp, had been deeply shocked by the realization that his foresight might not be infallible. 

After urging Baal to keep Kim Hyunseong by her side, he had abruptly cut off all contact. 

When Baal inquired about him, she could only learn that he was working as if being chased by something at the headquarters.

“Damn, I told you to stay put.”

When Baal used her clairvoyance to peer into her office, she saw Kim Hyunseong muttering to himself gloomily as he cleaned the room. 

He looked no different from a madman, laughing and crying alone.

She briefly considered conducting another psychological evaluation but decided to hold off when she noticed how the floor sparkled from the intense cleaning.

“Oh.”

Just as Baal was about to return to her office, she froze. 

She had the illusion that the corner of her left lip had lifted by 0.93 cm. 

Feeling unsettled, she touched her lips, but they were in their usual straight line.

“No way.”

Her footsteps quickened slightly as she climbed the stairs back to the barracks.

***

“Commander, it would be an honor if you could read this.”

Like a skilled butler, Kim Hyunseong neatly arranged Baal’s coat and hat and placed a stack of papers on her desk.

Her frowning expression made Hyunseong nervous, but he stood his ground, ignoring his pounding heart.

“What is this?”

“It’s a plan I wrote while you were out.”

The woman before him had the power to wipe out mountains with a single gesture. 

Cold sweat trickled down Hyunseong’s back.

As Baal began to read the plan with a resigned expression, her gaze stopped at part 1 of the detailed plan organized by date.

“Are you kidding me?” 

Baal fiddled with her cigar tube, visibly uncomfortable.

“Hmph.”

Her twitching eyebrows betrayed her irritation. 

Although not as intimidating as Seol-ah in her prime, the authority and rank Baal held exuded a unique pressure. 

Knowing this, Baal fixed her sharp gaze on Hyunseong, who was hesitantly mouthing words, struggling to find the right response.

“Just kidding.”

Baal averted her eyes and casually turned to the next page. 

Hyunseong, having experienced near-cardiac arrest multiple times in a short span, was about to give up on his escape when Baal closed the papers.

After a moment’s thought, Baal stood up.

“The regiment commander doesn’t plan on keeping you around forever.”


Got a smoke?

The tone suggested that Baal already knew the answer. 

Hyunseong, almost entranced, pulled out the hidden pack of cigarettes.

It was a double pack.

“Let’s take a walk.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Hyunseong barely managed to suppress a cheer, feeling elation bubbling up at the thought of escaping his situation, even if temporarily. 

The fresh night air filled his lungs. 

He quickly lit Baal’s cigarette and stood at attention.

“Not smoking?”

“Thank you!”

Hyunseong, who had been suffering from forced smoking cessation, found the offer far too sweet to refuse. 

Memories of sneaking cigarettes with his seniors during previous inspections came rushing back.

“You must have a lot of questions about the regiment commander.”

“To be honest… yes.”

Remaining silent in the face of a superior’s question was like using black magic in the military—an impossible tactic. 

Knowing this, Hyunseong carefully squeezed out a response. 

Despite being a brigadier general, Baal still held the rank of regiment commander. 

Questions burned inside Hyunseong: what had happened to his peers after the bloody march, why Baal had taken him as an orderly, and what the remaining training schedule would be.

“You’re under probation.”

“Er… cough.”

Baal’s statement was short and not entirely untrue, but Hyunseong struggled to fully understand it.

“If all the attention focuses on you, can you handle it?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Hyunseong had only one answer, regardless of Baal’s cryptic words.

Baal, who was slightly taller than Hyunseong thanks to her high-heeled shoes, looked down at him as she spoke.

“Don’t worry about training. Everything except political education has been canceled. You can always attend that anytime.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Starting tomorrow, you’ll be granted permission to go out during personal maintenance hours.”

Hyunseong’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“Thank you!!”

His shout was so full of energy that Baal frowned slightly.

“Am I really that unpleasant?”

“Sorry!”

“I’m kidding.”

Ever since Hyunseong had made her hot chocolate one sleepless night, Baal had been joking around more often. 

She seemed proud of her newfound sense of humor, but as the saying goes, “The frog dies from a child’s thoughtless stone toss.” 

Once again, Hyunseong’s heart skipped a beat, but he sighed in relief afterward.

“I’ve never heard of Charlien.”

Baal, using magic to incinerate her cigarette butt, casually inquired.

“If you’re referring to the researcher mentioned in section 3 of the proposal, it’s someone I’ve had my eye on.”

Charlien was a heroine inspired by the ill-fated scientist Nikola Tesla. 

Later in the novel, she develops a magic bullet capable of penetrating the shields of mid-level interdimensional beings. 

It was an invention capable of turning the tide, though it came too late. 

Luckily, she was already working at a lab under Baal’s command, so Hyunseong planned to seek her out at the start of his second year. 

Thanks to Baal, the opportunity came earlier than expected.

Sensing Hyunseong’s dedication, Baal raised an eyebrow in curiosity.


“Two-timing?”

“Haha…”

“Of course, I’m kidding.”

As Baal threw a dagger-like joke his way, Hyunseong silently twisted his body to avoid it and eagerly hoped for tomorrow to come.
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The duty soldier does not have a fixed wake-up time. 

There’s no dreadful reveille from Satan, nor is there anyone shaking them awake. 

As long as Baal doesn’t call, they can sleep in until the afternoon if they wish.

“Commander, it’s time to wake up.”

Habits ingrained over years remain. 

At the sound of a thrush’s call, Hyunseong sprang up as if on cue and busily moved around. 

After finishing preparations, he stood before Baal, who was sleeping on a makeshift bed, and whispered for a while.

-No physical contact.

-No whispering directly into the ear.

-No sound above 25 decibels.

-No blocking sunlight.

-No irritating Baal’s nerves in the sensitive morning.

Some might ask how to wake her up under such restrictions, but there’s always a way. 

That’s the mystery of being a shield.

“Mm.”

After repeating himself like an AI for a while, Baal frowned and shifted her body. 

Her large eyes fluttered open briefly before closing again. 

She covered her face with a fluffy blanket, making it clear she was already awake.

“The current time is 5:14 AM.”

The muttering now held no substance. 

It was one of those: “I know,” “I don’t want to get up,” or “This is dreadful” kinds of responses. 

There was no need to use a secret technique for something like that. 

Hyunseong gave Baal a small boost and headed to the kitchen to fetch breakfast.

“Hot green tea and vegetable porridge.”

“Thank you.”

Hyunseong hung Baal’s neatly ironed uniform on a hanger and opened the windows wide to let in the fresh air. 

The cold dawn breeze swept through the room. 

Hyunseong’s boots gleamed, and there wasn’t a speck of dust on the floor.

“You work hard every morning.”

“It’s my duty.”

The only time Hyunseong could walk around freely was the short period before Baal woke up. 

Baal, even with tired eyes, methodically scrawled documents with her left hand while lazily spooning food with his right. 

Unlike the shocking and terrifying wake-up calls from Yuna, Baal’s morning routine was much more composed.

“Call the support manager.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

As Baal read through a thick file, she tapped her pen—a sign that something was bothering her. 

Hyunseong straightened his uniform and knocked on the support office door.

“It’s Kim Hyunseong. May I enter?”

-Yes.

Creeeak.

Among the non-commissioned officers sipping coffee, Hyunseong found the support manager napping with his feet on the desk, an eye mask covering his face. 

He lightly greeted the others and stood in front of the manager. 

The nap was so deep that one could carry him off without him noticing.

“Support manager.”

“Wha—ah! Damn it. Oh, it’s you, Hyunseong.”

“Yes. Sorry to disturb your rest.”

Startled, the support manager’s eye mask flew off pathetically. 

Even though Hyunseong hadn’t said much, the manager let out a deep sigh, scratching his head before putting on his discarded uniform.

“Is she mad? How bad is it?”

“A ‘2’, sir.”

The pen tapping on the desk wasn’t very fast—it was at a mild level. 

The support manager’s tense face relaxed, and he rummaged through a box of candy.

“Nice! Sex!”

“Oh, thank you for the coffee candy.”

This “anger level” method Hyunseong came up with was a small but useful way to help officers gauge their chances of getting chewed out. 

Knowing what to expect always helps alleviate the mental burden. 

The support manager, who used to take calming pills before every call, had kept them in his pocket for two weeks now.

“No need for calming pills today. You’re an ace.”

As they walked and chatted, the closer they got to Baal, the darker the support manager’s face became. 

Though Hyunseong had adjusted unusually well, most people viewed Baal as more terrifying than a tiger. 

At least you could hunt a tiger—Baal would make you worry about being hunted instead.

Just as the support manager was about to knock on Baal’s office door, he noticed Hyunseong standing still and looked at him curiously.

“Aren’t you coming in today?”

“She instructed me to wait in a private room from today.”

“Wow, no more confinement? Lucky you, man!”

“Hehe, it’s not that great.”

After taking a deep breath, the support manager entered the office. 

Hyunseong stood outside, hearing Baal’s cold voice and the manager’s desperate excuses echoing inside.

***

“Commander, I’m heading to the lab.”

“No need for a separate report.”

“Understood, sir.”

Finally, it was 6 PM—the moment Hyunseong had been waiting for. 

He struggled to suppress the smile tugging at his lips.

As Hyunseong was about to leave the office quietly, taking the notebook he had prepared, Baal, still buried in a pile of documents, spoke softly. 

If one wasn’t paying attention, they might not have heard it.

“Don’t be late.”

“I understand.” 

Hyunseong replied and stepped outside, thinking it was best to leave things on a good note. 


As he walked past people jogging, he saw the barracks for the first regiment in the distance where the cadets stayed.

“Is Seol-ah doing well without me?”

This was the first time they had been apart for so long. 

He missed his fellow cadets like Urban and Yuna, but most of all, he missed Seol-ah. 

Until Baal gave permission, he couldn’t visit the barracks. 

He missed Seol-ah’s chubby cheeks, her tail that wagged like a cat’s, and the top of her head, which seemed perfectly designed for resting a hand.

“If we end up on the frontlines, we won’t always be able to stay together.”

It would be a lie to say he wasn’t worried. 

Seol-ah often showed signs of deep depression when separated from Hyunseong, even briefly. 

Since Baal hadn’t mentioned anything, it seemed Seol-ah was adapting well. 

Though she used to come to him daily, she didn’t come today when curfew lifted, a sign that she was growing independent.

“So this is what it feels like to send off a daughter when she becomes independent.”

Hyunseong thought, feeling both proud and lonely at the same time. 

He imagined his future self, standing proudly at Seol-ah’s wedding, clapping with tears in his eyes, when he reached the tall skyscraper in front of him.

[Department of Defense, Interdimensional Strategy and Tactics Research Center, Building 1]

“Hello, how can I help you?” asked the receptionist.

“I’m here to sponsor a research project.”

“Please wait a moment,” the receptionist said, typing on the computer. 

“Is there a specific researcher or project you’re looking for?”

“Charlien.”

“Charlien…?” 

The receptionist seemed puzzled. 

“Just a moment, please.”

The receptionist’s smile turned into a look of confusion. 

After typing on the keyboard again, she hesitantly asked…. 

“Do you mean Chen Charles, or Charlien?”

“Charlien,” Hyunseong confirmed, now more curious.

The receptionist looked like she had heard a name she wasn’t supposed to.

“Oh, no, it’s nothing! There was just a system error. I’ll assist you shortly,” she said, now more reserved as she glanced at Charlien’s profile. 

It showed the lowest evaluation score, no research achievements, no cumulative sponsorships, and severely reduced funding. In bold red letters: “At risk of termination.”

Hyunseong recalled hearing about Charlien over a meal with other researchers. 

Even in a generous light, she was seen as a dreamer. 

Sponsorships usually go to promising projects, and even then, success is uncertain. 

But investing in Charlien was like betting on a stock just before it gets delisted. 

Not a single example of a reversal had ever been seen.

‘What should I do…’ the receptionist pondered, wondering if she should warn him. 

A cadet surely didn’t have the funds to waste on a doomed investment. 

The elite in this world usually go into government positions, not the military. 

But her job was merely to introduce the sponsor.

“Please follow me.”

Deciding not to overstep her role, she led Hyunseong, seeing him as just an unlucky cadet who picked the wrong project. 

She wondered if Charlien already had enough sponsors, but that didn’t seem possible. 

***

As she escorted him, Hyunseong reflected on the story he was following. 

During this period, Charlien was being heavily oppressed and slandered, a common fate for geniuses envied by the mediocre. 

The problem was that Charlien wasn’t strong enough to endure such malice.

‘Time to shower her with endless care.’

Hyunseong was prepared to fund the entire first floor of the research center if necessary. 

He would gradually invest, fearing too much support at once might shock Charlien. 

Historically, the people who controlled science were often from non-technical fields and had absurd amounts of money.

“We’ve arrived. I hope you find your time worthwhile.”

Hyunseong barely had time to thank the receptionist before she rushed off, clearly eager to distance herself. 

His attention was drawn to the door in front of him, defaced with graffiti and filthy. 

There were mouse corpses scattered around, and the door had been damaged, likely from people trying to break it open.


The nameplate on the door was barely hanging on, and the heavy iron lock looked smashed. 

Hyunseong’s blood boiled at the sight of such juvenile acts of malice. 

As he stood there, trying to suppress his anger, he heard the sound of the lock being disengaged.

“A… a… ah… h-hello?”

A green-haired girl peeked out, looking terrified.
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“I’m Je-Jennifer Charlien!” 

“I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Kim Hyunseong.” 

“An… honor!”

The room that came into view… 

To put it kindly, it looked like the workspace of an eccentric scientist. 

In less flattering terms, it was a complete mess.

“Wh-what would you like to drink?” 

“Water will be fine.” 

“Where did I put the H2O again…”

Charlien hurriedly searched the room, knocking things over as she walked. 

A dusty teddy bear in the corner caught Hyunseong’s eye.

“I’ve purified it myself. It should taste good.”

Thud. 

A beaker filled with water was placed on the desk. 

Charlien nervously watched Hyunseong, waiting for him to drink. 

Only after Hyunseong reluctantly took a sip did she seem to relax and sit down.

“This water has a nice, nutty flavor to it.” 

“R-really?” 

“Do you conduct all your research in this room?” 

“Y-yes.” 

“It seems like the environment here is quite challenging. Not only are your tools lacking, but this setup also seems bad for your health. Are you really okay?” 

“Y-yes.” 

“I heard you’re working on interdimensional biochemistry research.” 

“Y-yes.” 

“Hmm…” 

“Hic!”

At the sound of Hyunseong’s sigh, Charlien quickly covered her mouth, startled. 

‘She’s far too intimidated,’ Hyunseong thought. 

He wanted to grab her by the shoulders and yell at her to have more confidence, to remind her that she’s not a scientist who deserves to be treated like this, and that her value far surpassed that of all the researchers here combined.

But he knew if he did that, the fragile soul before him would likely faint. 

Even a simple sigh seemed to make her look as if she had lost all hope in the world. 

After dealing with strong-minded people all this time, encountering such a gentle scholar made Hyunseong feel cautious in his approach.

“I was just clearing my throat. Ahem, ahem.” 

“O-oh… that’s a relief.”

If Baal were here, she would’ve pressured her for making up such a lame excuse. 

If Seol-ah were at her peak, she would’ve criticized her for not making proper eye contact. 

Yuna, on the other hand, would’ve just gone about her business. 

Charlien, having narrowly avoided a panic attack, began to calm down a little.

“If you’re feeling uncomfortable, you can speak more freely.” 

“O-oh, yes, feel free… I-I don’t mind!” 

“I’ll call you Charl.” 

“O-okay, K-Kim Hyunseong.”

As their eyes met, Charlien’s face flushed bright red. 

She quickly lowered her head and picked up the beaker Hyunseong had been drinking from. 

She added some unknown powder and downed the contents in one gulp.

“I won’t stutter anymore, right…?” 

“You don’t need to push yourself. What did you add?” 

“It’s a methylphenidate compound (C14H19NO2). I made it a long time ago, but it’s coming in handy now.”

It seemed to be some kind of stimulant. 

Her previously exhausted eyes looked a bit more lively. 

She put down her glasses and lightly slapped her cheeks before handing him a booklet.

“Thank you for becoming my first sponsor! I promise I won’t disappoint you. I’ve been working really hard, and I’ll keep at it! I recently hit a roadblock because I ran out of funds, but now I think I can overcome it!” 

“I’ll take a look.” 

“Yes! Take your time reading it! If you have any questions, feel free to ask me! The portfolio might be a little rough since it’s never been reviewed before, so if anything’s unclear, please let me know!”

***

Jennifer Charlien. 

She had just poured out ten minutes’ worth of prepared speech in a mere twenty seconds. 

Her soul seemed to leave her body after unleashing that torrent of words. 

Thanks to beginner’s luck, she managed to finish without stammering. 

‘It seems like he likes my research!’ 

At that moment, she was so happy just seeing the focused expression on Kim Hyunseong’s face. 

Every time he pointed out a highlighted section, she wanted to cheer. 

She felt the satisfaction of having her efforts recognized, fulfilling a long-held dream she had yearned for alone.

Charlien hadn’t been idly wasting time. 

‘Unfortunately, your research direction does not align with our company’s policies…’ 

‘We regret to inform you that you were not selected as a recipient for our second-quarter funding…’ 

‘We wish you all the best in your future endeavors…’

Facing rejections through impersonal notices had been bearable. 

Even though they hurt, they didn’t leave deep emotional scars. 

But the face-to-face rejections had been much harder to endure. 

There were people who had exploded in anger, calling her a fraud. 

Others had hurled abusive words and thrown tantrums. 

Some had even used the promise of research funding as an excuse to make inappropriate advances.

Her gloomy thoughts were interrupted by Kim Hyunseong’s voice. 

“Charl, I don’t understand this part.” 

Charlene hurried over to check the booklet. 

“In the AOAC phenol coefficient method and BSI Chick-Martin test, benzal-konium chloride showed the highest effect on each strain… Ah! Which part is confusing for you?” 

“Hmm, I can’t quite get the ‘benzal’ part.” 

“Hehe, that happens. But what’s ‘benzal’? Oh! Benzalkonium chloride is widely used as a disinfectant…” 


Charlene held back tears, trying to forever capture this happy memory. 

***

‘He really likes it.’ 

Hyunseong maintained a serious expression. 

Each time he nodded as if he understood, Charlene happily continued her overwhelming explanation. 

She was like a commentary machine spouting information when prompted. 

‘Isn’t a chick a baby chicken? Why would they use chickens in research?’ 

‘What is benzal? Benjamin Franklin?’ 

In truth, Hyunseong understood nothing beyond the title of the booklet. 

He could only read the text because it was in Korean, but he was merely appreciating the handwriting like an art piece. 

“Wow, that’s amazing. So, you mean this creates waves like this and that, right?” 

“A wave repeats the same pattern at regular intervals in a given space. But when you observe the magic  output of beings from another world, it shows a pattern too!” 

“So, what you’re saying is that when you mess with the space, something comes out?” 

“Uh, space isn’t the important part, but you could understand it like that! Haha, it’s okay!” 

“That’s incredible!” 

“Sniff… thank you so much…” 

The only problem was that there was no end in sight for the explanation. 

The booklet, spanning dozens of pages, was barely halfway through. 

Checking the time, Hyunseong realized there wasn’t much left before bedtime. 

He felt the need to wrap things up. 

“Charlene.” 

“Uh, yeah! Sorry, did I get carried away by myself?” 

Sponsorship was already a done deal. 

He couldn’t resist the opportunity to invest at rock bottom in a stock that would soon skyrocket. 

Hyunseong placed an envelope filled with checks on the desk. 

“I’ll sponsor you.” 

“This is the first time I’ve talked for this long…” 

“After hearing your explanation, I’m confident. If your research succeeds, it won’t just change the defense industry; it’ll overturn the entire front line.” 

“…Really?” 

“But more than the research, I want to invest in you, Charlene. From the effort you’ve shown, I feel a deep trust. I’m certain you will succeed.” 

Hyunseong met her gaze with firm conviction. 

“If you need anything, just let me know. I’ll do everything I can to help. I want to be with you on the journey you’re taking.” 

He looked around the room again. 

Despite the poor conditions, her passion remained unwavering. 

His eyes landed on bloodstained gauze. 

“I’m telling you not to experiment on your own body.” 

“Hehe, you caught me.” 

“I can’t afford to lose you.” 

He felt both pity and sadness. 

When Charlene had been engrossed in explaining, he had noticed strange scars beneath her worn lab coat. 

These weren’t ordinary injuries—they were the result of pouring chemicals and crudely stitching herself up. 

“I’ll never betray the trust of my sponsor.” 

The unsure novice was no longer present. 

Charlene bowed her head with a sense of mission and responsibility. 

Her clenched fists tightened. 

“I’ll make sure to succeed and repay you. A scientist doesn’t lie.” 

Her previously wavering focus sharpened with determination. 

The puzzle pieces in her mind began to fall into place. 

Hyunseong’s sponsorship had unlocked the door to her once-closed heart. 

Perhaps more than treasure, what she needed was someone to simply say, “I believe in you.” 

“I trust you.” 

“I’ll send research results every two weeks. I’ll always be here, so if the progress doesn’t satisfy you, feel free to come over and even hit me.” 

“What do you take me for?” 

Charlene carefully accepted the envelope. 

She planned to open it once Hyunseong left, as opening it in front of him would be impolite. 

“Just one more question. Who’s been bothering you?” 

“Hehe… You noticed that too?” 

“It’s impossible not to if you’re paying any attention.” 

Charlene hesitated briefly. 

The colleagues harassing her weren’t that skilled, but everyone was too scared of their backer to speak out. 

Charlene understood the situation well—they were using her as a scapegoat to avoid getting into trouble themselves. 

She hesitated because she was worried that Hyunseong might get hurt if he got involved with them. 

“It’s okay. I can handle it.” 

“As your sponsor, I need to know who’s interfering with my researcher.” 

Realizing that Hyunseong wouldn’t back down, Charlene finally gave in. 

There was no way to resolve the issue anyway. 

As much as she wanted to preserve his dignity, there was nothing she could do. 

“It’s the chief researcher, a guy named Won Saitung.” 

“Have you thought about reporting him?” 

“He brags about being close with Brigadier General Baal every day. No one wants to go against the Iron-Blooded Witch to help someone like me. The community here is too small.” 

Connections were power. 


Charlene shrank under the cold reality. 

She started to worry that Hyunseong might get hurt if he stood up to such a big shot. 

Although she had no intention of denying the truth of human society, the bitter taste in her mouth was overwhelming. 

“That guy’s a complete psycho.” 

Charlene’s eyes began to tremble again, while Baal’s right-hand man, who had been listening, let out an involuntary gasp of awe.



 
  Chapter 43: My little engineer. (4)


After parting with Charlien, who saw him off, Hyunseong thought deeply while smoking outside.

“Hmm.”

Although dealing with it was easy, figuring out how to go about it was a problem.

“Should I just go and take care of it myself?”

Sizzle.

He simulated the situation in his head. 

From what he’d heard of that guy’s behavior, stepping in directly might just make things worse. 

The clean way would be to handle it ‘Incheon-style,’ but he hesitated because Charlien might end up suffering as a result.

Think about it, would someone who openly throws Baal’s name around have a normal way of thinking? 

Even if you laid out the facts, he would deny them unless you brought Baal herself.

“Tsk.”

The appearance of such a troublesome person made Hyunseong chuckle bitterly. 

If Urban and Ivan were likable, this guy, Won Saitung, was just detestable. 

A man old enough to be Charlien’s father, acting like that toward her.

If Chunbae were here, he’d have slapped him hard by now.

“I can’t just ask the commander for help, either.”

If it were someone like Quan, a close senior, he could simply bring a few packs of cigarettes and ask for a favor. 

After all, they say blood is thicker than water, so Quan would probably jump to help.

Hyunseong felt sorry for his little engineer Charlien, but for someone like Baal, this situation was as insignificant as a dead ant. 

It would be like a U.S. Treasury agent who fought Latin American gangs seeing a local thug trying to extort him.

“Hmm.”

If he were a cadet, he’d already have knocked down anyone, whether senior or anyone else, but there was no obvious solution right now. 

If only he’d paid more attention to the research division’s part…

Still without a clear plan, Hyunseong stubbed out his finished cigarette and climbed the stairs.

Knock, knock.

“Commander, it’s Kim Hyunseong. May I come in?”

—Right on time.

As he opened the door, the smell of Ashton cigars filled the room. 

Baal was still engrossed in paperwork, just as she’d been when Hyunseong left.

“Ma’am, reporting back.”

Baal made a circular gesture with her pen without looking up, signaling she’d acknowledged him.

While considering how to deal with that ‘Won Something,’ Hyunseong tidied the room: returning dishes, refilling four bottles of ice water in the fridge, replenishing the humidifier, watering the orchid, organizing scattered items, refilling the cocoa powder, and sorting tomorrow’s schedule.

Familiar with the routine, he finished quickly and sat down, thinking of Charlien again.

Thud.

“Gah!”

“Have you gone deaf after visiting the lab?”

“My apologies.”

Hyunseong quickly apologized, embarrassed that he hadn’t sensed Baal’s presence until the cold water touched his forehead.

“Ma’am, I’ll turn off the lights. Good night.”

“You’ve worked hard.”

Baal downed the remaining coffee, and Hyunseong confirmed he was covered with a blanket before turning off the lights and slightly lowering the humidifier setting. 

Lying on the thin mattress, Hyunseong stared at the ceiling, still unable to come up with a clear solution.

As he quietly tossed and turned, Baal’s voice broke the silence.

“Cadet.”

“Cadet number one, Kim Hyunseong. You called, Ma’am.”

Hyunseong jumped up and stood by the makeshift bed. 

Baal’s pupils, reflecting like a cat’s eyes in the dark, turned toward him.

“Why are you so distracted? What’s going on?”

“I’m sorry for worrying you, Ma’am. It’s nothing.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

As Baal propped herself up on her pillow, a certain fondness like that of a dozing older sister exuded from her. 

Though the thought crossed his mind, Hyunseong quickly snapped out of it and stood at attention. 

Baal’s eyes still glimmered with dissatisfaction.

Unsure of what he might have missed, Hyunseong carefully stretched out his hand.

‘Ah, I forgot the sleep skill.’

Baal, hesitating slightly, grasped Hyunseong’s extended finger and activated his ability.

[Resonance – Daydream]

“Apologies, Ma’am.”

“It’s fine. The commander can’t take sleeping pills, so I have to rely on you.”

As mana flowed into Baal, she quickly let go, and her expression softened. 

It was a rare sight only visible during bedtime.

Watching Baal settle into bed like a sunbathing jellyfish, Hyunseong started weighing his options. 

This was clearly the commander’s happiest time of the day.

‘Now’s my chance.’

It felt oddly like he was a wife about to whisper complaints to her husband after a long day at work. 

It was an embarrassing thought, but embarrassment only lasts a moment.

After a long internal debate, Hyunseong finally spoke up.

“Sorry to disturb you while you’re resting, Ma’am. May I ask you a question?”

“…What is it?”

Baal’s voice, heavy with drowsiness, responded, still facing the wall.

“Do you know a chief researcher by the name of Won Saitung?”

“…I don’t.”

“I see. I thought I’d check. That man has been using your name to gain unfair advantages. A researcher I met today, Charlien, is one of his victims.”

It was fortunate that it was dark. 

Hyunseong’s face flushed red. 

Even when Baal carried him on her solid back, or whenever he was with her, he felt like their roles as man and woman were reversed.

“Sigh…”

Baal let out a small sigh and got up again. 


She lifted her sharp chin towards the sky and shook her head slightly.

“Parasites never seem to end, no matter how many I deal with. Say the name again.”

“Chief Researcher of the Interdimensional Strategy and Tactics Research Institute, Building 1, Won Saitung.”

Srrk.

Without responding, Baal headed to her desk. 

She took out a piece of paper with a red line drawn through it and picked up a pen.

“I’ll turn on the light.”

Hyunseong discreetly turned on the light. 

The soft sound of the pen tip scratching the paper filled the quiet room.

“I will submit the evidence as soon as possible.”

At Hyunseong’s words, the pen, which had been writing continuously, came to a stop. 

Tap, tap. 

Baal’s fingers drummed on the desk before her mouth opened.

“What can a cadet possibly do? Trust the regimental commander. I’ve made many mistakes, distracted by being busy.”

Just as Hyunseong was trying to think of a response, Baal gestured with her hand.

“Thanks to the cadet, it seems I’ll have to work even more before sleeping. I suppose I can accept this much.”

Avoiding her gaze, Hyunseong carefully took Baal’s outstretched hand and used his ability once again. 

Baal let out a faint, nasal breath as she lit her cigar.

“Go ahead and sleep.”

“How could I do that?”

“Do as you please.”

Finally, after making three cups of cocoa, Hyunseong finished his additional tasks. 

It had certainly been the worst day.

His superior, who had constantly harassed and interrupted his research with his subordinates, had been locked out of the lab. 

Since then, all Hyunseong had to endure was the noise. 

However, when word got out that Hyunseong’s benefactor had visited, Won Saitung’s subordinates, armed with crowbars, came banging on the door as if to break it down. 

Now, they knelt in a row against the wall, and the superior had been bound hand and foot by soldiers in black uniforms.

Charlene watched in a daze through the door’s peephole as the military police dragged her superior away.

“You think you’ll get away with this? I’ve eaten with Brigadier General Baal, received investments, and even got my gear from her! Let me go! I said let go, you bastards!” 

The superior officer screamed defiantly, his bloodshot eyes adding to his crazed appearance. 

Charlene had always trembled in fear of him. 

He seemed untouchable, and if his words were true, no one could stop him.

But the towering wall Charlene imagined in her mind wasn’t as high as she thought. 

It was more like a stream she could cross with a simple leap if she wanted.

Thud. 

A soldier grimaced and struck the officer’s stomach. 

His legs twitched like a frog’s, and the once-terrifying demon now looked like nothing more than a small cockroach.

“Ugh! Who sent you? Was it that bitch Lientieng?” 

Watching the ridiculous sight of her superior, Charlene thought of her benefactor. 

It had been a week since they met. 

He hadn’t come by since, but she’d been sending reports every other day, feeling connected to him, even from afar.

Smack. 

A soldier, irritated by the officer’s shouting, slapped him across the face. 

Blood gushed out, and something white dropped to the floor. 

The soldier picked it up and roughly shoved it back into the officer’s bleeding gums.

Charlene felt a faint sense of fear from the harsh treatment. 

Yet, deep inside, she also felt a sense of relief and satisfaction. 

Was her benefactor behind this? 

Charlene dismissed the absurd thought with a small smile.

“Idiot.”

Why would someone powerful enough to send military police to her aid support someone like her? 

And besides, she was just a simple cadet. 

If she told him, he might even be happy for her.

Pressing her hand to her chest to calm her excitement, Charlene wiggled her feet. 

The corridor finally grew quiet after a few of Won Saitung’s teeth were knocked out. 

His subordinates, sensing the danger, followed the soldiers out, leaving nothing but a crowbar lying on the floor.

Charlene, unaware of what had just transpired, was too scared to open the door. 

Just as she was about to crawl back into bed, she saw a familiar figure approaching from down the hall. 

It was Hyunseong, holding something in his hand.

“Charl, are you inside?” 

“Ki-Ki-Kim Hyunseong!” 

Without even thinking to wipe her tears, Charlene flung the door open. 

Hyunseong stopped, startled, but she ran straight to him, burying her face in his chest and sobbing.

She had been so scared, so terrified. 

It had felt like it would never end. 

She had tried to sound confident in front of her benefactor, but her true feelings were the opposite.

“Hic, I-I really thought… something would happen to me. Hic…” 

“It’s okay. Let’s talk inside.” 

“Huuaaang, Dad, Dad…”

Hyunseong gently patted her trembling back, the touch reminding her of the lullabies her father used to sing when she was young.

“Just sleep for a bit. I’ll clean the room for you.”

Drowsiness suddenly overtook her. 

Charlene didn’t even think that this might be Hyunseong’s skill; she just let the warmth envelop her. 

Her eyelids grew heavier and heavier. 

As her vision blurred, her gaze remained fixed on her benefactor.

‘Thank… you…’


She mouthed the words, and her benefactor, understanding, gave her a small smile. 

The warmth she hadn’t felt in a long time returned. 

She didn’t know if she was crying out of sadness or gratitude, but she kept her feelings to herself.

‘I like you…’

Charlene’s sobs didn’t stop until she finally passed out, and Hyunseong carried her away.



 
  Chapter 44: My little engineer. (Completed)


The alarm went off yesterday. 

Soldiers pass by a father and daughter sitting at the end of the road. 

Everyone looks exhausted. 

No matter how hard you looked, you couldn’t find anyone in good condition. 

Their faces seemed lifeless, as if they had just returned from battle. 

A woman’s neck carried several dog tags that swayed as she moved. 

In the truck beds following them, mountains of corpses piled up. 

There wasn’t even time to pay proper respects to the fallen, as they hastily gathered the bodies.

Clang. 

Clang. 

Thud- 

As the truck, filled to capacity, jostled, they shoved back in any bodies that had fallen out. 

Like handling meat, the sight of blood flowing from the trucks made it look like a grotesque butcher shop. 

The other soldiers barely glanced at the noise before losing interest and hurrying on. 

Perhaps they were used to this.

The woman with the dog tags had no left arm. 

Despite the massive shield slung over her shoulder, she looked somehow small. 

The wind blew her hair as tanks’ tracks and jets flew by. 

A woman in a black, imposing uniform stopped upon seeing the father and daughter. 

At her gesture, a man wearing a uniform adorned with a snake emblem approached. 

The man checked the father’s condition and shook his head. 

Accustomed to death, he offered a short prayer and rejoined the ranks.

The woman handed the daughter a cross before turning away. 

The tracks of a melted tank rolled over the bodies and debris on the ground. 

Her heart was trampled along with them.

Charlien grasped her father’s increasingly weak hand. 

His face was flushed. 

The poison had spread beyond saving. 

As he beckoned her closer, she rested her head on his chest. 

His thick hand, trembling, stroked Charlien’s head. 

The hand that reached her crown fell lifelessly to the ground. 

Charlien didn’t cry. 

She silently watched her father grow cold. 

He never spoke a word until the end. 

The girl couldn’t move a single step.

Rain poured down. 

Gunfire and the cries of otherworldly creatures echoed intermittently. 

She continued to wipe the mud from her father’s face as it splattered over and over again. 

Stretchers carried screaming, wounded soldiers past the father and daughter. 

To them, death was routine.

Tears mixed with the rain fell from Charlien’s eyes onto the ground. 

At the rear of the retreating forces, a man, unable to bear it, grabbed Charlien’s arm and pulled her onto a truck. 

A woman who spoke to the man struck Charlien’s nape as she resisted fiercely. 

Consciousness faded. 

The man tried to cover the girl’s eyes, but she shook her head and, with her last bit of strength, saw it all.

The otherworldly creatures evolved by consuming the flesh of their own and human remains. 

They couldn’t leave the corpses unattended. 

Perhaps they didn’t want to waste precious time burying the body of a civilian’s father. 

The last sight the girl had of her beloved father was him burning in the heat of a flamethrower, his body blackened by the complex chemical fuel developed for frontline use.

“Dad… Dad…” 

Seeing the lifeless girl, the man sighed deeply and lit a cigarette.

Clang. 

Clang- 

The wheels rolled on toward the second safety zone. 

Whether it was the cigarette smoke or the tears, Charlien’s blurred vision grew darker. 

In her hands, there was only the stuffed bear her mother had made when she was little.

***

“She even eats here after selling herself?” 

“Gross.”

Rumors that had spread without anyone knowing when. 

Though she had only followed in the footsteps of her researcher father, the girl faced jealousy and resentment, piling up before her.

Charlien tripped and fell, laughing awkwardly. 

Though she was the one covered in filth, she scanned her surroundings.

“Are you… okay?” 

As Charlien tried to wipe off the soup that had splattered on the tip of the woman’s shoe,
the woman slapped her across the cheek.

Startled, Charlien touched her burning cheek. 

The woman, raising her voice sharply, kicked Charlien in the chest.

“You filthy bitch!” 

“Just let it go. No use getting mad at someone like her.” 

“My shoes are ruined! My dad bought them for me!” 

A man comforted the seething woman and led her away.

How long had it been since anyone had shown her kindness? 

As her father used to say, if you live kindly, good people will eventually come. 

Charlien gave a faint smile and lowered her head, spilling water in the process.

“Pathetic.”

The sound of footsteps gradually grew distant. 

Drip. 

Drip. 

Thud- 


Charlien wiped the dirty floor. 

She heard mocking laughter ringing in her ears. 

It felt as though everyone in the restaurant was laughing at her. 

She feared their gazes. 

She was terrified of rumors. 

She hated people. 

She hated herself for being so foolish. 

She wished she didn’t have eyes, so she wouldn’t see anything. 

She wished she didn’t have ears, so she wouldn’t hear anything. 

Would death bring peace? 

Or would it only make things worse? 

Her chest felt tight, as if a stone was pressing on it. 

She knew she shouldn’t cry, as people would mock her. 

She already knew that crying wouldn’t change anything. 

She knew it all, yet she felt like she was about to burst into tears. 

She covered her eyes with her damp clothes and ran to the lab.

[Jenibong’s Lab] 

[Warning! Dirty sewer entrance.] 

[Still alive, huh?]

She opened the graffiti-covered door, entered, and locked it. 

Afraid someone might take it, she pulled out the teddy bear she had hidden deep under the bed. 

She lay on the bed and pulled the blanket over herself. 

The shabby blanket offered a bit of warmth and slightly muffled the endless ringing in her ears. 

The pain in her body was familiar. 

But the sharp, tearing pain in her chest was something she could never get used to. 

She curled up tighter. 

Tighter, so no one could reach her. 

Her joints screamed in pain, but somehow, the pain made her feel better. 

Should I even be alive? 

I’m just worthless trash. 

I can’t even manage to do proper research. 

I’ve never received even a simple compliment, never once heard someone say thank you. 

It’s all because I’m a failure. 

She hugged the worn, carefully patched-up teddy bear tightly. 

Years had passed, and surely no scent of her mother or warmth from her father remained, but Charlien could still feel it. 

Her mother, who disappeared when she was young, hated her. 

Her father, who froze and burned black on the cold roadside, resented her. 

With blood in their eyes, they strangled her.

‘Die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die…’

She covered her ears. 

That couldn’t be true. 

She took a deep breath and hugged the teddy bear tighter. 

No sound came through. 

See? 

It was just her imagination. 

“Mom… Dad… Charl is having such a hard time… I miss the soup you made… and the bread… sniff… I wish Dad would just pat me once and say I held on well… sniff… then I’d be able to keep going again…” 

The teddy bear was soaked in her silent tears. 

For a long time, Charlien poured out her complaints to her parents. 

In her mind, her parents, just as they had been in the past, came to meet her as a child. 

“Charl, our little one.”

“Actually, Charl is really hurting… It’s so hard… Everyone hates me, no matter how hard I try, nothing changes… sob… Save me… please… save me, Mom…” 

‘We’ve always loved you.’

“Sniff… Waaah…”

She longed for love. 

She was worn out by loneliness. 

Before she died, she wanted to cry out about her pain just once and be comforted. 

She wanted to eat a meal without anyone’s interference, open a door without graffiti on it, and attend a quiet class. 

If there were someone who cared for her, she wanted to hold their hand. 

She wanted to hear the words, “I like you.” 

She wanted to be embraced kindly. 

She wanted to go on a walk with them.

She wanted to visit vast mountains, play by a clean stream, and scream out into the open sea. 

She wanted to lie down in one spot and be held quietly. 

She wanted someone to pat her head, telling her she have done well. 

She wanted to bury her head in his chest and cry her heart out. 

She wanted to be comforted like a child, told that everything is okay. 

She wanted to do research together. 

She wanted to teach him things step by step. 

She wanted to be praised for being smart. 

“Ugh…” 

Bang, bang, bang! 

With loud shouts, the door shook violently. 

Since she wouldn’t come out, it seemed like they were splashing water. 

“No…” 

She just hope it’s not something sticky. 

She hugged the blanket, which felt thinner than usual today, even tighter. 

***

“What? What?! A, a sponsor has come for me?” 

[They said their name is Kim Hyunseong. Should I send him away?] 

“No! No, please! Be, be sure to treat him with the utmost care!” 

[Understood.] 

With that, the call ended. 

Charlien set down the phone. 

She stared blankly at the ceiling before hugging her worn-out teddy bear and jumping up and down. 

“Kkomi, what do I do? He’s a sponsor! How, how do I look right now? Do I look too terrible? Huh? I’ve never worn makeup before, but it’ll be fine, right?” 

Kkomi remained silent. 

Charlien nervously ran around the room, stumbling and tripping. 

Even though her knee hit hard, she got up immediately and began cleaning up the mess. 

The harassment had lessened in recent years, possibly because people had lost interest, so she hadn’t been cleaning her lab much. 

“Kkomi, you should have told me!” 

She scolded her innocent teddy bear and then rushed about clumsily. 

Knock, knock. 

The sound of someone knocking froze Charlien in place. 

Creak— 

“I… I should use informal speech, right…?” 

She whispered to Kkomi as she turned her stiff head. 

Kkomi remained silent. 

[Is anyone there?] 

Charlien grasped the doorknob but couldn’t bring herself to open it. 

“Hoo… Haaah…” 

She took a deep breath and flung open the door. 

“H-hi… hello?” 

She stumbled over her words. 

Ah. 

He would definitely be disappointed and leave, just like everyone she had met before. 

It was her fault, for being a fool. 

Charlien braced her trembling knees. 

Hidden in the corner, Kkomi cheered her on to stay strong. 

Charlien held back her tears and bowed her head. 

She didn’t want to be slapped. 

She waited for the man to speak. 

To her surprise, the voice she heard was gentle. 

Being so attuned to people’s emotions, Charlien could tell. 

“I’m Je-Jennifer Charlien! Uh, nice to meet you!” 

“I’ve heard so much about you. It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Kim Hyunseong.” 

“An… honor…!” 

In front of her, a strong hand, much like her father’s, reached out to her. 


She couldn’t believe what was happening. 

If this was a dream, she hoped it wouldn’t end. 

Slowly, carefully, she took his hand. 

It felt as though the tears she had buried deep inside were about to burst out.





 
  Chapter 45: Prerequisite (1)


“Source-man. I’ve confirmed the credit.” 

“I’ve connected you with a future big shot through this transaction, so please take care of it. If you’re ever short on money, contact me directly.” 

“Don’t worry. I’m Ivan, and I always keep my word. Besides, a big shot? She’s just a regular researcher.” 

With that curt remark, Ivan ended the call. 

Charlien’s research funding was sufficiently supported for the short term, and Ivan had already arranged deals in case any research materials or equipment were needed. 

The original plan was to confirm the handling of Yuan Saitong before explaining everything to Charlien. 

“Dad…” 

“Sleep well.” 

Charlien, who had wept so pitifully when she first met Hyunseong, was now sleeping soundly on a shabby bed, drooling. 

Seeing her clutching the worn-out teddy bear, Hyunseong covered her with a blanket and turned off the flickering light. 

He had already written down Ivan’s number and a detailed explanation of the situation in a notebook, so there was no reason to worry. 

“I’ll leave the gift here.” 

Charlien’s personal information had noted her birthday, which coincidentally was the day they first met. 

Hyunseong left the penguin doll he brought as a birthday gift by her pillow and slightly opened the window for ventilation before stepping outside. 

“They said the military police took him. He tried to resist, but it was pretty satisfying to see.” 

“Watch your mouth, or you’ll get dragged off to Namsan too.” 

The researchers passing by in the hallway were all busy talking about Chief Researcher Saitong, who claimed to be Baal’s right-hand man. 

Judging by their positive reactions, it seemed Saitong had lost a lot of favor with those around him. 

Pretending not to notice, Hyunseong avoided their gazes and returned to his office. 

“You’ve returned.” 

Baal, still not raising her head, continued to scribble with her pen. 

“I brought lunch while I was out. I also asked the cook to bring plenty of sugar cubes, so I’ll prepare them for you after your meal.” 

After setting the meal tray on the desk, Hyunseong checked the remaining cocoa powder and boiled water. 

Baal stretched and then sat properly in her chair, lifting her spoon. 

“Could you add two sugar cubes?” 

“If it’s an order, I will, but too much sugar is bad for you.” 

“Fine, I’ll do as you say.” 

Though her tone was one of mild exasperation, Baal didn’t seem displeased. 

After spending nearly a month with her, Hyunseong had learned her boundaries and how to engage in conversation without offending her. 

At some point, the once aloof Baal had opened up enough to have lengthy talks with him. 

“Why would they put bell peppers in vegetable porridge?” 

“Perhaps the cook was momentarily possessed.” 

The sight of her picking out the bell peppers with her spoon wasn’t exactly what one would expect from a dignified commander, but then again, bell peppers in porridge? 

Watching her, Hyunseong couldn’t help but think it was worse than pineapple on pizza, the ultimate culinary sin. 

“So, how is that girl doing?” 

Baal asked as she swallowed the bell peppers she had set aside. 

“Thanks to you, everything went smoothly. Taking out the leader served as a warning, so the remnants won’t act rashly.” 

“I’ve informed the research director. There will be a large-scale inspection of the lab soon, so you needn’t worry further.” 

Hyunseong bowed deeply, expressing his gratitude for Baal’s reassurances. 

Despite it not being within her jurisdiction, Baal had rolled up her sleeves to help him, which only strengthened his loyalty to her. 

Her high standing in the popularity polls wasn’t without reason. 

Although the number of participating readers was in the single digits, the fact that they had chosen her, even as others were leaving, spoke to the depth of their affection. 

“I’ve added two sugar cubes.” 

“For moving a commander at the request of a mere cadet, that’s quite a cheap reward.” 

“You’ve earned my sincere loyalty, so it’s surely a profitable deal.” 

“Such nonsense.” 

Baal leaned back in her chair, her lips curling slightly as she sipped her cocoa. 

She lit a cigar with magic, holding it in her right hand. 

“Is there anything you’re curious about?” 

Hyunseong, inhaling the secondhand smoke from her cigar, pondered Baal’s question. 

The person he was most curious about was, of course— 

“I’d like to ask how Cadet Jeong Seol-ah is adapting.” 

Seol-ah was like a little sister and a dear friend whom he cared for deeply. 

While he wasn’t worried about her survival skills—Seol-ah could thrive even if thrown into a jungle Hyunseong knew that she struggled emotionally whenever he wasn’t around. 

He had assumed that since he hadn’t heard anything, she must have been adapting well. 

“That kid, huh.” 

Baal furrowed her brow slightly and took a deep drag of her cigar. 

While it was common to inhale and exhale the smoke, Baal, being practically superhuman, suffered no ill effects from it. 

“It seems about time for you to go back.” 

“…Is she not doing well?” 

Noticing Hyunseong’s worried expression, Baal paused, then tapped her cocoa cup with her fingers. 

“A beast always needs its handler.” 

***

Fwoosh— 

“Aaah!” 

Thud— 

Crash! 

The instructors, shocked by the sudden violence, watched the training from a distance, too intimidated to intervene.

There was no guarantee that they could stop her, even if everyone here rushed at her. 

The only small comfort was that she would at least listen to the instructor.

“Stop! Stop! Stop it! It’s over!”

Despite being a battle between an individual and a squad, the result was devastating. 

The entire squad lay on the ground, riddled with large and small holes, showing more fear towards the girl in front of them than the otherworldly beings. 

The fist that was about to crush the face of the fighter who had resisted until the end stopped in mid-air.

“They haven’t surrendered yet.”

“N-No…”

The instructor, who had stopped the fight fearing another hospitalization for his junior, turned pale. 

As the girl’s cold gaze lowered, the instructor involuntarily stumbled backward, tripping over a rock and falling clumsily. 

The defeated fighter gritted his teeth and, in a moment of the girl’s distraction, tried to smash her face with his shield.


Crunch.

As her powerful grip, strong enough to bend steel, tightened around his throat, foam began to spill from his mouth.

“Hey.”

Crack.

As the pain of his neck being torn apart coursed through him, the fighter’s consciousness began to fade. 

Extreme fear and pain caused his muscles to loosen, filling the air with a foul smell.

“Do you want to die?”

“Gurgh…”

His face, which had turned pale from being choked, was slowly turning blue. 

The girl was showing mercy simply because they were comrades, even though she could easily crush him with just a little more force. 

Her fierce gaze caused the fighter to faint immediately.

Thud.

She tossed the unconscious fighter to the ground like a piece of wood and wiped the blood from her face. The sight of her, like a beast savoring its prey, made the onlookers shrink back in terror.

“Tsk.”

The girl clicked her tongue in disdain, sat at the back of the group, and closed her eyes, completely ignoring her terrified comrades who distanced themselves from her. 

Despite being left alone, she didn’t seem to care.

“You went too far this time.”

“Yuna.”

Seol-ah turned her head to the side at the sound of approaching footsteps. 

Yuna, smiling kindly, twirled a dagger on her finger.

“Using blood magic would’ve been enough. Why crush their spirits by beating them yourself?”

“None of your business.”

Her response was cold. 

The comrades were far enough away that they couldn’t hear their conversation. 

Yuna glanced at them, then leaned in.

“Is it too much to bear?”

With no subject to her question, Seol-ah sighed.

“…Yeah.”

“Do you miss him a lot?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you have nightmares again today?”

“Yeah.”

“Still, you should eat something. The cooks were worried about you.”

“Yeah.”

“The commander said you need to work on your independence.”

Despite Seol-ah’s growing hostility, Yuna remained unfazed, as the two had formed a bond while dealing with the remnants of Yuna’s family.

“I know. But it’s hard.”

“Once he sees how hard you’re trying, I’m sure Hyunseong will praise you.”

At the mention of his name, the murderous aura surrounding Seol-ah instantly dissipated. 

She fidgeted with her fingers, looking like a child craving praise.

“Do you think so?”

“Of course. It’s Hyunseong, after all.”

“…Yeah.”

Seeing Seol-ah’s cute behavior, Yuna couldn’t help but instinctively reach out to pat her head. 

However, her hand was suddenly pierced by blood thorns.

“You’re so mean. I thought we were as close as sisters.”

“Only I can touch what’s mine.”

“Ugh, fine.”

Yuna withdrew her injured hand, looking dejected.

On the way back, Squad 1, whose leader was currently vacant, was made up of comrades who were still on relatively good terms with Seol-ah. 

The squad hadn’t opposed her due to her close relationship with Hyunseong, and Seol-ah treated them more gently as a result. 

Squad 2, on the other hand, had become full-blown fanatics, and the only person from that group who still talked to Seol-ah was Yuna.

“So, what happened?”

“Just when I was about to strike, the squad leader grabbed me and did something, and then the thug I shot jumped out. I was so surprised that I screamed for help. Later, I realized it was a skill.”

“Pfft.”

Urban, the Finnish man who had been outwitted by Hyunseong, was recounting the story of their first encounter for the 94th time to Seol-ah.

“And then, when the crows flew in, he calmly guided us to safety. It was then that I realized this guy was the real deal.”


“Heh.”

The Squad 1 leader swallowed nervously as he watched Seol-ah listen to Urban’s story without showing any fear.

“Hyunseong, please come back soon.”

Not a single day had passed since Hyunseong left that they didn’t miss him.





 
  Chapter 46: Prerequisite (2)


“It’s been almost a month.” 

Hyunseong adjusted his uniform collar as he stood awkwardly in front of the barracks after spending time as a duty soldier. 

Soon, he would return to the regular training schedule, and due to the training officers’ complaints that the first-year atmosphere needed a central figure, Baal had called Hyunseong back. 

‘What are Martial Arts and Abilities doing to cause such chaos?’ 

A man from the 3rd Regiment, who recognized Hyunseong at the regimental headquarters’ smoking area, mentioned that the atmosphere in the 1st Regiment was filled with an intimidating amount of intensity. 

Hyunseong had just heard a story about senior officers being taken aback when cadets they usually beat up asked to be hit even more. 

“We’ve thrown away our lives!” 

“Like firewood!” 

“Like firewood!” 

As he carried his heavy pack toward the barracks, he saw familiar faces running in formation. 

Among them were his comrades, including Quan, singing the regimental song with steel weights strapped to their backs, looking more fearsome than a labor foreman who had lost his wages on horse racing. 

“Hey, isn’t that Hyunseong?” 

“What? Where? Where is he?” 

Quan’s neck twisted at a right angle as he crazily scanned the area around him. 

Comrades who bumped into Quan tumbled to the ground, but as if by some unspoken agreement, everyone turned to Hyunseong with gleaming eyes. 

“Senior, you’re back. I hope you’ve been well…” 

Hyunseong raised his hand to greet them, smiling as he prepared to say hello to the approaching comrades. 

However, before he could finish his sentence, they caught him like a coffin and dragged him into the barracks. 

“Wow! We’re saved! We’re finally saved!” 

“God hasn’t abandoned us! The days of humiliation and oppression are over!” 

“Sinners, bow your heads and welcome the leader of the 1st Squad!” 

“Wait, hold on.” 

Hyunseong was shaken wildly as they carried him into the air. 

Though he could have used his abilities to easily escape, he didn’t feel the need. 

He thought to himself, ‘They must be really happy to be acting like this.’ 

After all, no one dislikes being welcomed warmly after a long time away. 

“What’s all this noise… Whoa!” 

“The liberation is here! We’re free at last!” 

Even the comrades who had come out, curious about the commotion, shouted in excitement. 

Some even shed tears as they watched Hyunseong being tossed around like a doll in midair. 

‘Am I really this much of a world-class figure?’ 

In the midst of the wild celebration, Hyunseong felt confused. 

While he wasn’t the type to create unnecessary enemies, he hadn’t expected to be welcomed so enthusiastically either. 

After having his head repeatedly bumped against the ceiling, Hyunseong was finally thrown into the darkened 1st Squad living quarters. 

“Ouch!” 

Thud— 

His comrades, who had exiled him to the barracks, closed the door and fell silent as if rehearsed. 

The corridor outside, where everyone must have been waiting, was eerily quiet, and the living quarters, draped in blackout curtains, were too dark to see anything clearly. 

“Ugh, my tailbone…” 

Hyunseong sighed as he rubbed his aching back. 

With no explanation and no luggage to unpack, it seemed like they were setting him up for some kind of endurance test. 

“Wasn’t my spot at the end?” 

To lie down, Hyunseong groped his way toward his bed, relying on memory. 

But instead of the neatly made bed that should have been there, he found a bulky object lying on it. 

“Is this some kind of old welcome prank?” 

Whenever a soldier returned from a long assignment, senior soldiers would often pile up all kinds of junk food and tasteless rations, wrapped in blankets, as a prank. 

Expecting another one of these jokes, Hyunseong lifted the blanket. 

“Seol-ah!” 

Instead of junk, Seol-ah was lying there, clutching the blanket tightly, muttering to herself with exhausted eyes. 

Her veins bulged from her forehead as her hollow gaze slowly turned toward Hyunseong. 

Her once plump cheeks were now gaunt, and her sharp jawline and dark circles were a clear sign of her emotional hardship. 

Seol-ah stared at Hyunseong silently before slowly sitting up. 

Kneeling on the bed, Seol-ah buried her face in Hyunseong’s chest and took a deep breath. 

As she hugged his waist, her head moved downward, as if she couldn’t believe it. 

Seol-ah rested her head on Hyunseong’s abs, touching him as if to confirm he was real. 

“You’re really mine.” 

Tears began to soak Hyunseong’s uniform. 

Her golden, barley-like eyes were filled with longing and relief. 

Compared to a month ago, Seol-ah had become almost unrecognizable in her state of physical and emotional exhaustion. 

“What will you do if you starve just because I’m not here?” 

Instead of playfully pinching her cheeks like he usually would, Hyunseong gently embraced her head. 

“Hyunseong. I missed you.” 

Seol-ah mumbled as she clutched the collar of his uniform. 

“During personal time, I hung out with Yuna, didn’t fight with the others, and got along fine. I didn’t get mad at anyone unless it was for training.” 

“I trusted you’d do well, so I wasn’t worried.” 

“Yeah…” 

Seol-ah pressed her body even closer, as if she didn’t want to let him go. 

Her hands, clutching his collar, trembled violently, as if suppressing a deep fear. 

The golden eyes that still shed tears now carried a dullness, tainted by wounds that couldn’t be erased. 

“I couldn’t sleep, so I slept in your spot every day.” 

Seol-ah’s sobs grew louder. 

“I worried about whether you’d get hurt, and I was angry that you left without a word. I was scared that, like my mom, you might abandon me.” 

Seol-ah, her breathing labored, let go of his collar.

“I missed you a lot.”

Seol-ah held back her tears and looked up at Hyunseong. 

Her tail, which used to sway whenever they were together, had lost its energy and hung limply, dragging on the ground. 

Her wings were folded weakly, lacking any vitality. 

Hyunseong, overwhelmed with guilt, gently stroked the horns that had grown.

“If Baal calls you again, will you go?”


Seol-ah’s voice trembled as if she were scared. 

Her once bright eyes, shining like autumn grains, had dimmed, and her lively voice dropped like droplets echoing in a cave.

“Or… will you stay with me?”

Hyunseong, meeting her gaze, pulled Seol-ah tightly into his arms. 

Her small frame fit snugly in his embrace.

“I’m sorry. I won’t leave without a word again.”

“Really…?”

“When have I ever lied?”

At Hyunseong’s firm response, Seol-ah’s eyes closed, relieved.

“Hyunseong is mine, and I am Hyunseong’s.”

“Of course.”

A gentle touch met her forehead. 

Seol-ah smiled brightly, then wiped the tears running down her cheek and rummaged through her pocket.

“I saved this… to eat together.”

“Are you giving me a snack?”

“Hehe, it’s the contract fee.”

Seol-ah covered her mouth and giggled at Hyunseong’s exaggerated reaction. 

Her tear-filled eyes sparkled like bright sunlight.

As Seol-ah watched him eat with satisfaction, she swung her legs in the air and began talking about what happened while he was away.

“Hyunseong, I became a squad leader cadet.”

“Really? That’s amazing.”

“Everyone listens to me now.”

Seol-ah fed him the snack like a mother bird feeding her chicks. 

Hyunseong, surprised by the news, expressed his admiration, making Seol-ah blush with pride.

“I’m also close with Yuna.”

Seol-ah felt proud of having made a close friend.

“We even eat meals together.”

“That’s great. The more friends, the better.”

Hyunseong was proud of how Seol-ah was learning to socialize and patted her head. 

Seol-ah continued with a smile.

“I even played a game of Alkkagi.”

“Did you win?”

“The board broke.”

“Hmm.”

At that moment, Seol-ah felt incredibly happy sharing her stories with Hyunseong. 

She tried to recall more joyful memories.

“Oh right, Yuna gave love advice to Urban.”

“Pfft, Yuna did?”

“He said he fell in love with Ji-hye from the 6th squad at first sight.”

Remembering Yuna’s vulnerable side from Chunbae’s house, Hyunseong burst into laughter. 

The idea of Yuna giving love advice was too amusing.

Seol-ah smiled too, sharing the same sentiment.

“Don’t tell anyone, though.”

“Why? What’s up?”

Hyunseong tilted his head as Seol-ah whispered secretly.

“Yuna’s been single all this time.”

“Pff, that makes sense for a homebody. I should help her out.”

Seol-ah blinked in curiosity at Hyunseong’s unexpected confidence.

“Do you have any experience?”

In his previous life, Hyunseong had thought about marrying someone but broke up with her after losing his family in an accident—a memory he didn’t like to recall. 

Since reincarnating into a novel world, he had been too busy just surviving, leaving no room for emotional connections.

“Not really.”

Hyunseong scratched his head, feeling awkward. 

Seol-ah’s eyes softened as she watched him struggle with the answer.

“That’s a relief.”

“What is?”

“That you ate the snack well.”

“Oh, I thought it was something else. Actually, the less experience you have, the more of an expert you are. You’re well-versed in theory.”

As Hyunseong passionately defended his claim, Seol-ah wiped the crumbs from his mouth and let out a contented howl, tapping her feet happily. 

Her expression was full of excitement and joy.

***

“The 2nd squad leader can make sounds like that?”

“Shh, they might hear us.”

Their fellow cadets pressed their ears against the door, holding their breath. 

The martial artists, including Yuna, were eavesdropping intently, though most of them couldn’t hear anything clearly.

‘Come here, Seol-ah!’

‘Ugh… this is bad…’

Yuna, with her keen hearing, caught every single word. 

The gap between how Seol-ah acted with her and with Hyunseong was too much for her to process at first. 

However, as Seol-ah’s voice grew more relaxed and took on an unfamiliar warmth, Yuna began to feel something new.

‘I wish I could be held like that.’

An unfamiliar emotion flooded Yuna’s heart. 

If what Seol-ah said was true, then Hyunseong had seen her true self and even witnessed the truths she had hidden. 

Yet, he still embraced her warmly, without judgment or prejudice. 

He was gentle, caring, and had a charisma that made him a natural leader. 

Even his cluelessness was beginning to seem like a charming trait.

‘Maybe Hyunseong could accept someone like me.’


Yuna imagined walking side by side, holding hands with Hyunseong, but quickly shook her head. 

She was marked with an unforgivable stigma, a fugitive. 

That was her reality.

‘What am I thinking?’

Familiar sadness gripped Yuna as she clutched her chest and returned to her quarters.



 
  Chapter 47: Prerequisite (3)


The atmosphere at the regiment was incredibly peaceful. 

It was so lively that Hyunseong, who vividly remembered the day of the bloody march, found it difficult to adjust.

“Hahaha! Instructor, the training is fun!” 

“Hahaha! So it is for me!”

Urban’s face was full of joy, even though he was being beaten by the instructor for failing to dodge a tracer bullet properly. 

The instructor, who was deliberately hitting only the most painful vital spots, also had a big smile on his face.

‘Once again, I’m the only normal one here.’

With a proud smile, Hyunseong used his ability on a comrade flying toward him and threw him back in the direction he had come from. 

The comrade smiled, charging toward the instructor, but ended up rolling on the ground.

“If I were to compare this to a restaurant, it’s like a customer taking over the kitchen and stealing the gas.” 

“Oh, Instructor, that analogy makes perfect sense.”

Even those with supernatural abilities, who were studying formulas with sharp needles stuck in their collars and forced to stand still, were smiling brightly, as if under the influence of some drug. 

If they lost their posture, the needle would immediately pierce their carotid artery, but no one seemed worried.

“What happened while I was away?”

Hyunseong had chatted with his barracks mates until midnight, hoping to hear some amusing stories, but they all kept their mouths shut as if rehearsed, leaving him with no substantial results. 

The only thing he learned was that Urban had fallen hard for their comrade Ji-hye. 

Last night, he had shared a confession method with a 96% success rate before falling asleep.

“You guys have been working hard.”

Sitting beside Hyunseong, Seol-ah was drawing unknown patterns in the dirt and responded.

A passing ant, mesmerized by the magical square, began to circle around the drawing.

“What did you do with the regimental commander?”

Hyunseong recalled the days when he was practically confined as a runner. 

He wasn’t exactly keen on reliving that experience, but it wasn’t unbearable.

Though his favorite character was Seol-ah, Baal, one of the main characters driving the plot, was also a character he liked. 

Baal, who had gone down together with his favorite character, remained more memorable because of that. 

Since Baal had been just a background character at first, their time together during his runner days made him feel closer to her.

However, he didn’t want to be entirely honest with Seol-ah, who had suffered while he was away.

“I took care of her meals every day, helped with chores, cleaned the commander’s office, and sometimes had brief chats. Nothing special.”

“Sounds boring.”

“I made some connections with the headquarters officers, so it wasn’t bad. But it was tough being without you, Seol-ah, who I saw every day.”

Seol-ah gave him a faint smile in response.

“What’s that smell?”

Seol-ah leaned in, sniffing at Hyunseong’s neck. 

Hyunseong sniffed as well but didn’t catch any scent.

“I don’t smell anything.”

“I do. It smells like a crow.”

“Really?”

Sniffing again, he still couldn’t tell. 

Seol-ah blinked at him, and suddenly, Hyunseong clapped his hands as if he’d just remembered something.

“Maybe it’s the regimental commander’s cigar smoke clinging to me.”

“It’s fine. I’ll cover it up.”

Seol-ah moved quickly, hugging him tightly and rubbing her scent all over his body until she was satisfied. 

Once she felt confident that his entire body was coated with her fragrance, she finally let go, looking pleased.

“All set now?”

“Yep, I’m going to help out the others.”

With a fresh smile, Seol-ah headed toward the group of supernatural trainees.

“Screeech!” 

“Winter is coming!” 

“Everyone, focus! Total focus!”

Hyunseong watched as Seol-ah, wagging her tail, approached the trainees, who were practically crying out in terror. 

While observing this, he sensed someone approaching from behind and turned his head.

“Yo, bastard. Miss me?”

“Did you just get here, senior?”

Grinning, Quan shook a pack of cigarettes and gestured for Hyunseong to follow. 

Without hesitation, Hyunseong obediently trailed after him like a dog mesmerized by a bone.

It was the familiar red barracks where he had once skipped training with Quan.

Crouching down, he took the glowing stick of happiness Quan handed him and lit it up.

Sizzle.

“I heard you were dragged off as a runner. Did you get any perks out of it?”

“Don’t even get me started. Do you know how hard it is to breathe the same air as the almighty regimental commander day in and day out?”

Hyunseong deliberately exaggerated his suffering.

It wasn’t the right moment to openly admit he had it easy.

“Yeah, the commander’s intense. If it were me, I’d probably have fainted on the first day from the pressure. Oh, and now that she’s been promoted, she’s Brigadier General.”

“I seriously missed all of you and the seniors so much.”

“Yeah, sure you did.”

“It’s true. If you spent even one day with the regimental commander, you’d understand.”

“Oh, don’t even mention it. I’m sure I’d be dead after one scolding from her.”

Quan shuddered, trembling with fear.

He probably couldn’t imagine that Baal, who liked sweet cocoa, was just like any other person. 

Apologizing to Baal in his mind, Hyunseong continued the conversation.

“So, how have things been while I was gone? My comrades won’t tell me anything.”

“Well, if they want to stay alive, they’d better keep quiet.”

Quan exhaled smoke and shook his head.

“Do you have any idea how scary your sister was? You’re the only one who can handle her. So please, when the lieutenant calls you, don’t leave and stay here for once, okay?” 

Quan complained, recalling the days without Hyunseong.

“Are you talking about Seol-ah?”

“Who else would it be? If we’re scared, it can only be her. She acts all sweet in front of you, but to us, she’s like a starving tiger. She’s terrifying. How can such a cute girl have those kinds of eyes?”

Seeing Quan’s fearful expression, Hyunseong rubbed his lips thoughtfully.

“You just need to treat her with love. You guys don’t know it, but she’s really sweet.”


“Is this one of those ‘My pet doesn’t bite’ situations? Still, it’s a relief you’re back. When you’re here, she listens to you and behaves like the nicest person ever. Just keep a tight leash on her. If you lose control, you’ll survive, but we’ll all die.”

“Isn’t calling it a leash a bit much, though, senior?”

“Sorry, just saying how scared we were.” 

Quan said as they bantered back and forth.

“Oh, hey. You’re quite the talk among the professors, you know? I heard you even made the papers in the civilian world.”

“First I’ve heard of it.”

“Didn’t you and the lieutenant take down some bigshot during that last riot? They’re calling it a national decision in the papers, from what my friend wrote to me.”

“Did they say she was pretty?”

“To be honest, you’re too good for them.”

“Well, then, I’ll just accept the compliment.”

Quan chuckled at Hyunseong’s casual reply.

“Most people here know about it, so it’s quiet, but when you’re outside, be careful. There are folks out there looking to snatch up famous people.”

“Those cult guys still active?”

“I wouldn’t know; I don’t have contacts in law enforcement.” 

Quan finished his cigarette and moved on as if nothing had happened. 

Then, as he was about to sit down, he turned to Hyunseong.

“You haven’t tried ‘blocking number two’ yet, have you?”

“What’s that?”

“Fighting your sister and a whole squad at the same time. Lucky for you, hey, attention!”

“Attention!”

Quan’s sudden call to attention had everyone looking at him. 

With an evil grin, he rubbed his hands together and shouted.

“Reintroducing ‘Block Number Two with Hyunseong!’ The reward? One point for everyone at the store!”

A deadly silence fell over the field. 

No one, from cadets to instructors, wanted to make eye contact with Quan.

Clap. Clap.

Awkwardly, Quan clapped his hands to break the tension.

“If there are no volunteers, I’ll start picking.”

Sigh.

“If you think you can do it, raise your hand.”

As Hyunseong stood idly behind Quan, he noticed Seol-ah standing far off, looking displeased. 

Still, no one volunteered.

‘I’ve never beaten Seol-ah,’ Hyunseong thought, understanding the hesitant atmosphere. 

Even he had no chance of winning in a straight fight using pure ability. 

If he were to rely on his luck-based abilities, things would be different, but those weren’t his powers alone.

However, taking on a whole squad? 

That might be possible.

“Can I pick the team?”

“The instructors need to save face, so you can’t choose them. Pick from the cadets.”

“Hmm, alright then.” 

Hyunseong quickly scanned the list of candidates in his memory and began making his choices. 

Every time he made eye contact, the person flinched and shrank away.

“With Hyunseong commanding, maybe we have a chance.”

“Right! Let’s give it a shot.”

“Really?”

“Well, not exactly. The real goal is to last five minutes.”

Hyunseong selected seven people: Yuna and six other melee specialists, along with two who had special abilities. 

It was an extreme close-combat-focused team.

There was a clear common thread among the chosen ones.

“Oh, you’re planning to tie her up?” 

Quan, who had been eating spam mixed with mustard, noticed the intriguing team composition. 

While most were confused as to why they were picked, Quan, being a third-year cadet, had an idea of what Hyunseong was aiming for.

Ice, restraint, adhesion, smashing, vibration, suppression.

The melee fighters were chosen for their abilities to limit movement and amplify impact.

Protection and resonance.

The special abilities involved forming a magical barrier around the body like otherworldly species, and transmitting the physical force of a blow back to the attacker. 

While these abilities weren’t favored for large-scale battles, they were ideal for small, controlled fights like this one.

“If it’s a trap hunt, that changes things.”

The real question was whether the prey—Seol-ah—would fall into the trap.

Up until now, battles against Seol-ah had been strength-versus-strength affairs, where she had always come out on top. 

The record? 

Zero wins, twenty-four losses.

Even Quan had considered this kind of strategy before, but lacked the confidence to give precise commands at the right moments.

“Seol-ah, can you go easy on me this time?”

“Fine. I surrender.”

“If I win, I’ll pet your head all weekend.”

Seol-ah, who had been dragging her feet about fighting Hyunseong, suddenly looked fierce, her eyes blazing with determination. 


The other cadets began slowly retreating, intimidated by her presence.

“Drill instructor, can you explain the rules before we start?”

Quan, who had been shoveling spam into his mouth, jumped up, spitting it out in surprise. 

This was shaping up to be a match worth watching, and he regretted not bringing popcorn.





 
  Chapter 48: Prerequisite (Completed)


“Since this isn’t formal training, there won’t be a professor to moderate. Naturally, lethal moves are forbidden. If you feel like you can’t continue, just shout ‘surrender’, and the supervising sergeant can stop the fight. Injured people can get healed by our Yankee healer here.” 

“Long time no see. Hi, hi..” 

The blonde healer waved at Hyunseong. 

“Leaving the circle drawn on the field results in disqualification, so keep that in mind. If you’ve sharpened your blade and get caught, you’re dead. If you have a sharp one, switch it out for a dull blade before the match. We’ll start in five minutes.” 

After Quan finished his explanation, Hyunseong gathered the team for a strategy meeting. 

Though everyone looked nervous, Hyunseong asked calmly…. 

“Feel free to speak casually. I’ll mix formal and casual speech. How have your matches with Seol-ah played out so far?” 

“As soon as the fight started, she’d rush at us. We thought dragging it out into a long fight wouldn’t work.” 

“We tried to use our numbers advantage, but we got picked off one by one. Three or four of us would fall at once. Even when we tried to fight back with all our strength, she just tanked everything. It was brutal.” 

Their little tricks were crushed by overwhelming force. 

After thinking for a moment, Hyunseong spoke. 

“Let’s change tactics and act like a hedgehog. We’ll curl up, and if she tries to stab us, we hit back hard.” 

Even without a detailed explanation, the group understood as Hyunseong mimed the motion with his hands. 

“It’s not like we haven’t thought about it, but will it even work?” 

“If she steps out of the circle, she loses. We’ll aim for a technical victory.” 

But if a single point broke in their defensive formation, everything could collapse in an instant. 

One teammate swallowed nervously, remembering how another squad got wrecked by Seol-ah after provoking her. 

“And besides, I always trust in our martial arts team. My favorite—uh, I mean, our reliable knights.” 

Hyunseong’s grin deepened, sending a shiver through his teammates. 

After wrapping up the meeting, they headed off to grab their equipment. 

Hyunseong specifically called out Yuna and made a request. 

***

“Okay, start now. Ding ding ding.” 

Quan mimicked the sound of a bell and backed away from the arena. 

“Bear the burden of us frail intellectuals, O gifted of the arcane!” 

“Invincible martial arts team, go!” 

“Support crew, let’s go!” 

The match had turned into an exciting event just because Hyunseong was participating. 

Their peers, knowing Hyunseong and Seol-ah’s relationship, found it even more intriguing. 

Everyone shouted and cheered, backing their favorite fighters. 

Boom. 

“We’ll hold the line, no matter what.” 

Yuna, the deputy leader, spoke as the martial arts team formed a circle, planting their shields into the ground and lowering their bodies. 

In their left hands, they gripped thin cables instead of their usual weapons. 

“How annoying.” 

Seol-ah sighed as she watched the formation, shaped like a round iron fortress. 

She had secretly enjoyed indulging her darker feelings in combat, but ever since Hyunseong returned, she found it unnecessary. 

Just hearing his voice made her tension melt away. 

Swoosh. 

“Hm?” 

Seol-ah tilted her head as a magic arrow flew towards her, narrowly missing and grazing her cheek, drawing a line of blood. 

Her icy glare made the mage who shot the arrow hiccup in fear. 

Swish, swish. 

Hyunseong patted the mage’s shoulder, encouraging him to continue, and the mage resolutely conjured more arrows. 

Seol-ah deflected the incoming arrows aimed at her vital points with her hand, then quickly performed hand signs. 

Bzzt— 

A magic circle made from her blood appeared beneath the martial artists. 

If left unchecked, blood spikes would soon erupt from the ground. 

Startled, the waiting mage hurriedly prepared a dispel spell, but Hyunseong’s calm voice stopped him. 

“Not yet.” 

Seol-ah, her eyes gleaming, began drawing even more magic circles. 

Dozens of them now filled the ground, leaving no safe spot to step. 

Holding the trembling mage’s arm, Hyunseong patiently waited. 

Crunch! 

The spikes burst from the ground. 

“Dispel just the two near Yuna.” 

Zap! 

The mage hastily dispelled only the magic circles around Yuna, and like a lie, all the magic formations vanished. 

By neutralizing the central one that anchored the chain, the others lost their power. 

“Wha…?” 

“Nicely done.” 

The mage couldn’t believe they had countered Seol-ah’s blood magic and stood there, stunned. 

Hyunseong, beaming with pride, patted the mage on the head. 

Blushing with excitement and pride, the mage clenched his staff, trying to hold back the emotions welling up. 

Seol-ah, watching them, felt a spark of irritation flicker in her heart. 

“Front line!”

Yuna shouted as she saw Seol-ah lightly bounce off the ground and take to the air. 

Alloy shields simultaneously turned to block Seol-ah. 

Boom! 

As Seol-ah’s punch landed, the shields that had easily withstood the charge of otherworldly beings were crushed. 

A martial artist who had blocked the blow retreated, coughing up blood, and their position was immediately filled by a fully capable teammate. 

In the past, morale would have plummeted the moment Seol-ah approached, but: 

[Resonance – Raging Fury] 

Hyunseong’s ability stirred their emotions, and the faint hope that things could change fueled their fighting spirit. 

“You’re annoying.” 

Seol-ah, frustrated by the shield wall, tried moving to the rear, but even when she switched directions, they blocked her like machines, following Hyunseong’s meticulous instructions. 

Although three shields were already crushed, they showed no signs of retreat. 

Moreover, the constant barrage of magic arrows and ice spikes targeting her from behind further irritated 

Seol-ah. 


Thunk. 

Cough. 

“If you’re hit, fall back. Yoojin, step up.” 

With her characteristic composure, Yuna managed the team’s condition while strictly following Hyunseong’s commands. 

She rotated the troops, swapping out the injured with those who had recovered, ensuring that no one had to face more than two attacks consecutively. 

“Conserve your mana. Don’t fire recklessly.” 

Since assassination techniques were banned, everyone was limited in how much of their full potential they could unleash. 

What bothered Seol-ah the most was Hyunseong, who was proudly watching her like a father admiring his child. 

This ironic situation, where the person who cherished her was giving his all to defeat her, only deepened the strange dissonance she felt. 

‘What is this feeling?’ 

Being trampled by someone you love. 

Seol-ah struggled to suppress the peculiar delight that was starting to sprout within her as she steadily accumulated damage. 

Bang! 

“Edward, hold on! Yoojin, switch in!” 

After 10 minutes, not a single shield remained intact. 

Seol-ah’s fists, which had been relentlessly pounding the alloy shields, were repeatedly crushed and regenerated. 

As Seol-ah’s blood magic viciously pierced through the gaps in the broken shields, the martial artists’ bodies were in shambles. 

Seol-ah utilized the enemy’s spilled blood to lower their morale, and since they couldn’t afford to exclude those with injuries, her ploy was particularly effective. 

‘What is he waiting for?’ 

Seol-ah scoured Hyunseong’s actions with sharp eyes, trying to discern his strategy. 

Yet, even as she gazed at his beaming face, all she felt was confusion, which only deepened her frustration. 

‘It’s about time.’ 

Seol-ah knew that if the fight dragged on, it would work against her. 

Yuna and the other mage had barely used any mana so far. 

In contrast, Seol-ah’s body was accumulating small wounds, and her mana reserves were running low. 

Seol-ah clenched her hand into a fist, gathering blood in preparation for a decisive strike. 

She planned to eliminate at least four people in one go. 

Twitch. 

‘Why now?’ 

As Seol-ah threw her punch, Yuna darted forward, as if she had been waiting for this moment. 

At this rate, Seol-ah’s fist would strike Yuna square in the stomach. 

“Pour everything!” 

A unique ability was cast, causing energy to flare up. 

Seol-ah felt her body slowing down noticeably. 

‘It’s already too late.’ 

However, it was only a reduction in speed. 

Seol-ah’s attack was still powerful, and if Yuna was taken out, the tide of the battle would surely turn in Seol-ah’s favor. 

Just as Seol-ah’s fierce blow was about to land on Yuna’s stomach, an ice wall surged up in front of her, blocking her view. 

“Resonance!” 

Hyunseong’s voice could be faintly heard. 

Boom! 

Though the ice wall shattered like brittle Styrofoam, Seol-ah felt her body collapse to the ground. 

Immediately, a crushing pain coursed through her, as if all her internal organs had been completely destroyed. 

‘Ugh, this stings.’ 

Her intestines, lungs, liver, kidneys, gallbladder, and stomach were all smashed, mixed, and churned together. 

Seol-ah quickly redirected all her remaining blood to heal her damaged body. 

“Bind her and finish this.” 

The moment Seol-ah paused due to the concussion, her body was pinned to the alloy shields. 

‘Huh?’

Seol-ah, who could still keep fighting, didn’t rush in to finish things but instead looked at her comrades, who were still maintaining their formation. 

It was strange that she didn’t sense any killing intent, but since her injuries weren’t fatal, she focused on healing. 

“Throw her far away.” 

That was the critical mistake. 

“Huh?” 

By the time Seol-ah regained her senses and tried to react, it was too late. 

Caught by the shield stuck to her like gum, Seol-ah was thrown out of the arena. 

Even after she stood up with the shield still attached to her back, she couldn’t grasp the situation. 

“What? Doesn’t this mean I’m disqualified?” 

“Huh, huh? Did we really win?” 

Her comrades watching felt the same as Seol-ah. 

They had placed bets on how long she could hold out, so all the money they wagered was lost. 

But none of that mattered anymore as everyone turned to stare at Hyunseong and the others, who had pulled off such a huge upset. 

“D-disqualified!” 

Quan, who had been devouring spam, shouted in shock as he stared at the stunned Seol-ah. 

In the silence that blanketed the training grounds, the blonde healer quietly stood up and started clapping. 

“Eeeek!!! We did it!!!” 

“Kim Hyunseong, ohhh, Kim Hyunseong, ohhh. Follow his fingers!” 

“You threw your sister with the heart of a beast! More wood, more wood!” 

As if waiting for this moment, their comrades who had been cheering charged like pterosaurs toward the miraculous victors, eager to swarm them.

***

Covered in dirt and dust, Hyunseong shook off his body and approached Seol-ah. 

She was sitting on the ground, exhausted, having crumpled the alloy shield like paper. 

“Sorry, Seol-ah. It hurt a lot, didn’t it?” 

“Hyunseong.” 

There were faint tears welling up in Seol-ah’s eyes. 

Feeling guilty, Hyunseong sat next to her and gently pulled her small head into his embrace. 

“Hyunseong.” 

“I’m really sorry. Truly.” 

As Hyunseong struggled to figure out how to console her, Seol-ah turned her head away and extended her palm. 

“Catch the bug for me.” 

“Huh? Where is it?” 

“On my palm.” 

Although perplexed by the sudden request, Hyunseong saw a small gnat on her palm, just as she said. 

Smack. 

“Haaah.” 

When he lightly swatted the bug and brushed it away, Seol-ah let out a soft, breathy moan. 


Startled, Hyunseong gently grabbed her hand. 

“Did that hurt?” 

“N-no.” 

Seol-ah quickly pulled her hand back and fled, avoiding Hyunseong’s gaze until morning roll call. 

Unaware of what was going on in her heart, Hyunseong looked at the strangely withdrawn Seol-ah and swore to himself that he would never fight her again.




 
  Chapter 49: Come back to Busan Port (1)


Training, training, training, and more training. 

By the end of the first year, the intensity of the training had increased so much that many had quit halfway through. 

Although they wished the departing comrades good luck, Hyunseong’s daily routine remained unchanged. 

He talked with Seol-ah every night before falling asleep, stood night watch and guard duty every day, went through grueling training that felt like it could kill him, and secretly drank with the cooks he had befriended. 

After exhausting large-scale drills, he and his comrades would lie down and reminisce, building memories together. 

Sometimes, when Baal, who always forgot the sugar ratio, called for Hyunseong, he would make her cocoa, clean up the office, and head to Charliene’s lab, where she still stuttered without sedatives, offering her money and comfort before leaving. 

His comrades had become stronger and more mature, incomparable to the green recruits they had been at the start of their training. 

Today was both the graduation and commissioning ceremony for the third-year students, and the closing ceremony for the Shields. 

After the awards and the rank insignia were distributed: 

“I pledge! As an officer of the 7th Republic of Korea, I will remain loyal to the nation and its people! I will uphold the Constitution and the laws!” 

Whenever Quan led the oath, a loud response echoed back. 

“I solemnly swear to faithfully carry out my duties and responsibilities! Second Lieutenant Ni Hoi Quan of the Army.” 

Baal, dressed in a deep black uniform, stood on the podium and looked proudly at the graduates standing on the parade ground. 

“Graduates of the Shield. I am proud of each and every one of you who have successfully completed this three-year course. Since its founding, the Shield has produced elite officers to protect the Republic of Korea. You will walk a valuable and honorable path, defending your comrades and families in the future.” 

Baal’s voice was softer than usual. 

“The seniors who have graduated from the Shield are currently on the front lines, defending the nation against the otherworldly threats that have put the country in a precarious situation, and they continue to stand firm against provocations and threats from the Soviet Union and China.” 

“This kind of dedication is a powerful force that protects the lives and property of the people and defends the Republic. I hope you will carry on the honor and traditions your senior comrades have established, holding in your heart the creed, ‘Though I may die, I will not be defeated.’” 

“Although the nation is suffering both internally and externally, at the decisive moment, remember the convictions engraved in your heart and reflect on them. We are bound by duty to serve the nation and its people, even if it means walking a thorny path. Remember, each life granted to humans has value.” 

True to Baal’s dislike for cumbersome procedures, the speech was short but fiery and stirring. 

“I expect you to silently walk the arduous path of justice rather than the complacent road of injustice, becoming the nation’s shield. I wish you luck and success as you leave the entrusted nest and head to your posts. That is all.”

-Troops, attention!

-Loyalty! End of address. 

After flawlessly completing the subsequent march and procedures: 

“This concludes the graduation and commissioning ceremony.” 

With a booming cheer, the graduation ceremony ended.

***

“Quan-ham, the pride of our squad, congratulations on your graduation.” 

“Congratulations.” 

“Congratulations, senior.” 

After the event, Hyunseong, Seol-ah, and Yuna approached the lonely Quan, who was smiling wistfully by himself, to offer their congratulations. 

Yuna handed him a bouquet that she and Seol-ah had made together. 

Quan, who had been alone until the end of the event, looked down at the bouquet in his hands, biting his lip as he held back tears. 

“Thank you.” 

He felt grateful to his juniors, who didn’t ask why his family hadn’t come and treated him just as they always did. Not wanting to show the embarrassing sight of a man crying, he turned his head and wiped his tears with his hand. 

Hyunseong handed him an envelope. 

“This is my commissioning gift for you.” 

“Oh, it feels heavy.” 

“You have no idea how expensive that handmade item was.” 

Filled with anticipation, Quan opened the envelope to find packs of cigarettes neatly stacked inside. 

Staring blankly at the cigarette packs, Quan eventually couldn’t hold back his laughter, slapping his knee, and Hyunseong clapped along with a grin. 

“You rascal, now no one can stop me from smoking outside.” 

“Come on, give them a try. The taste is on a whole different level. Plus, there’s something else inside. The three of us pooled our money to buy it, so don’t cry and thank us later. And don’t call me in the middle of the night—I won’t answer.” 

“Oh? What’s this? A letter? That’s not like you.” 

As Quan rummaged through the envelope, he pulled out a small paper bag. 

“Senior, read it at home.” 

“Oh, oh. Right. I will.” 

At Seol-ah’s sharp glare, Quan quickly put it back, but he was able to return to his usual smile as he exchanged farewells with his juniors. 

“Have you received your post assignment yet?” 

“I’m probably heading to Northern Manchuria. It’s a rough place, so there are a lot of volunteers, and all my seniors are stationed there too, so it won’t be too bad.” 

“Take care of yourself. You’ve got to be alive by the time I come visit.” 

“Don’t worry, I won’t die until you get to torment me out in the field.” 

After chatting for a while, Quan bid farewell to his juniors and boarded the military supply train. 

Quan dozed off in the rattling train and woke up when a corporal told him they’d reached the last stop, handing him a pack of cigarettes. 

He gathered his belongings and got off the train. 

Though his hometown felt unfamiliar, he still remembered every alley. 

He opened the door to the shabby house, bowed to his ailing mother, put his exhausted sister to bed, tucking her in, and then went into his room and opened the sealed paper bag. 

As the lamp brightened the dark room, Quan began to read the letter, and by the time he reached the last part, he was clutching his face, sobbing. 

Enclosed was an introduction letter to the municipal hospital and some money. 

Once Quan started crying, his tears didn’t stop until dawn.

***

“Yuna, what are you going to do during the break?” 

Seol-ah, who was avoiding looking at Hyunseong as he stood in the middle of the street with his arms wide open to enjoy the fresh air, asked Yuna, who was watching him with a curious expression. 

“There’s something I have to do, but I don’t have any other plans for the rest of the break.” 

“Where are you going?”

“I have to go to Busan.”

When Yuna answered reluctantly, Seol-ah put her index finger to her lips and fell into thought. 

Having spent most of her life in a small village or in Paul moon’s lab, Seol-ah had never heard of any place other than Seoul and Incheon. 

“Where is that?” 

“Have you never been to Busan? I thought you would have, so I just mentioned it.” 

“I can make you get injured.” 

Knowing she hadn’t explained her past to Yuna, Seol-ah held back her anger and replied curtly. 

Yuna quickly apologized. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Where is Busan?” 

“Have you heard this song?” 

Confirming that Hyunseong was still standing like a statue, Yuna sang in a very soft voice.

“Spring has come to Camellia Island,
but only the seagulls cry sadly at Busan Port, where my brother left.
Return to Busan Port, my dear brother.”

“Ugh, what’s this?” 

“Th-Then how about this one?”


“Beautiful and delicate Suni, the one whose name was as lovely as a flower.
The memories of the past linger by the waves at the pier.
Busan seagull, Busan seagull, have you truly forgotten me?”

Panting after finishing the song, Yuna was met with Seol-ah’s applause as she had quietly enjoyed the performance. 

“Yuna, you’re just like Uncle Chunbae.” 

“I-I’m not that tone-deaf…” 

“I never said you were tone-deaf.” 

Yuna sniffled as she pouted at Seol-ah’s honest feedback.

Just then, Hyunseong, who had returned from taking a deep breath of fresh air, patted Seol-ah’s head and gave Yuna a thumbs up. 

“If you bring Yuna to a drinking party, the guys would love it.” 

“Oh…” 

Seol-ah, dragging the exhausted Yuna behind her after the series of harmless compliments, grabbed Hyunseong’s arm. 

“Hyunseong, what should we do?” 

“Well? There’s nothing urgent right now.” 

“Then let’s follow Yuna.” 

“Do you want to go to Busan? With martial law, it’ll be hard to get in.” 

“We’re cadets, so we have IDs. Is it still difficult?” 

Looking disappointed, Seol-ah showed her ID card, and Hyunseong rubbed his chin.

He then lightly tapped Yuna’s cheek, who had been muttering “because of Dad…” with her shoulders slumped. 

Seol-ah watched Hyunseong’s hand tapping Yuna’s cheek with a curious expression. 

“Yuna, how are you planning to get in?” 

“I have an acquaintance in Busan. I was thinking of going through a tunnel.” 

At Yuna’s nonchalant answer, Hyunseong blinked. 

“Getting caught means getting shot.” 

“Since it’s a drug smuggling route, the patrols don’t check thoroughly. Even if we get caught, it’s customary to give them a few bags, and they’ll let us go.” 

“The Great Purge is in full swing. Do you think they’d still do that?” 

Realizing the unexpected variable and its impact, Yuna’s hair stood on end as she calculated the risks.

Frozen in place, nervously biting her nails, Yuna closed her eyes and looked up at the sky. 

“Shit.” 

“Pfft, Hyunseong, Yuna just cursed.” 

“Sometimes it happens. It would be nice to go to Busan, though.”

A state of martial law was imposed in the Gyeongsangnam-do region to control the constant influx of marine refugees. 

Despite the military and police gaining more authority than they had pre-Gate, there was a limit to the number of people they could handle. 

The biggest issue was the ideological criminals flowing in from Japan, which was in the midst of civil war.

The navies of both nations were reluctant to mobilize unless it was a joint operation due to the otherworldly marine creatures, and it was nearly impossible to control all the refugees crossing on small rafts, risking their lives. 

The coastline was too vast, and even the rear defense divisions were being redeployed to the Manchurian front.

In these troubled times, maintaining public order wasn’t the highest priority. 

If the refugees were ordinary, they could be trained and used as laborers, as the risk was low. 

However, the issue lay with those expelled for bringing ideologies unwelcome even in Japan.

Anarchists, communists, fascists, and outdated pan-Asianists were among the ideologies that ran rampant. 

As the civilian population, discontent with high taxes and conscription, responded positively, the military drew its sword.

A sweeping purge of criminal organizations and the summary execution of ideological offenders began.

There were even rumors that the stench of blood from the bodies executed by firing squad at Busan City Hall never left the air, a depiction that matched the reality in the novel.

The only difference now was that the revolutionary uprising that had used the March of Blood as justification had occurred two years earlier than in the novel.

Six months had already passed since the Great Purge began, and no one knew what Busan was like now.

Most likely, the heads of those protecting the crime syndicates had already been chopped off, so it might be better than in the novel, but it wasn’t certain.

“Can I ask why you’re going to Busan?” 

“Oh, it’s personal. It’s not something I can talk about openly… I’m sorry. Even if we go together, I’ll need a few days to take care of things.” 

“Well, what should we do, then?”

An extra character appears in Busan. 

He’s described as so broken that it’s hard to even consider him human, but his abilities are outstanding.

He suddenly dies of a heart attack while using heroin, and after that, he doesn’t reappear in the story.

Hyunseong had thought about bringing him in, but he gave up, not confident enough to handle the risk. It was a high-return, super-ultra risk.

If Hyunseong introduced him to Charliene, they’d at least hit it off in the field of chemistry. 

Being gay, he wouldn’t hit on Charliene, and it’d help Yuna, too. 

After thinking it through, Hyunseong called with his terminal. 


“Ivan, can you find us a ship heading to Busan?” 

—You’ll need to set aside at least a month for Busan, Source-man. Also, I was on a date with Katyusha. You could’ve texted me. 

“Double, triple pay.” 

—Wait, I’ll check right away.

After ending the call, Hyunseong shrugged his shoulders at Yuna, who was staring at him with sparkling eyes.



 
  Chapter 50: Come back to Busan Port (2)


Since Yuna had left to convince her parents, Hyunseong unpacked his bags and decided to visit Yuna’s house. 

While he was at it, he headed to Jongno to receive some tickets from Ivan.

“It’s been a while, Source-man. So, how’s the White Lady been? Kati asked me to send her regards.”

“Are you referring to Katusha? By the way, you’re looking pretty sharp in that suit.”

In front of Jongno Station, Ivan, dressed in a black suit, greeted Hyunseong warmly and handed him three scalped tickets. 

Seol-ah, looking annoyed, merely waved her hand. Ivan casually rubbed his eyelids, laughing it off.

“You look exhausted. Still feeling the aftermath of the purge?” 

Hyunseong asked, noticing Ivan’s dark circles, which were as dark as oil.

“Well, power shifts bring opportunities. If anything, business has only increased, not decreased.”

“You look like you could collapse any second.” 

“That’s…”

Ivan’s tired eyes briefly rested on Seol-ah before returning.

“Do you remember the last time we met with our significant others?”

“Yes, let’s say I do.”

Ivan chuckled softly. 

Though Hyunseong knew there was a big misunderstanding, it wasn’t worth correcting. 

He gently patted Seol-ah’s head, waiting for Ivan to continue.

“Since that day, Kati has started to change. She’s somehow learned the names of all my ex-girlfriends.”

“That’s a bit creepy.”

“Yesterday, in the heat of the moment, she even asked who was better, her or my exes. It felt like I was in a one-man battle against 17 people.”

Hyunseong couldn’t help but marvel at the fiery passion of Slavic women, though he felt sorry for the visibly worn-out Ivan. 

As Ivan’s shocking revelations continued, Seol-ah, who had been quietly listening, innocently chimed in.

“So, who’s better?”

“Between my exes and Kati?”

“Yeah.”

Suppressing the urge to drag Ivan to a quiet bar to have a private talk, Hyunseong lightly tapped Seol-ah’s head.

“Seol-ah, it’s rude to tease adults.”

“Ouch…”

Seol-ah flinched slightly as Hyunseong’s calloused hand, hardened from training, touched the top of her head. 

She quickly averted her gaze, pretending not to care.

After a moment of serious thought, Ivan clapped his hands.

“Kati is an Awakened and stronger than me. Even if all my exes came at her, they wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Well, congratulations on that.”

“Hey, Source-man! This is a woman who visits me every night! No matter what I do, I’m always the one to collapse first. She never lets me rest, even if it kills me!”

“Well, I suppose that’s a good problem to have. You confessed to her knowing her personality. Maybe the mistake was in not understanding Katusha better.”

“If you hadn’t picked out that necklace for her, I might’ve still cherished my unrequited love for Kati!”

“When you were asking me for advice on how to confess, you didn’t seem to mind then. Now it’s my fault? I helped you, and now you want me to wash your dirty laundry too?”

“Damn it. I’m just too tired; I was joking.”

Ivan removed his hand from Hyunseong’s collar and gave a weary smile.

“But you still love her, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Then it’s all good.”

With a mischievous grin, Ivan gave Hyunseong a playful pat on the shoulder and pointed to a sealed box, saying it was a gift. 

When Hyunseong took it, he realized it was surprisingly heavy despite its appearance.

“What is this?”

“I bought it with the money I saved for a mansion, thinking I’d marry Kati. I owe you, Source-man. You helped me with both Kati and my deal with Charlene.”

As Hyunseong slightly loosened the seal and opened it, a foul stench, like that of mold growing in an abandoned sewer for centuries, wafted out. 

The smell was so potent that even cockroaches would have fainted, but Hyunseong was shocked for another reason.

“How did you get this?”

“You recognized it right away, of course. Explaining everything would ruin the mystique.”

“Unbelievable.”

The source of the smell was the eye of the Brood Mother Host. 

Hyunseong had known about the Brood Mother’s extermination but hadn’t been interested, as he remembered from a novel that a research lab in Manchuria had purchased the entire body.

The alien species, which grew by consuming the corpses of their own kind, had a unique trait: a core embedded in their heart. 

Seol-ah, too, had this trait. In terms of efficiency, the best way to raise Seol-ah would be to send her to the frontlines to hunt alien species and collect their bodies.

Though Hyunseong had no intention of taking such a path, he had chosen the best route for Seol-ah based on the situation.

“Ugh…”

Whether Seol-ah understood Hyunseong’s thoughtful consideration for her or not, she was still rubbing the spot on her head where she had been tapped, sighing softly.

“I honestly want to grab Ivan and scream, but I don’t want to do that to a guy. I’m so shocked, I can’t even find the words.”

“Don’t feel bad. I’m not keen on hugging another man either.”

If Seol-ah consumed the Brood Mother Host’s eye, Hyunseong was confident that her overall level would improve by at least double. 

Hyunseong briefly considered whether he could control a stronger Seol-ah, but thinking of her as kind and pure, he shook his head, dismissing the thought. 

Even giving Charliene a small fragment for research would make her incredibly happy. 

Ivan, having enjoyed Hyunseong’s reaction, gestured lightly. 

“It’s not fully refined yet, so ask Charliene for help. She’ll handle it just the way you want.” 

“You seem to admire Charliene a lot more now.” 

“Do you know how many zones in the magpie market would collapse without her? It’s crazy to think she hasn’t received a single penny of support until now. When you look at those arrogant scholars, it really makes you sick.” 

Hyunseong, feeling supportive of Charliene, was also pleased that she was gaining recognition in the cutthroat underworld. 

“She never said anything to me though.” 

“Really? If there’s no other reason, maybe she’s just shy. For some odd reason, whenever the topic of you comes up, her intelligence seems to drop. It’s like she loses IQ when talking about you. What on earth did you do to her?” 

“I honestly have no idea.” 

Under Ivan’s suspicious gaze, Hyunseong, feeling unjustly accused, insisted on his innocence. 

As they were about to part, Ivan spoke with a playful tone. 

“Well, doesn’t this make for a great gift to the heroic cadet Kim Hyunseong, who saved the country with a beast’s heart?” 

“Cough!” 

Caught off guard, Hyunseong doubled over, coughing out the air. 

“Your reaction says you had no idea. With your portrait going around, how could you not know?” 

Baffled by Hyunseong’s response, Ivan questioned further. 

“What nonsense is this now?” 


“Didn’t you and that woman, Colonel P.R., decapitate the leader of the syndicate? The newspapers are in a frenzy because your actions led to some media restrictions being lifted for the public. You seriously didn’t know? Your eyes aren’t just for show, right?” 

Ivan picked up a crumpled paper from the floor. 

“And I saw your 5,700-word manifesto. Even the editorial writers don’t understand why it’s called 5,700. Can you explain its profound meaning?” 

Sweating nervously, Hyunseong took the leaflet.

[To the 140 million sons and daughters of Korea, Comrade Kim Hyunseong commands: Fight for your fatherland until the last person, until the last moment!] 

[Make the reactionaries tremble before the iron-blooded judgment! In the revolution, the only thing we lose is our chains, and the only thing we gain is hope. People of Korea, unite!] 

[If we do not follow the revolutionary comrade who embraced us with love amidst oppression and persecution, who else will we trust to guide us forward? Gather beneath his banner!]

The characters and the red tone of the text were strangely familiar, reminding Hyunseong of an eccentric nobody. 

‘What madness is this?’ 

It was like receiving a thank-you letter from a child you’ve sponsored through UNICEF, saying they became a pirate thanks to your support.

[I accuse! I tear into the vile hypocrisy of the Seventh Republic, my patriotic cry resounding with the noble wrath of the people!] 

[We march forward. We shout. We declare. You blind men!] 

[What nine million soldiers couldn’t do, two young men have accomplished. Old veterans, ashamed, lay down their pens, leaving behind their final words.]

At first glance, the titles seemed normal, but the content was anything but ordinary. 

Hyunseong clung to his fading consciousness, recalling his conversation with Baal. 

‘You want me to write my thoughts on national reform?’ 

‘Just jot down your usual beliefs and submit it. I’ve been bored lately with nothing to read.’ 

‘I’ve never written anything before, other than a few cover letters for job applications.’ 

‘Only I will see it, so it doesn’t matter. Well, if you’re unwilling, I’ll let you off with three cups of cocoa.’ 

‘Too much sugar isn’t good for your health.’ 

‘Pity, I was hoping for some marshmallows too.’

Hyunseong, finishing his recollection, regretted his past self from a few months ago. 

He had been completely fooled by Baal’s assurance that he would be the only one to see it. 

The manifesto was nothing but a patchwork of declarations from the anonymous revolutionaries and the Seventh Republic’s condemnation, randomly thrown together. 

Since it was copied from texts written by the best minds, it was bound to be unparalleled in content. 

The reason for the exact 5,700 words was due to this. 

A savage number that any avid web novel reader would recognize. 

It was merely a jab at the entity that had possessed him, a sarcastic boast saying, ‘Look how much I’ve changed the plot.’ 

Of course, there was no grand meaning behind it.

“I cannot reveal the meaning myself.” 

“I didn’t expect you to be younger than me. But still, it’s no wonder you and Charliene get along so well. I’ll figure it out on my own and let you know if I got it right.” 

“That much I can do. Understood.” 

Watching Ivan, who had always been looked down upon for being uneducated, express admiration for intellectuals, Hyunseong couldn’t help but smile. 

Then, clutching Seol-ah in one arm and the box in the other, he left as if escaping.

After safely storing the box under his bed, Hyunseong arrived at Chunbae’s house, which was also Yuna’s home. 

“Hyunseong! I’ve trusted you ever since the diner days! No doubt about it!” 

“Hyunseong, could I trouble you for a few autographs? My acquaintances keep pestering me, and I don’t want to impose, but…” 


Seeing the drunken Chunbae and his wife holding a pen with starry eyes, Hyunseong closed his eyes tightly. 

The sound of Seol-ah’s laughter and Yuna’s quiet sigh, as she helped in the kitchen, softly echoed in his ears.









 
  Chapter 51: Come back to Busan Port (3)


“Mother’s sighs echoed in the sad tune played through a broken reed flute, forgotten amidst the hardship of the barley hill, where sorrow was long buried.”

“Yuna, you’re definitely just like your father.”

Seol-ah wiped away tears of laughter as Chunbae belted out his go-to karaoke song, sticking a spoon into an empty soju bottle as a makeshift mic. 

Hyunseong, feeling light-headed from the strong alcohol Chunbae claimed was made from a snake he caught ten years ago, struggled to keep his senses.

“Hyunseong, please have a drink.”

“Are you sure? You already seem exhausted.”

“It’s no problem.”

As usual, pale-faced Yuna politely poured him another drink, even though it made him uncomfortable how meticulous she was being.

“Let me pour it for you.”

“No, I insist on pouring and drinking it myself.”

“Don’t pour your own drink.”

Taking the bottle from her, Hyunseong poured her a drink, but when he noticed her dissatisfied expression, he filled her cup all the way to the brim. 

Yuna, clearly a seasoned drinker, couldn’t hide her delight at the full glass, despite her usually restrained demeanor.

“Let’s make a toast.”

“Alright.”

“Say ‘cheers’ with me.”

“Ch-Cheers.”

Their cups clinked in the air, and Yuna downed her drink in one go, swallowing hard enough to make Hyunseong worry for her throat.

Slam.

“Ah, it feels good to drink after so long.”

Yuna laughed freely, shedding the loneliness of her past. 

Hyunseong couldn’t help but admire her strength.

“You’re really a good drinker. Did you always drink with Chunbae?”

“I may seem reserved, but I’m a filial daughter.”

Hyunseong remembered seeing Yuna in a completely wrecked state after a drinking session once, but he chose not to bring it up. 

He also held back the memory of her fiery daughter scolding her mother-in-law. 

Sometimes, silence was golden.

“Why do I keep longing for you? Why can’t I see myself in you? Because we love each other.” 

Seol-ah suddenly started singing and dancing on the living room carpet, completely out of tune but fully in the moment.

“Hyung, why did you give Seol-ah alcohol? She can’t drink!”

“You think I’d let her drink? I only gave her a drop on a chopstick because she was curious. My wife will put her to bed soon, so don’t worry.”

Hyunseong chuckled at Seol-ah’s playful antics, silently vowing never to let her near alcohol again. 

She was utterly adorable, losing herself in song and dance.

“I never expected Seol-ah to have such a lively side.”

“It’s the circumstances. It’s heartbreaking, really.”

“Do you think things will return to how they were if the gate closes?”

With the alcohol kicking in, Hyunseong’s mind wandered to his past life, a time he could never call happy. 

He lost everything: his identity, family, love, and heart. 

But if he wanted, he could reclaim it all. 

What he once took for granted, what he resented, was a life others desperately longed for.

“I don’t know. Even if all the gates close, won’t humans still find a way to wage war?”

“I want to avoid that future.”

“I agree.”

The alcohol finally started getting to Hyunseong, whose head was now pounding. 

He excused himself, heading to a spare room to change out of his now sweat-drenched shirt. 

As he hung the wet shirt by the window and reached for a fresh one on the floor, Yuna entered, eyes widening at the sight of him.

“S-sorry. I came to get you a blanket since you left so suddenly.”

“It’s fine. Is this your room? Sorry about that.”

“No, it’s an unused room.”

Seeing Hyunseong’s exposed, muscular body, Yuna couldn’t tear her eyes away. 

His body was covered in scars, his muscles perfectly defined, each one looking like it was carved from stone.

“You see me running every day. Why are you acting like this now?”

“It’s n-not what you think.”

When Hyunseong teased her, she quickly averted her gaze to the floor, but inside, her heart raced.

‘It’s not the barracks… It’s just the two of us in my room, and he’s shirtless… It feels different.’

Hyunseong noticed her shaky legs and mistakenly assumed it was from overdrinking.

“I told you to take it easy with the drinks.”

“…”

Assuming Yuna was feeling ill from drinking too much, Hyunseong stepped forward and placed the back of his hand on her forehead. 

Her hazy eyes briefly landed on his collarbone, and she swallowed hard, trying to resist the urge to lean against his chest.

“You’re burning up. Why don’t we go for a walk to cool down?”

“Alright.”

As they walked side by side, Yuna couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by guilt. 

She knew she shouldn’t be feeling this way. 

If Seol-ah ever found out, she’d have no excuses.

‘I can’t do this. If Seol-ah finds out… I wouldn’t have a single word to say in my defense.’

Yuna and Seol-ah had shared everything—secrets, laughter, hardship—and had always leaned on each other for strength during training. 

They were more than just friends.

‘Still, just a little… just a little bit would be fine…’ 

Yuna was a woman, after all. 

When she saw a good man, her heart would race, and deep within her, there was a fresh, innocent desire to love and be loved. 

But since it was her best friend’s man, Yuna’s feelings were lost, drifting without direction.

“Shall we sit over there?” 

“All right.” 

Feeling the fabric of the coat Hyunseong had laid on the chair, Yuna bit her lip, remaining silent. 

Thanks to the collapse of the factories in China, the sky was clear, and Hyunseong, staring up at the stars, was lost in thought when Yuna quietly began to speak.

“Hyunseong…” 

“Go ahead.” 

“Is it really okay… for just the two of us to be out here like this?” 


“Why wouldn’t it be?” 

Today, Yuna was acting strangely, and Hyunseong looked at her with concern. 

Feeling slightly scolded for drinking too much, Yuna, still a little downcast, asked again in a hesitant voice.

“When men and women leave together during a drinking party… usually, it means… a confession… but Hyunseong, you already have someone…” 

Her voice became smaller, like a tiny ant’s crawl, as Yuna buried her face in her hands and rested it on her knees.

“Pfft, haha!” 

“Why are you laughing?” 

Hyunseong’s amused gaze, like that of an older cousin comforting a child, made Yuna feel wronged.

Seeing her pouty lips, Hyunseong burst into uncontrollable laughter, clutching his stomach. 

“Would you even go out with me if I confessed?” 

“Th-That’s…!” 

Startled, Yuna almost blurted out “of course” but quickly stopped herself, covering her mouth. 

Between friendship and love, her emotions were swaying back and forth endlessly, and her conscience was in turmoil, like a motor running non-stop, pounding in her head.

“And besides, I’m not thinking about dating right now. I have too much to do.” 

“I… see.” 

Instead of feeling disappointed, Yuna found herself filled with a small sense of hope at Hyunseong’s firm words. 

Though she might not be able to measure up now, maybe someday, she thought, things might change.

“Do you have a goal, Hyunseong?” 

“A goal, huh.” 

Hyunseong looked at Yuna, who was sitting quietly, before leaning back on the bench. 

He had been working all this time to survive by closing the gates. 

He had dealt a fatal blow to Paul Moon, sparked the revolution, and led the Night of the Long Swords. 

He had convinced the Mu-muyeong to avoid a full-scale uprising and minimized the bloodshed during the Bloody March. 

The government had been restructured, and the gears of the struggling country had been lubricated and put into motion. 

Among the heroines he had set out to recruit, he had saved Seol-ah, forged a bond with Baal, and brought Charliene on board. 

The only one left was Jeya Ilya. 

And the shy Yuna in front of him was her real name.

“World domination.”

“What a… grand dream you have.” 

“It’s a joke. Just rising up the ranks as a soldier.” 

“My sides are splitting with laughter.” 

Yuna’s expression remained unreadable, yet Hyunseong aimed to nurture her growth, tapping into a potential that surpassed even the world of novels. 

Baal was nearly fully developed, and he was focusing on creating an environment where Charliene could devote herself to her research.

He knew the reason why Yuna was heading to Busan. 

She wasn’t just going there to see the sights. 

She was going to confront the elders in a showdown, severing the chains of her family, which she saw as a burden.

“Things are almost wrapping up.” 

“Won’t you ever share your true feelings?” 

“I’m telling you, world domination.” 

Hyunseong was determined to help Yuna sever her family ties and awaken her potential. 

Although taking on the world’s gates was impossible, once fully developed, their forces could surely close the Manchuria gate. 

Once the immediate crisis was resolved, it would be a matter of diplomacy.

Hyunseong’s role would be to see the gates closed.

“If I’ve survived this long, I probably won’t die a meaningless death.” 

Though Yuna thought he was simply making excuses to avoid getting closer, she realized how serious and focused his eyes were and changed her mind. 

She had never seen Hyunseong lie when he was serious, which made her trust in him even stronger.

“Have I been talking too much about myself?” 

“I was the one who asked. I don’t feel that way at all.” 

“Thanks. We’ve known each other for a year now, so call me Hyunseong. It feels weird for colleagues to keep saying ‘oppa.’” 

“Is that… okay?” 

Yuna swallowed nervously.

“I thought you were keeping your distance because you were always so formal with me.” 

“No, it’s not that! I just wondered if I was the only one who thought of us as friends… I’ve never really done this before…” 

“Got it. If it’s too much, you can start by dropping the ‘yo.’”

Feeling emotional, Yuna softly chuckled and gently pulled Hyunseong’s head into her embrace. 

Hyunseong, now finding it hard to breathe, tried to pull away from Yuna’s grip, but when a tear fell on his head, he stopped.

“You’ve worked hard.” 

Yuna could read the familiar loneliness and isolation in Hyunseong’s eyes. 

It was an emotion she couldn’t separate herself from, and the shared feeling brought a deep ache to her heart.

“You’re warm.” 

“I’m sorry… for suddenly…” 

“It’s okay. You probably have your own unspoken stories. You can share them with me later.”

Under the night sky, the two spent time chatting idly on the bench.

“And remember, just because someone suggests going for a walk after drinking doesn’t mean they have feelings for you.” 

“Ugh, I didn’t know that! I only read about it in books.” 

“You’ll end up hurting yourself and crying alone if you think that way.” 

“Stop it already… I didn’t cry because of that, you know.”

Hyunseong teased Yuna until her somewhat gloomy face brightened. 

He then lay down beside Seol-ah, who was fast asleep, and closed his eyes.

***


“Hyunseong, come eat. You need to wash up before we go.” 

Seol-ah’s voice called from the kitchen.

‘You too?’ 

‘Me too.’

Still feeling the lingering effects of the alcohol, Hyunseong rubbed his head as he made his way to the kitchen, where he found Yuna, looking no different from him, which stirred a sense of camaraderie.



 
  Chapter 52: Come back to Busan Port (Completed)


Signs of Dawn.

Gripping the dagger beneath her pillow, Yuna opened her eyes. 

Despite the complete darkness of the room, where not even a sliver of moonlight could enter, she knew exactly who was watching her.

She also knew that the sound had been made deliberately—if they had intended, her throat could have been slit long before she even noticed.

It had been a long time since she last felt this sensation, ever since she escaped the influence of her family.

A strange stillness filled the room.

Neither spoke a word.

Normally, Yuna would have awkwardly laughed, explained the situation, and apologized for the misunderstanding. 

But strangely, she felt a sense of defiance.

She knew.

How selfish and terrible of a person she was.

The man her only friend loved—the one who had accepted Yuna as she was.

“If only I had a chance too.”

The envy she felt when she had to pretend to be unaffected, listening to how Kim Hyunseong had embraced her friend’s past and become her motivation.

The vague hope that maybe, just maybe, he would understand her own bloodstained past.

The admiration for a man who reached out even to those the world abandoned.

Jealousy and resentment—feelings that didn’t suit someone like her.

Yuna realized she was becoming strange.

She was always rational and cold, yet now, emotions overwhelmed her in a way she could not understand.

Even if she asked a stranger on the street, they would have every right to condemn her.

Her calculating mind screamed, ‘Apologize immediately. Stop coveting what isn’t yours.’

But for the first time, an unfamiliar voice within her heart whispered, ‘Don’t back down.’

It was utterly confusing.

She knew she shouldn’t be acting like this. 

She knew she should bow her head and apologize, ask for forgiveness.

‘But the words won’t come out.’

Whether it was pride or shame, her hands trembled, yet she could not open her mouth.

Even when she broke through her family’s siege to escape.

Even when she took her first life as a child.

She had never felt like this before.

The emotions, mixed like molten metal, tore at her mind, and for the first time, her eyes welled up with tears.

“Ha.”

A low sigh, as if mocking herself for being on the verge of tears, sent a chill down her spine.

Creak—

Click.

The suffocating silence was shattered as the door closed.

A cold breeze slipped through the slightly open window, brushing against Yuna’s sweat-drenched body.

With bloodshot eyes, she gritted her teeth and clenched the dagger so tightly it seemed as if the handle would shatter.

Something unfamiliar surged within her chest—thick and suffocating, like sticky glue.

***

“Seol-ah, this is really good.”

“Yeah. I made it.”

Hyunseong, impressed by the taste, picked up a sausage wrapped in egg and placed it in Seol-ah’s bowl.

It was no exaggeration to compare his reaction to the dramatic scenes from Cooking King Bi-ryong, where a single bite sends characters flying into the sky with tears of joy.

“You had a rough night, huh? Try to pace yourself next time when you drink.”

He spoke to Yuna, who was sluggishly picking at her rice with disheveled hair.

She seemed completely out of it, as if still suffering from a terrible hangover.

“No, I just didn’t sleep well last night.”

Startled by Hyunseong’s concern, Yuna forced a weak smile and tied her hair back.

It felt like talking to a clueless freshman who drank too much at their first college party.

Without a word, Hyunseong placed the last sausage in Yuna’s bowl.

“Let’s clean up and head out. We don’t have much time before the ferry leaves.”

Seol-ah, who had been staring at the steaming sausage, turned her head and tugged at Hyunseong’s sleeve.

“Hyunseong, I was going to eat that.”

“It’s fine. You can have it.”

“No. Yuna should eat it.”

“I’m full.”

“I said no.”

“Just eat it.”

“I don’t want to.”

The strange tension between them made Hyunseong’s heart feel warm.

They bickered, but it was like watching two affectionate sisters arguing over who should get the better portion.

Some might say they were too old to be acting so childish, but wasn’t it admirable to hold on to a piece of innocence despite the relentless passage of time?

“Then I’ll eat it.”

While the two were too busy squabbling, Hyunseong swiftly snatched the sausage and popped it into his mouth, spreading his fingers to show it was gone.

***

The once-bustling dock was now empty, filled only with the sound of crashing waves.

There used to be fishermen everywhere, but now only the breakwater and seagulls remained.

Ever since the sausage incident, the two had united in silent defiance, completely ignoring Hyunseong.

Even Seol-ah had turned away from him, and feeling left out, he muttered aimless complaints to himself while waiting for the boat.

“Get on now.”

The small fishing boat, equipped with gun mounts on all sides, had a deep, hollowed-out seat in one corner.

Following the frail old captain’s instructions, Hyunseong squeezed himself in.

It was such a tight fit that Seol-ah, watching him, couldn’t help but smile—it was like seeing a panda stuck in a trash can.

The boat cut through the dark waters.

Despite the fierce waves soaking their bodies, no one complained.

Thanks to the silent captain, the sea was eerily calm.

“You’ve been through a lot.”

After finishing his job, the captain simply stated that he would return at the same time in a week and left.


“There are landmines ahead. Be careful.”

Thanks to the captain’s skill, there were no guards in sight.

With their patchy raincoats pulled tightly over them, they began to move.

A worn-out barbed wire fence appeared in the distance.

Though it was supposed to be patrolled every two hours, the fence had been left with gaping holes, abandoned.

It was a fortunate sign that the immediate danger had lessened, but from a soldier’s perspective, it wasn’t exactly reassuring.

“Follow me.”

Seol-ah took the lead.

Without proper equipment, there was no way to detect landmines.

But with Seol-ah, the conditions were different.

“The smell of rust.”

With just one deep breath, Seol-ah could locate landmines and unexploded ordnance.

Following her confident strides, they soon left the sandy terrain behind and stepped onto soil and concrete.

Judging by her calm demeanor, the only one tense was Hyunseong.

Feeling the stark difference in their natural talents, he used the occasional artificial lights ahead as a guide to keep moving.

“This place is nothing like Seoul.”

“Yeah, all sparkly.”

The streets were straight out of a Hollywood movie—a punk neon-lit scene filled with flashing signs.

Drunken men tested each other’s skulls with empty liquor bottles, while prostitutes, barely covered in revealing clothes, lured customers.

Heavy spotlights pierced the night sky.

“Tenno Heika Banzai!”

Tatata!

Japanese prisoners, their faces twisted in desperation, were lined up against an alley wall as soldiers pulled their triggers.

The crowd’s reaction wasn’t one of horror but of wild cheering.

Among them were Japanese people as well.

The soldiers shoved the still-warm bodies into a mesh net, stuffing them into a military truck.

“A purge execution.”

Even under martial law, petty criminals wouldn’t be publicly executed like disposable objects.

Judging by how the crowd spat and threw stones at the corpses, it was clear they had no sympathy for the executed.

“If the Emperor is so great, why did you lose to us?”

“What the hell? Hey, are you from the North?”

“What if I am? Don’t you know the new government established the Social Democratic Party?”

“If you’re this passionate, why don’t you just enlist?”

“It’s not even my country. Why would I?”

The growing hostility between the two men quickly drew a crowd, forming a ring around them.

The situation only ended when a recruitment officer forcibly dragged the burly Northerner away.

At first, the man resisted, but when the officer smacked him across the back of the head, his defiance crumbled into pathetic begging.

“Let’s go. This is getting annoying.”

“So this is how conscription works here.”

“There are procedures in other regions, but Gyeongsangbuk-do has martial law, so there’s probably a special exemption.”

In about six months, that nameless refugee would become fresh cannon fodder, offering his life to his new homeland.

Watching his disappearing figure, they resumed searching for a place to stay for the week.

“How about here?”

A place that was just shabby enough, run by an appropriately wrinkled owner, priced moderately, and filled with suitably transient guests.

It was perfectly average—just a notch above what was ideal.

“Three rooms, please.”

Satisfied, Hyunseong leaned forward and spoke through the bulletproof glass at the counter.

“The rooms.”

The old landlady responded curtly.

On the table behind her, Hyunseong caught a glimpse of a Glock lying casually on the surface.

“Three rooms.”

Hyunseong had plenty of money.

As he reached out to hand over his payment card, Seol-ah suddenly stretched up on her toes and snatched the terminal before he could grab it.

“Two rooms.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if we each had one?”

“Two rooms.”

Hiding his disappointment, Hyunseong tried to persuade her, hoping for some privacy.

But Seol-ah remained firm.

“How many?!”

The old lady slammed her fist against the bulletproof glass and yelled.

In the end, they settled for two rooms.

After unpacking, Yuna entered Hyunseong’s room.

“Starting tomorrow, let’s operate separately.”


“Understood.”

Yuna had her own tasks to take care of, and Hyunseong needed to recruit Ultra.

Both had their own missions to complete.

“Okay.”

Seol-ah, who would naturally be sticking with Hyunseong, flopped onto the bed, relishing the soft mattress.



 
  Chapter 53: Has your devotion been rewarded? (1)


The sound of Seol-ah humming woke him up.

Hyunseong rubbed his eyes as he looked out the window, where the first light of dawn was beginning to break.

“You’re up early.”

“Yeah. Yuna left earlier.”

“She didn’t wake me?”

“She said she’s going to be busy for a few days and won’t be coming back. Told me not to wake you.”

After scooping water from a bucket to wash lightly, he changed into casual clothes.

With both Hyunseong and Seol-ah present, they were safe unless a tsunami hit, but just in case, he grabbed his identification papers and a pistol before heading outside.

“It’s quiet.”

The scene outside was the complete opposite of the bustling cityscape he had seen the night before—only patrolling soldiers and sanitation workers cleaning the messy streets remained.

If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed that this city had been full of life just hours ago.

Pulling up the hood of his dull-colored sweatshirt, he walked toward the grocery store, but a police officer approached and stopped him.

“This is a random inspection. Please cooperate.”

“Here you go.”

Hyunseong handed over his identification with an air of composure, meeting the officer’s suspicious gaze—one that seemed to regard him as a potential troublemaker—with confidence.

The officer scrutinized the ID under his flashlight, checking for any signs of forgery. 

His eyes suddenly widened.

“Excuse me, but may I ask about your occupation?”

“I’m a cadet.”

“Aren’t you going to check me too?”

The officer, entirely ignoring Seol-ah’s grumbling, instead lit up like a fan meeting a celebrity.

Feeling uncomfortable under the large man’s overly admiring gaze, Hyunseong instinctively took a step back.

“Is your residence listed as Seoul?”

“Yes… that’s correct.”

As Hyunseong answered hesitantly, the officer carefully returned his ID and then suddenly started rummaging through his pockets like someone who had just dropped their wallet.

“My goodness! Aren’t you the Wild One, Kim Hyunseong? I’ve read all your memoirs. When you quoted ‘To the last person, to the last moment’ from the Proclamation of Independence, was that to lay the foundation for future diplomatic policies? Oh, wait a second, where did I put my pen?”

“That wasn’t me; that was written by Mu-myeong, the union leader—”

“Of course! There’s a reason why Supreme Member Mu-myeong speaks so highly of you. I read in an article that when no one else paid attention to him, you sought him out and helped him. So, the Wild One is a social democrat?”

“I’m a liberal democ—”

“Oh! Please don’t misunderstand; I’m not arguing with you. I personally support revisionist capitalism, but for the sake of national prosperity and strength, it doesn’t matter whether the cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice, right? Hahaha!”

Half-resigned, Hyunseong signed the officer’s uniform while he enthusiastically clapped in admiration.

“Mu-myeong has already become a Supreme Member. Am I really on the right track?”

Mutants were each born with a mission.

Mu-myeong’s mission was revolution. In the original timeline, as soon as he declared the Mutant Manifesto, riots broke out, and the military responded by launching biochemical weapons into the city.

The man who had once encouraged armed resistance until his body rotted from anthrax was now a legitimate part of the new government.

“I don’t know if this is right.”

It seemed Mu-myeong had wisely invested the massive funds Hyunseong had provided, ultimately securing a place in the government through proper elections.

Hyunseong, who had successfully overturned a doomed future, felt a sense of pride—yet also an eerie disconnect, as if he had stumbled into a world where Stalin had taken his mother’s advice and become a devout Orthodox priest.

“It was truly an honor to meet you. Even if you are not a Supreme Member, to me, the Wild One is a lifelong benefactor I will always support.”

As the officer carefully tucked away his signed uniform like a treasured possession, Seol-ah, who had been standing idly, sighed while staring at his head.

“Hyunseong, look closely. He’s a mutant.”

The back of the officer’s head was hollow, exposing his black, writhing brain.

Only after seeing that squirming, insect egg-like mass did Hyunseong finally understand the reason behind the officer’s almost fanatical reverence.

“Yes, that’s correct. Thanks to you, we—who were once meant to be culled—have been recognized as citizens and can now hold legitimate jobs.”

Mutants had always been the targets of discrimination.

Even in Neo-Soviet Russia, which preached equality for the working class, they were treated no differently.

Mutant internment zones were established, forcing them into horrific labor conditions or conscripting them into penal battalions, sending them to die as expendable tools without so much as a scream.

If that was how a communist government treated them, no one would have expected true equality to be realized under the authoritarian rule of the Seventh Republic—one that was anything but free.

“When we read the Manifesto of 5700, my comrades and I embraced each other and wept. You saved us. How could we, mere nobodies, ever fathom the weight of your immense decision? We can only dedicate our lives to repaying the grace you have shown us.”

“There’s no need for that. Just live each day to the fullest. That is enough.”

“You are truly benevolent.”

Up until a moment ago, Hyunseong had only vaguely considered what he had accomplished since being reincarnated.

The declaration he had written, half as a joke.

But hearing the officer’s heartfelt gratitude and witnessing firsthand the results of his actions, Hyunseong felt a surge of emotion welling up inside him.

Even if he had not given it much importance at the time, to these people, the hope he had offered was salvation.

To them, he was not just a leader.

He was a savior.

A feeble spark, carried from one person to another, grew into a flame that would not easily be extinguished.

It was said that a scholar would give his life for someone who recognized his worth.

Hyunseong was a man too.

To avoid meeting an inevitable end without even putting up a fight, and for the future of those left behind, he resolved to work even harder.

“If you have time, please visit the assembly hall just once. There are many people whose dream is to meet the Wild One. Even if you just show up and take a seat, it’ll be a memory they’ll treasure for a lifetime.”

The police officer spoke cautiously, worried he might be imposing.

“I will. Thanks for the warm welcome.”

“I’m sorry for taking up your time. Once again, thank you sincerely for everything you’ve done for us.”

After parting ways with the officer, Hyunseong entered a desolate alley.

Without speaking, he and the deeply thoughtful Seol-ah walked side by side into a grocery store that was just about to close.

The store owner flinched at the sight of the hooded, ominous-looking customers, but after catching a glimpse of Seol-ah’s delicate features peeking out from under her hood, she relaxed.

With a loud thud, two remaining cans of food were placed on the counter.

“These two, five hundred. Take them all.”

“Come on, they’re just canned beans. Give me three hundred. The packaging doesn’t even look good.”

The store owner, who had been cold at first, showed interest at Hyunseong’s casual attitude—one that suggested familiarity, as if he were talking to an old aunt.

“You’re from out of town? Where are you from?”

“Seoul. It’s my first time in Busan, but the atmosphere feels completely different from last night.”

“If it were like that every day, the military police wouldn’t just let it slide. Even now, any able-bodied person is getting dragged away. Most of them are replacement soldiers. By tomorrow, they’ll be boarding the fleet to Vladivostok.”

“No wonder their hair was all short.”

He had noticed that men and women of all ages had cropped hair, but he had assumed it was just a new trend.

Originally, Busan had been too occupied with civilian control to send reinforcements unless they were from an existing division, but things seemed to have changed under the new government.

He recalled the frantic, almost desperate chaos of the previous night and let out a slow breath.


“They don’t even know when they’ll return, so they might as well enjoy themselves. Kids who should be starting college… Meanwhile, I practically screamed at the conscription office to let me in, but they wouldn’t take me because I was too old.”

“You tried to enlist?”

The Extraterrestrial Species evolved by consuming living organisms.

If the military hastily deployed anyone they could find just to hold them back, they might win in the short term—but they would only be strengthening the enemy in the long run.

To stop them, soldiers were needed. But those very soldiers made the enemy stronger.

A vicious cycle fueled by draft evasion, desertion, and deep distrust of the government.

Rather than focusing on the quality of individual recruits, the government had been blindly conscripting en masse, falling into an endless loop of self-destruction.

In the original story, this problem had never been solved, leading to ultimate ruin.

Hyunseong’s gaze swept over the store owner, who had a noticeable limp.

Noticing his stare, the woman proudly straightened her sturdy frame and slammed her hand on the counter.

“Even if I’m a cripple who can’t shoot a gun, I can still cook! The country’s been turned upside down, and money keeps coming in like clockwork. Even the high-ranking government officials are dropping dead from overwork every day. What can’t I do?”

“Rear security is just as important. Don’t be too hard on yourself. So, is that why you’re selling this so cheap, despite having ration vouchers?”

Five hundred for two cans was an incredibly low price.

Before the Great Purge, those with priority ration cards would hoard supplies and resell them at high prices to amass wealth.

But this woman didn’t seem to have that mindset.

“I don’t want to look like some old hag living in luxury while my son is out there serving. What kind of mother does nothing for her child?”

Her eyes glistened as she looked at a photo hanging on the wall.

She quickly wiped them and pushed the cans toward Hyunseong.

“Take them for three hundred. A young man like you shouldn’t be spending so much money. Just do your best to live.”

“Thank you.”

Making sure she wouldn’t notice, he slipped a ten-thousand-won bill into the sleeve of her coat before taking the cans and heading outside.

The woman, realizing too late, rushed out to find him, but by then, he and Seol-ah were already sitting on a bench by the beach, eating from the cans.

“Once we’re done eating, let’s head to the refugee camp. We should at least get a scarf to cover our faces.”

“Okay. Hyunseong, you’re really popular.”

“When Ivan told me, I didn’t think it would be to this extent.”

Seol-ah, who had immediately dug into her can as soon as she opened it, smacked her lips.

“Why is it so quiet at the base?”

“It looks like the company commander was considerate. If this happened every day, I’d be too overwhelmed to even train properly.”

Hyunseong felt his loyalty toward Baal growing stronger.

He hadn’t expected her to turn his manifesto into official policy without even consulting him, but if it was her, she must have anticipated the consequences.

He decided to buy a gift at the Magpie Market.

“Hyunseong, you’re amazing.”

“Ugh, Seol-ah, don’t say things like that.”

“Amazing.”

Seol-ah stared intently at Hyunseong, ignoring his discomfort as he waved her off.

Her emotions were in turmoil.

Even after covering for Yuna’s secret, she had come to realize the truth—that the friend she had always thought of as just a friend had deeper feelings for Hyunseong.

There were also many trainees in Shield who liked him.

From the very first moment they met, she had felt a strange, soul-deep connection to him.

Her feelings for the warm, considerate Hyunseong, with his chiseled face and body like a finely honed greatsword, grew with each passing day.

Though Seol-ah took pride in her kindness, a growing sense of unease filled her as she noticed Hyunseong paying less attention to her lately.

And worse, the smile that she thought was reserved only for her—what if he was showing it to other females, too?

A sharp sense of crisis erupted inside her.

No.

Hyunseong, the one person who saw her not as a monster, but as family.

Once, she had been grateful for that.

But not anymore.

Spreading her wings—wings that only Hyunseong could see—Seol-ah cast a shadow over the sunlight and leaned in like a panther, placing her hands on the bench for support.

“You’re mine.”

The warmth of her forehead pressing against his erased the distance between them.

In the darkness, her golden eyes burned with intensity, her voice restrained yet resolute.

“I can give you everything. No, I already have. My body, my heart. If you told me to die, I would. If you told me to kill, I would. I only see you, Hyunseong. When I sleep, when I eat, when I rest. I belong to you.”

Seol-ah took his hand and placed it against her chest.

With each breath, her heartbeat pounded against his palm—fast and overwhelming, as if on the verge of bursting.

“So don’t let your mind wander. I’ll become the kind of woman who suits the amazing Hyunseong.”

Her eyes glowed with a dangerously obsessive gleam.

Hyunseong had seen this kind of gaze before.

Paul Moon.

Assuming she was still dealing with the aftereffects of the experiments, he layered a resonance over her and carefully tried to pull her away by holding her waist.

But—

“I’ll take care of you now.”

With firm resolve, Seol-ah bit her lip and refused to budge.

She leaned in, as if about to unbutton his shirt, pushing the situation further toward danger.

Recalling his past experiences, Hyunseong flicked her forehead.

Smack!

“Ugh…!”

Seol-ah tumbled back onto the bench, rubbing her bruised tailbone with teary eyes.

Hyunseong watched her with concern as she sat there, cheeks faintly flushed, giving off a strange heat.

He patted the seat beside him.


“Has anyone been whispering to you at night? Or… do you see something that no one else does?”

“Don’t be embarrassed. Just tell me. I’m always on your side, Seol-ah.”

His determined tone made her look at him with cold, calculating eyes.

Seol-ah reassured herself—no woman but her would ever have the patience to handle Hyunseong.

Feeling at ease again, she silently sat down beside him, gazing out at the ocean as if nothing had happened.



 
  Chapter 54: Has your devotion been rewarded? (2)


After passing through the quarantine zone checkpoint without much difficulty, they arrived at Busan’s Gwangalli District 5.

Its unofficial name was Quarantine Zone 5.

A place for those deemed unworthy of conscription—criminals so irredeemable that they couldn’t even be used as laborers despite the explosive demand for workers.

Tattered and torn tents fluttered in the sea breeze, and the people reeked of a stench mixed with manure and urine. 

Their faces were gaunt and haggard.

Since even trash was too valuable to waste in this place, the streets were surprisingly clean.

However, excrement was scattered in every corner, and corpses, cold and stiff, were strewn about like discarded logs.

One man, his arm riddled with needle marks, swung a rusty crowbar to chase away those eyeing his spot.

Even a flimsy tent that barely blocked the wind was a home—one of the few remaining sanctuaries for these people.

“Aaahhh!”

“You fucking bitch, die!”

Crack.

A woman stabbed the man in the back with a box cutter, but she hadn’t expected that he was too high on drugs to feel pain.

She had planned to take over his tent while he was disoriented, but instead, the enraged man retaliated—crushing her skull in a single blow and sending her crumpling to the ground.

Instant death.

“What the fuck are you looking at? Get lost!”

The man gripped his bloodstained crowbar even tighter, his eyes radiating hostility.

Hyunseong, watching him indifferently, took a moment to glance around.

Afraid of getting caught in the conflict, everyone had either fled or ducked into their own tents, leaving the area eerily quiet.

“I’m looking for some drugs.”

Hyunseong subtly positioned Seol-ah behind him, shielding her from the scene. Then, with a slight nod, he gestured toward the pills piled inside the man’s tent.

“Not selling.”

At first, the man was wary of Hyunseong’s clean, well-kept appearance—concerned that he might be military.

But his tension eased slightly.

After all, wealthy elites often sent their subordinates to the quarantine zone to fetch drugs.

“I’m not asking for your low-quality junk. Our young master only deals in the finest.”

The man’s misunderstanding worked to Hyunseong’s advantage.

Feigning an air of aristocratic impatience, he dusted off the bloodstains on his hood with exaggerated refinement.

The man’s face twisted into an ugly grin as if he could picture it—some spoiled, oblivious young master still indulging in drugs despite the ongoing Great Purge.

“Heh… must be rough. I used to be a chief of security once. Got fired after screwing up cleanup for the boss’s knocked-up mistress.”

“Spare me your sob story. I’m nothing like a loser like you.”

“Oh, of course. Life must seem so easy, flowing along like a dream, with your young master protecting you. That’s what you think, isn’t it, kid? Hah… it’s all temporary.”

With every slight movement, the box cutter embedded in his back wobbled, and blood dripped down his leg.

His face was growing pale from blood loss, but he was too high to notice, still offering unsolicited advice to Hyunseong.

Swinging his crowbar in the air, he cursed the employer who had abandoned him, his eyes growing more and more unfocused.

“I should’ve crushed that bastard’s skull like I did this bitch. Fucking bastard. I worked my ass off, and that piece of shit just threw me away.”

The crowbar embedded itself into the corpse, sending viscera splattering in every direction.

Breathing heavily, seemingly satisfied with his carnage, the man turned back to Hyunseong.

“You want a dealer’s location? District 2? District 3?”

“District 3. Amphetamines.”

Hyunseong tossed him a can of food.

The man flinched, then desperately lunged to catch it before it hit the ground.

For a moment, he gripped his crowbar as if ready to swing it—but seeing Hyunseong’s well-built frame, he loosened his grip.

“Fourth tent in the abandoned U.S. military camp in District 3.”

“You should at least tell me how to make the deal. Otherwise, I might as well take this back.”

As Hyunseong took a step closer, cracking his neck, the man panicked and spat out a string of obscenities.

“You fucking bastard! Goddamn cockroach! You knew all along and still played me?! Did your mother fuck a dog?! You’re nothing but a whore fit to rot in a pig’s womb—!”

Hyunseong’s expression didn’t change despite the vile insults.

His unwavering gaze made the man instinctively back down.

“You order black tea, extra sugar. Say it.”

Having learned the method, Hyunseong finally looked away from the man.

The dealer clutched his canned food, stroking it like a precious jewel.

But his bleeding, combined with the effects of the drugs, had muddled his mind.

He collapsed onto the ground, convulsing.

“Thank you for helping me. Yes! I’ll be right there! No, sir, I followed the procedure! You’re not doing your job right! How the hell do you expect to get promoted like this?! I’m keeping an eye on you! You need to handle this properly! Mother, I made it! Don’t worry about me! Yes, I’m doing well! Same as always! Is your back feeling any better—?!”

His rambling, delirious shouts grew louder and louder—before suddenly cutting off.

“Hyunseong, he’s dead.”

“Let’s go. No point in staying here.”

Hyunseong placed the fallen can in front of the man’s tent and walked away.

***

Compared to District 5, District 3—set up in an abandoned U.S. military camp—was in far better condition.

Rather than maintaining expensive prisons that drained resources and manpower, Busan had opted to dump its criminals into the quarantine zones.

However, most of District 3’s inmates were minor offenders.

The streets were still a mess, but at least knife fights didn’t break out in broad daylight.

Since the military was stationed here, there was a semblance of order.

“Name, sentence duration, specialty.”

“Dane Radion, five years, former vehicle mechanic.”

“Survive five years, complete your service, and you’ll be pardoned with citizenship. You’ll hear the details at training. Get in line behind the recruitment officer. Next.”

“Nishihama Kideo, four years, former deckhand in the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force.”

“We’re not recruiting for the navy. You know this is for infantry, right?”

The recruitment tent—just two tables pushed together—was bustling with applicants who had passed the physical exam.

Unlike the shoddy tents in District 5, these were well-maintained, sturdy enough to withstand the harsh sea winds.

Children from Camp Baby ran around chasing seagulls, their laughter filling the air.

“The atmosphere is completely different.”

Seol-ah, amazed by the stark contrast to District 5, voiced her curiosity.

“Resources are limited, but the management areas are vast, so they had to prioritize zones with potential. Other quarantine zones are locked down completely, leaving the internal affairs to self-governance.”

The purpose of a prison was correction and rehabilitation.

But after the Great War, Korea could no longer afford the resources needed for reintegration and instead opted for severe punishment.

A system of extreme penal discipline, built on strict rules and harsh retribution.


In this world, simply avoiding an immediate execution was considered lucky.

“Is that actually cheaper?”

“In terms of cost alone… I’m not sure.”

Since there had been no major changes even after the Great Purge, it seemed the government had chosen to maintain the status quo.

Economics and politics were a blind spot for both Hyunseong and Seol-ah, so they unknowingly found themselves in a never-ending debate as they made their way to the fourth tent the man had mentioned.

[American Bitch]

The tent’s name was anything but ordinary.

Stepping inside, they found it surprisingly spacious and well-kept.

A few plastic tables and overturned oil drums served as chairs. 

There were families with children and couples who looked like lovers, sitting together.

Hyunseong had expected a gloomy drug den, but the lively and bright atmosphere of the place felt oddly out of place.

“Hyunseong, are you sure this is the right place?”

“I’m confused too.”

They whispered discreetly while taking a seat.

A bartender, who had been watching them, approached and placed a well-smoothed menu made of tree bark on the table.

“What would you like?”

Hearing the bartender’s heavily accented Korean, Hyunseong finally felt reassured.

“Two cups of black tea.”

“Would you like any additions?”

“Four sugars.”

“…Understood. Please wait a moment.”

The bartender hesitated briefly but then politely collected the menu and began steeping tea bags in aluminum cups.

The way he made tea was surprisingly passionate, and when he finally set the cups down with a satisfied expression, it was clear he took pride in his work.

“I will call for an employee to bring the sugar shortly. Please enjoy your tea while you wait.”

The taste was a perfect blend of sweetness and bitterness.

Hyunseong couldn’t understand why someone with such skill would be working as a subcontractor in the drug trade.

Seol-ah, apparently pleased with the tea as well, held the cup with both hands and sipped slowly, her eyes shining.

‘Baal would love this.’

He briefly recalled Baal, who constantly pestered him for sweet cocoa, before turning his attention to the customers.

At that moment, a rough-looking man entered from the back of the tent.

“Sir, a sugar order.”

“Understood, boss.”

The bartender, who had been meticulously wiping a cup with a rag, nodded toward the table where Hyunseong was seated.

The man approached them.

“Follow me.”

As he turned and walked away, Seol-ah, still reluctant to leave her tea unfinished, downed the rest in one gulp with a gloomy expression.

“I wanted to drink more…”

Seeing her longing gaze at the empty cup, the bartender—who had been observing them closely—suddenly broke into a warm smile and lifted a tea bag.

“I’ll prepare another cup when you return.”

“Really? Thanks.”

Hyunseong chuckled softly, then followed the man with Seol-ah.

The man, his arms covered in tattoos, kept glancing back to check if they were keeping up, guiding them as politely as an employee escorting VIP guests.

Even knowing the story, Hyunseong was beginning to feel uncertain—this man didn’t act like a thug at all.

They arrived in front of a plain building that looked like an ordinary café.

The man respectfully bowed his head and gestured toward the door.

“Only authorized personnel may enter.”

Hyunseong almost instinctively responded with Thank you, but caught himself and adjusted his expression before stepping inside.

In the corner of the room, a door labeled Restricted Access: Authorized Personnel Only stood out.

Upon opening it, he found himself face-to-face with a man in a neatly pressed suit.

“You’ve secured the last batch. Unfortunately, I’m planning to close up shop soon.”

“Dr. Werner von Steigo, I presume?”

Hyunseong felt a wave of chaos, destruction, and utter disbelief as he pressed a hand to his forehead.

“Oh? It’s been a while since I’ve met a customer who recognized me.”

The man interlocked his fingers, his tone filled with intrigue.


His appearance matched the novel’s description: a cross-eyed lunatic, hair puffed up like an explosion, thick magnifying glasses that made his eyes look three times bigger, and melted, rotting teeth.

But—

“Have you read my papers, by any chance?”

The signature mad scientist persona was nowhere to be found.

Instead, what stood before him was a calm, elderly professor, as if he had reached enlightenment in the twilight of his life.



 
  Chapter 55: Has your devotion been rewarded? (3)


Der Gelehrte gehört in Kriege wie jedermann seinem Vaterland, im Frieden gehört er der Menschheit.

-In wartime, a scholar belongs to his country just like anyone else, and in peacetime, he belongs to humanity.

Werner von Steig was a scientist who faithfully followed the words left by Pasteur.

The First World War of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, unified under Prussian leadership. 

The Second World War of Nazi-led Greater Germany and the Kingdom of Italy, which advanced like madmen.

The great war, which started with Russia’s invasion of Poland, was different from the past total war fought for European supremacy. 

Instead of invading other countries, there was a noble cause to defend one’s homeland and protect loved ones and friends.

After the outbreak of the so-called Third World War, Werner, a promising scholar, served as an officer.

In Berlin, Prague, and Vienna.

As strategic nuclear weapons erased cities, and the pinnacle of science and technology tore human flesh like paper, Werner remained at the front.

For his beloved country!

But as victory approached, the country began to change.

“Are you saying we should occupy Alsace-Lorraine? This is not even the 20th century!”

“This is the opportunity to reclaim the glory we have longed for. Should I take this as disobedience to the Supreme Command’s orders?”

“…No.”

As the front line solidified along the Vistula River in Poland, the country slowly began to eat away at the anarchic territory of France, and when Werner realized something was wrong, it was already too late.

“Anyone who attempts to actively or passively resist this national mission will disappear. Only death awaits traitors.”

“We all believe that our individual lives are of no importance, and only the fact that our people pulse and Germany is alive matters, according to Germany’s old principles.”

“Germany, victory!”

The flow of history, moving in reverse, was beyond the control of any single individual.

Had the lust for territorial expansion stopped, he might have shut his eyes and ignored it.

The disgrace began when a senior soldier came to visit him late at night while reviewing military records.

“I’m sorry to drop by unannounced, sir. 2nd Lieutenant Jaeheon Choi of the 2nd Platoon has…”

“Don’t tremble, just speak.”

“…He has been disposed of.”

It would have been easy to dismiss this as a cruel joke, but the senior soldier’s face was too pale.

The courage of the 2nd Platoon leader, who always led from the front, earned the respect of his comrades, and his fair but flexible nature earned the trust of the officers.

Despite all the hardships, his upbeat nature and humor kept the unit’s morale high.

‘Like a stormtrooper charging with a machine gun, they stole my lips, and I, like a frog (French), didn’t resist once and had my purity stolen.’

‘Ha ha ha! The squad leader’s fault for underestimating the pure love of a German maiden!’

‘A beautiful lady’s charge increased our homeland’s tax revenue.’

There was no soldier in the unit who hadn’t burst out laughing at his self-deprecating jokes, like how he’d gone to Hamburg and settled after getting caught by a German girl, despite having originally come to study from South Korea.

With trembling hands, Werner confirmed the administrative order and collapsed in shock.

[… (excerpt) Jaeheon Choi / 39th Rifle Regiment, 2nd Platoon Leader – Final Solution (endgültige Lösung)]

To summarize the reason written in grand words, it was simply because he was “non-German.”

The honor and achievements he had earned were worth less than discarded fish bones in the face of the racial barrier.

The 2nd Platoon leader, the man who had said he would go fishing in Cuxhaven with his daughter once discharged, was thrown into a radioactive forest and died simply because of his yellow race.

“Ugh… ugh.”

He tried to cover his mouth, but could not stop the nausea. 

The military uniform that had once shone proudly had turned into a disgusting mess of vomit. 

Werner’s feelings had changed too.

This was not the hell he had hoped for, nor the glory of his homeland he had wished for.

This was not the prosperity of the country he had longed for.

“Is it my turn for humor? There was a boy who didn’t like soup. He began to starve to death, and eventually, he died. That’s the end. It was so funny it stuck in my head for three days.”

“Ha! Ha! Ha! Sir, you should come to Korea and learn humor.”

“I’ve always wanted to visit your homeland. Where is it you’re from?”

“It’s a port city called Busan. After the war, let’s go together. I’ll give you the best trip.”

“Alright. I hope we can go together. With your family, of course.”

Finishing his reflection, Werner wrote his discharge request right then and there.

As a “pure-blood German,” Werner’s discharge application was accepted without issue.

That made it even more painful for Werner.

After months of traveling by ship through several countries, he arrived in Korea, and after some time, the gate opened.

“Is this your homeland?”

They say there is no paradise where one flees to.

Prohibited, militarized police, single-party dictatorship, authoritarianism, nationalism.

Just as his homeland had changed, so had the Republic of Korea.

The Korea that the platoon leader had proudly spoken of in the past was no longer visible to Werner, at least not in front of his eyes.

With disappointment, he immersed himself in the research he had left unfinished in Germany.

He compromised with a gang that threatened to kill him if he didn’t pay protection money, by supplying them with drugs, and dedicated himself even more to his research.

Due to increasingly severe PTSD, his mental state deteriorated to the point where he was almost on the verge of using drugs.

After staying up for three days and going outside for a cigarette, he saw a newspaper-selling girl shouting and running around in a quarantine zone.

“Extra! Extra! There’s a coup! The leader’s head was cut off!”

She was a mutant child, with her left pupil split into three.

Normally, Werner wouldn’t have paid attention, but in that moment, he impulsively stopped the girl, remembering the daughter of the deceased platoon leader.

“Hey, little girl. Let me have a copy.”

“Okay. 300,000 won! This is a secret, but the colonel and a cadet were the ones behind it!”

The scruffy girl whispered with her hand over her mouth.

“Is that so?”

“Seoul is in total chaos! Soldiers are shooting at each other! Bang! Ahhh!” she said, excitedly.

After a long time, Werner lit his oil lamp and carefully read the newspaper.

In the end, it was just the leadership that had changed. 

Nothing else would likely be different.

Although still filled with distrust, the news began to change to something more hopeful, almost as if it understood Werner’s heart.

“Grandpa, it’s another extra! They’ve announced a reform declaration!”

“Ah, you’re here early today. Want to tell me what’s going on?”

“They’re reorganizing the ration system and restoring the honor of war veterans, something about pensions… and expanding citizenship… and lifting travel restrictions… and easing media controls… Mutants? They’re going to give them citizenship back. And what else…?”

“That’s too difficult for you. I’ll read it myself. Give me a copy, please.”

The newspaper became part of his morning routine, which had previously been focused solely on research.

In the year after the coup, known as the Great Purge, Korea changed remarkably quickly.


Every time he closed and reopened his eyes, new systems emerged, and as corruption faded, the faces of people who had once seemed like patients began to show the hope that had been prescribed to them.

Sitting next to the girl, Werner spread out the newspaper with a small smile on his face.

If Werner had seen himself from the past, he would not have believed it.

As Werner slowly read the paper, interpreting it so the scholarly girl could understand, his voice started to tremble.

His eyes, moist with tears, stopped on a particular sentence.

[All citizens are equal under the principles of the 7th Republic. No one shall be discriminated against in any political, economic, social, or cultural domain based on gender, religion, race, or social status.]

That’s it.

The reform plan, which included provisions to protect mutants as citizens, made Werner crumple the newspaper and cover his face with it.

“Ahh…”

“Grandpa?”

Though a common sentence in any nation with a constitution, this world, where even what should be considered natural is not respected, was one of turmoil.

If only this simple constitution had been respected in the homeland he once loved.

If only they had seen his dedication for what it truly was, rather than his race.

If only a young man full of spirit had emerged from his homeland, or if he, himself, had mustered the courage to raise a torch.

“Jaeheon, are you listening… I’m sorry… please forgive your foolish platoon leader…”

“Grandpa, are you crying?”

If the platoon leader had also heard the news from his homeland, he could have left with a light heart.

The mutant girl who embraced him would now be able to receive citizenship proudly.

“Little girl, I envy you.”

While patting the confused newspaper-selling girl’s head, Werner silently wept until his choked voice calmed down.

He thought to himself that he’d like to meet this young man, whose face had not appeared due to security reasons.

***

“Did you read my paper? I never expected a young man, whose name I don’t even know, to come.”

With the calm smile and relaxed attitude that Hyunseong had seen only in faculty interviews, he couldn’t help but feel flustered.

If he were the mad Dr. Werner from the novels, he would have demanded drugs immediately.

“Give me the drugs! You idiot! Hee hee hee!”

But Dr. Werner, waiting calmly for an answer with a smile, seemed more like a scholar who knew nothing of the bloodshed of violence.

After subduing the rampaging Werner, Hyunseong had planned to satisfy his desire to create drugs for military use, helping Charlene with her research in exchange.

However, that plan crumbled.

No matter how many people Hyunseong had met, he was reluctant to force a kind elderly man to use his power.

“Actually, I didn’t come here to buy drugs, but to offer you a scout invitation.”

“Are you talking about someone like me, an old man?”

“Yes. I’ve heard a lot about you, Dr. Werner.”

Hyunseong nodded and signaled to Seol-ah to cancel the blood magic that had been spread on the floor and removed his hand from the pistol he had been secretly holding.

Unaware that he had just escaped a deadly crisis, Dr. Werner fidgeted with excitement.

“What abilities do I have, heh heh?”

“We’ll provide all the equipment, funding, space, and personnel you need to focus on your research. We’ll give you the treatment of a chief researcher at a Shield Research Institute. It’s one of the largest research institutes in Korea, second only to the Manchurian front research facility.”

“Hmm… I appreciate you offering to treat this old man well, but I already have connections here and a foundation laid, so I can’t just leave so easily.”

This was the reaction Hyunseong had expected.

“I’ll arrange a residence for you in Seoul. I’ll get you a place near the institute, and you can visit whenever you want. Your autonomy will be fully guaranteed.”

If Hyunseong could bring the doctor over with a small investment, it would be a profitable deal.

“…It’s a bit much.”

“Does it exceed a hundred people?”

“No, no. There are seven.”

“That’s not a problem.”

Seeing Hyunseong’s eyes burning with determination to not miss out on such a big catch, Dr. Werner, flustered, took a step back.

The tone of voice he had used with formal language changed to one resembling how he would speak to his grandchildren, revealing his unease.

“I’m already 64 years old. I’m detached from money. I appreciate the offer to treat an old man like me so highly, but I don’t have the confidence. The offer is really kind, but unfortunately, I…”

“I’ll offer you this much every month. Of course, any bonuses based on research results will be separate.”

Reading the atmosphere where Werner seemed to be avoiding the answer, Hyunseong stretched out his fingers.

“Are you trying to buy me with 50,000?”

“Heh, I see. It’s 5,000, huh? It’s been a while since I’ve heard a compliment like that.”

“…Is it 500?”

Seeing Werner’s face fall, feeling hurt and gloomy, Hyunseong sighed deeply and shook his head.

“I promised to offer you the best treatment, Dr. Werner. Let’s add a ‘ten’ behind the ‘hundred’.”

“…!!”

Surprised, Werner’s jaw dropped, and he grabbed Hyunseong’s outstretched hand.

“Please take good care of me, Dr. Werner. We’ll finalize the details of the contract when you arrive in Seoul.”

“I’ll be counting on you too.”

It was far too much money to maintain the scholar’s dignity.

After reaching a dramatic compromise, they were in a warm atmosphere, exchanging pleasantries, when a girl suddenly burst through the door and ran into Dr. Werner’s arms.

“Grandpa!”

“Who is this? Hello, little one?”

Hyunseong couldn’t resist his curiosity about the friendly scene and asked.

“This is a girl I treat like my granddaughter. I met her while she was selling newspapers. Say hello, she’s the one who’ll take you to Seoul.”

“Wow! Hello, sir! I’m Yelena!”

Just as Hyunseong’s face had been smiling warmly, it instantly stiffened, causing Yelena, who had been excited, to nervously hide behind Dr. Werner.

He had not felt any aversion to mutants, but seeing the girl made Werner’s expression change instantly.


Seol-ah, who had been lying on the floor yawning, seemed ready to spring into action the moment Hyunseong gave the order.

“What’s wrong? Is there a problem…”

Though Hyunseong could feel the atmosphere growing tense, he couldn’t bring himself to answer.

Yelena Illya, whose real name was Yuna’s half-sister.

She was Yelena, who had met her death at the hands of her biological sister, Yuna.



 
  Chapter 56: Has your devotion been rewarded? (Completed)


“Welcome to the Nuclear Posture E-stop Intelligence Station (M).” 

—

[General] So why did Ilya kill Yelena? 
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Since the family elders in Busan were all taken care of, couldn’t he just pass the succession to his illegitimate sibling and run? 

Did he kill her just because he was angry that they were half-siblings? 

I was drawing fan art, and what a mess this is. 

Seeing this suddenly reminds me how amazing it is that Jungsuhra has been fighting against the world all alone from the beginning of the novel until now… 

1 upvote, 9 downvotes 

—

What’s this? 

She became a mutant because of the family curse, right? 

There wasn’t even a cure at that time, so what would you do if your sister, who’s about to turn into a zombie in a day, asked you to let her rest? 

Just leave it, it’s Seolbuk bias. 

Why slap an extra who appeared in episode 1? 
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–002: After all, the main wife is the pure and devoted Baal Mama. Disagree, and you’re a potential homewrecker. 
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–002: Is scraping your child’s eyeballs with a metal skewer something a father does? He’s a gate baby, not a real dad. 

–001: The only no-kill, no-death heroine is Charliene. 

***

“How long have you known that child? No, why is she in quarantine?” 

As Hyunseong stood up with a stern face, a strong sense of pressure was felt. 

Even Dr. Werner, who had experienced war, broke out in a cold sweat, not to mention Yelena, who was just about to enter elementary school. 

“Ha… Grandpa…” 

Werner, hiding the trembling and pale Yelena behind him, shouted in rage. 

“Stop it! What are you doing in front of a child!” 

Hyunseong’s presence, with his imposing build, was overwhelming. 

Having crossed the line of death several times, Werner felt his chest tightening just from Hyunseong’s silent gaze. 

“I need to check something. Please cooperate for a moment.” 

“No way! I can’t hand over the child until you kill me!” 

“Hyunseong.” 

The tension rose to a breaking point. 

Despite Werner’s desperate cry, Hyunseong did not back down, and Yelena fell to the floor, gasping as if she couldn’t breathe. 

“Kill?” 

Seol-ah turned her head as she placed her finger on Werner’s solar plexus. 

In a calm tone, as if this man was nothing. 

“…Hyunseong, you say? If he’s the man who travels with the white-haired woman, then wait, just a moment…” 

As the newspaper headline flashed in his mind, Werner opened his mouth in disbelief, but― 

Swoosh! 

“Stop―! Stop it!!” 

A mass of tentacles flew in, breaking the standoff along with a piercing scream. 

As if annoyed, Seol-ah, who was about to tear apart the thorny, sturdy tentacles, eased her strength when a hand grabbed her shoulder firmly. 

Poof. 

“Heh.” 

Anticipating the situation, Hyunseong held Seol-ah with one hand and easily fended off the tentacles. 

“Kyaaak-!” 

Yelena, whose nerves were connected to the tentacles, grabbed her head and staggered. 

“What… what is this!” 

“Hide under the desk.” 

As Yelena experienced the symptoms of mutation for the first time, she lost control due to the unbearable pain transmitted from the tentacles connected to her optic nerve. 

It was too much shock for a child to endure. 

Boom! 

While Hyunseong protected the dumbfounded Dr. Werner, Seol-ah skillfully subdued the rampaging tentacles with a more delicate touch than before. 

When she wrapped the tentacle mass tightly in a blood net, the once-wild tentacles became docile. 

Through the holes punctured in the building, a knocked-out thug was visible. 

It seemed he got hit by the debris. 

“Hoo… hoo…” 

As the host lost consciousness, the convulsing mass of tentacles began to be reabsorbed into Yelena’s left eye like a tape measure being wound up. 

Ssss! 

The tentacles, which easily exceeded 2 meters, vanished in the blink of an eye. 

If not for the cafe, which was now in complete disarray, no one would have believed the battle that had just taken place. 

Poke, poke. 

Seol-ah squatted down and poked Yelena’s cheek with her finger, but there was no response, so she smiled and flashed a V-sign. 

“Sleep well.” 

Confirming Yelena’s safety, Werner slumped down onto the dusty floor. 

Stretching out his legs, Werner rummaged through his cigarette pack, but finding the cigarettes all crushed, he threw them away in frustration. 

“Ha ha, it all feels like a dream.” 

“Would you like a drink to wet your throat?” 

Werner’s face was filled with nothing but exhaustion as he gulped down water. 

While watching him sigh deeply as if the ground had caved in, Hyunseong handed a cigarette to his left hand. 

“Are you going to kill Yelena?” 

Werner asked while exhaling smoke. 

“I’m still considering it.” 

“You’ll have to kill me first. I promised to take her to the library.” 


Click.

The gun was aimed precisely at the center of his forehead. 

Werner knew that no matter how much he struggled, he couldn’t touch even a hair. 

The young man, whose expression hadn’t changed, must have known this even better.

“Doctor. It’s not loaded.”

“Damn it.”

With a bitter smile, he lowered his arm.

“Kill me first. I couldn’t protect her while alive, so at least let me protect Yelly after I’m dead.”

Werner exposed his neck and closed his eyes.

“You don’t seem fazed by the tentacles.”

“Sometimes Yelly’s lens would crack. I didn’t expect there to be parasites in the vitreous body, but nothing’s changed. Yelly considers me her grandfather, so I’ll treat her like my granddaughter.”

Werner’s voice was weak, weighed down by the guilt of not being able to protect someone precious to him once again.

Clear thinking. 

Definite motive. 

Proven knowledge. 

Hyunseong’s eyes gleamed like those of a commander discovering a great talent.

“What if I told you I know a way to cure her?”

“Is that true?!”

Werner tried to jump up but groaned, holding his back that had been hit by debris.

“This mutation isn’t caused by the gate’s magic. Yelena didn’t become a mutant because of external factors, not from the gate’s power.”

“Gate’s magic? What are you talking about? Mutants occur due to the decay of radioactive isotopes, don’t they?”

“When you go to Seoul, prioritize getting access to Jennifer Charliene’s latest research. The cause doesn’t matter for now. What’s important is that I’ll take this girl and protect her.”

At that moment, Seol-ah walked over, carrying Yelena like a sack on her shoulder.

“Don’t worry. I always keep my promises.”

Stretching to suppress the killing intent that had momentarily risen, Seol-ah caused Yelena to flop around awkwardly on her shoulder.

Werner, whose trust had slightly diminished, placed his hand over his face and nodded.

“I’ll pack up my things. I hope I can hear about the cure soon.”

“Thank you for trusting me.”

Hyunseong carefully carried the sleeping Yelena , princess-style, and was about to leave when Werner’s voice stopped him.

“May I know your name?”

“It’s Kim Hyunseong.”

There was no need to hide his name since they would end up in Seoul anyway, like part of the same family. He answered casually, and Werner, his head bowed deeply, had red eyes.

“Once again, I’m only getting help… Thank you.”

“Hmm? It’s nothing.”

After Hyunseong and the others left, Werner stayed in the now-empty café for a while, finally lifting his head to gaze at the sky.

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way. (Wo ein Wille ist, ist auch ein Weg).”

As a descendant of a noble family, Werner recalled an old family proverb. 

He couldn’t burden the young visionary who had come into his life in his old age. Even if he couldn’t assist directly, he was determined to produce results through the research he trusted.

“Gather everything. We leave as soon as the guests return.”

Werner’s eyes were more resolute than ever as he commanded his subordinates who were regaining consciousness.

***

On the way back with the unconscious Yelena, Hyunseong was mistaken for a human trafficker a few times but managed to reach their lodging without much trouble.

After carefully laying Yelena in the middle of the bed, Seol-ah pouted.

“I’ll take her and get her cleaned up.”

“Will you?”

Seol-ah gave Hyunseong a sharp look before pressing her finger against Yelena’s tongue.

“Gah!”

“Wake up.”

Yelena shot up in bed, clutching the blanket and glancing around like a nervous meerkat. 

When her eyes met Hyunseong’s twitching smile, she shrieked loud enough to shake the motel.

“Th-The scary brother and sister!”

“Be quiet.”

Flick!

“Ow…”

Mimicking Hyunseong’s flick to the forehead, Seol-ah managed to stop Yelena from crying.

“Go wash up. Or I’ll eat you.”

“Eek! Okay, okay!”

With a confident smirk, Seol-ah grabbed Yelena by the back of her neck, tossed her into the bathroom, and shut the door. 

After listening for the sound of running water, Seol-ah’s eyebrows scrunched up as she turned.

“Huff.”

“Quiet.”

Striding over, Seol-ah pulled Hyunseong down onto the bed and leaned her head on his arm.

“You said it was a trip, but you tricked me again.”

Seol-ah’s eyes began to glisten with tears.

Even a child dragged to the dentist instead of getting pork cutlets wouldn’t be this sad.

Seol-ah’s frustration erupted as she buried herself into his embrace.

“You promised to protect me, too, the first time we met.”

Poke, poke.

Seol-ah, sniffling in frustration, pressed her horned forehead into his chest.

Knowing she had been strong enough that he worried less about her, Hyunseong didn’t make excuses, pulling Seol-ah close with a sincere apology.


“I’m sorry.”

“You’re always just sorry.”

Embracing tightly on the bed, they looked like lovers, which made Yelena turn right back into the bathroom when she saw them.

“Wow… Wow.”

Yelena only dared to come back out much later, after assessing the situation.



 
  Chapter 57: There is no paradise where you run away to (1)


Yelena kneeled on the floor. 

As the cold crept up her joints, tears welled up in her eyes. 

‘I’m not even tasty.’ 

She woke up to find her grandfather gone and two scary strangers looking down at her. 

The can of mackerel she bought with the money she earned delivering newspapers had vanished. 

“Ugh…” 

Even though death and violence had become a part of her daily life, she was still only a child. 

‘I’m scared!’ 

As if reading her mind, Hyunseong picked Yelena up by her armpits and placed her on Seol-ah’s lap. 

The warmth from her lap quickly calmed Yelena, and her tears stopped. 

Seol-ah, looking at Yelena smiling on her lap, turned her head in disbelief. 

“Hyunseong, what are you doing?” 

“She’s just a kid. Of course she’s scared.” 

“Yes! I’m scared! Ah!” 

Seo-lah immediately ended Yelena’s boldness with a quick flick to her forehead, shrugging her shoulders afterward. 

“I survived on my own at the orphanage.” 

“You’re strong, Seol-ah. That’s why I like you.” 

Hyunseong’s gentle words made Seol-ah press her lips together, trying to hide the trembling in her voice. 

“Yeah.” 

“Think of it like you’re married and have a daughter. When I helped take care of my nieces, my volunteer work really helped.” 

Seol-ah’s mind raced at Hyunseong’s seemingly casual yet deeply personal comment. 

It seemed he wasn’t aware of his own feelings, but his intentions weren’t important. 

Only darkness could embrace the light. 

‘I remember how to do the core insertion surgery.’ 

Those with foreign lineage lived forever as long as they received nutrients, and chimeras with cores implanted in their hearts were no different. 

All they needed was a higher being’s core. 

No matter how many pests crawled around, they would all eventually decay into pitiful dust, turning into fertilizer. 

Seol-ah’s expression softened as she imagined the future where Hyunseong, eternally hers, was with her in a happy family. 

“Rest your head on your sister.” 

“Eep!” 

“Feels warm, doesn’t it? Your sister has a high body temperature.” 

“Y-yes! But I can’t breathe…” 

With her face buried, Yelena struggled to adjust to Seol-ah’s sudden change in demeanor, while 

Hyunseong reflected on the plot of the novel. 

‘Illya’s family has deep ties with Paul moon.’ 

Russian mafias settled in Japan, fleeing Soviet oppression and thriving during the bubble economy. 

That’s why Illya’s family had Slavic names despite being born in Japan. 

The mafia married into powerful Yakuza families and thrived. 

But when the Great War started and balance shifted, they turned to Paul moon’s Japanese branch for power. 

The family provided human test subjects, and Paul moon shared the experimental results. 

‘No cult whose goal is the extermination of unbelievers would ever keep a contract.’ 

Hyunseong clicked his tongue and stroked his stubbly beard. 

Paul moon had slowly infiltrated the family like  a frog being boiled alive. 

All the elders had been either recruited or converted. 

This was why Paul moon sent assassins after Yuna, the only heir who resisted their control. 

Eliminating her would give Paul moon a legitimate claim to seize control of the family. 

‘I thought we were safe since no assassins had shown up, but I was wrong.’ 

Hyunseong had lowered his guard. 

Seol-ah was always by his side, but he couldn’t treat Yuna the same way. 

He had underestimated the threat. 

After Paul moon’s defeat in Incheon, their influence had waned, which was why he hadn’t insisted on staying by Yuna’s side when she decided to travel alone in Busan. 

‘This must be their last-ditch effort.’ 

Yuna’s current strength should’ve been enough, but with Yelena’s sudden appearance, Hyunseong needed to reassess the situation. 

It was likely that the power vacuum caused by the Great Purge had allowed Paul moon to fully take over the family. 

“Yelena, from now on, you must not lie to me when I ask you questions.” 

“Yes!” 

“If you do, you’ll be in trouble.” 

“Y-yes…” 

Seol-ah lifted Yelena from her lap and placed her on the bed, facing Hyunseong. 

Yelena, still staring longingly at Seol-ah’s legs, quickly turned her head when Seol-ah snapped her fingers with a stern expression. 

Hyunseong cleared his throat and spoke in a slightly higher tone for Yelena’s sake. 

“When did you come to the quarantine zone?” 

“Two months ago.” 

“Where’s your family?” 

“I don’t have a mom or dad. I had an aunt who looked after me, but she died.” 

“…How did she die?” 

“The men we lived with killed her with knives.” 

“Do you know why?” 

“No. My aunt just told me to run, so I ran as fast as I could!” 

Her aunt was most likely her biological mother. 

Yelena was the illegitimate child of the former head of the family. 

Her mother must’ve made Yelena call her ‘aunt’ to protect her. 

‘It seems the cleansing came earlier than expected.’

Having crossed into Korea, it seems there’s no longer any room to retreat, so they’ve started to settle the succession.

The girl scratches the bedsheet gloomily with her fingernails. 

Seol-ah, having endured an unfortunate childhood herself, found Yelena admirable and patted her head.

“When did your left eye become like that?”

“I don’t really remember.”

“Even roughly is fine.”


“It was two winters ago. Back then, the white ladies kept jabbing syringes into my eye.”

“So, Paul moon began interfering in the succession two years ago. This is the same.”

Hyunseong paused before continuing.

“It must have hurt, but you held on well. You’re brave.”

“Hee—if we cried, they’d slap our cheeks with a switch.”

“Now that you’ve escaped, you’re living in the quarantine zone, right?”

“Yes. I have no money. And my aunt told me not to stand out.”

Yelena responded bravely.

“I’m sorry for bringing up painful memories. I just need to know to help you.”

“It’s okay! I’m fine.”

“Just open your mouth one last time, and we’re done.”

“Yes, yes. Awwaah—”

Yelena closed her eyes tightly and opened her mouth. 

The light shone in, revealing a horrible sight.

‘Those bastards.’

Her palate was covered with red, thorn-like lesions. 

The further down her uvula, the more the flesh seemed to melt away, narrowing the space so much that even a finger couldn’t fit. 

Her esophagus and trachea were riddled with ulcers and sickly yellow inflammation. 

The throbbing, darkened veins were all connected to her left eye.

Judging by the condition of her slowest-mutating bronchial tubes, there was no need to check her internal organs to know their state. 

Even a strong adult male wouldn’t last long under such pain, yet Yelena was enduring it without complaint.

“All done. Thank you, little one.”

“Cough! Can I go play with my sister now?”

When no response came, Seol-ah glanced at Hyunseong’s face and lifted Yelena, placing her on her shoulders. There was no need for an explanation.

He wore the same expression as that day when he had rescued her from the chapel—hands clenched in restrained fury and a heart that, regardless of his own life, fought on to uphold his beliefs.

Seol-ah was always drawn to Hyunseong for this reason: his profound gentleness paired with unwavering resolve, making her want to comfort him, yet ultimately trust and rely on him.

The very reason she loved him and couldn’t leave his side.

“Let’s go get some snacks with your sister.”

“Yay! Yes!”

Seol-ah, now back to her senses, winked at Hyunseong, who was waving awkwardly.

“Take care.”

“Yeah, see you later.”

“Bye-bye, oppa!”

The room fell silent in an instant. 

Alone now, Hyunseong took out his device and made a call. 

Before the ringtone could even complete, the other side responded sharply.

“Hyunseong! Haven’t heard from you much lately. Sorry, I’ve been busy. What’s up?”

Charliene’s lively voice greeted him warmly, like an old friend.

“Don’t worry about it. I was just checking in on the mutant research I asked you about.”

Hyunseong, about to light a cigarette, glanced over to where Yelena and Seol-ah had been lying and then moved to the balcony.

“Ah… It’s done, but… the thing is, since it’s an unusual treatment, we haven’t tested it on humans, so we can’t confirm its safety yet.”

Through the cigarette smoke, Hyunseong watched Yelena running alongside Seol-ah in the dimly lit streets below.

“So, it’s difficult to administer?”

“I’m concerned about potential side effects. Animal tests were fine, but with humans, and especially mutants, there are so many variables. It’s a field with no established foundation yet.”

Hyunseong didn’t blame Charliene. 

He was grateful that she had even come this far with just a vague request.

“Hyunseong, is something wrong?” 

Charliene asked hesitantly, sensing the tension in his lowered voice.

“There’s a child who needs the treatment. We still have time, so following procedure will be…”

Thankfully, Yelena wasn’t too late. 

As long as her mutated veins didn’t turn fully purple, there was still hope. 

Hyunseong was sure he could prevent both Yuna’s despair and Yelena’s suffering.

Just as he was about to end the call, Charliene shouted.


“No! I’ll figure it out! When are you coming? Hyunseong, give me three days! It’s your first request, so I really want to fulfill it! Sorry! I have to go! Sorry! Bye!”

Beep-beep—

As Seol-ah tossed Yelena into the air, pretending to fly her like a plane, Yelena soared high, screaming and laughing as she fell back into Seol-ah’s arms.

Letting out a small chuckle, Hyunseong tucked the device back into his sleeve, the ringtone of the disconnected call still echoing in his ears.





 
  Chapter 58: There is no paradise where you run away to (2)


Hyunseong reviewed the plan he made overnight and gently woke up the two who were sound asleep.

“Ne… newspaper!”

“…Hurry up and wash up. You can wash with your sister if you want.”

Yelena, wiping the drool she had left on Seol-ah, opened her sleepy eyes with messy hair and nodded. 

Still half-asleep, she let Seol-ah, who was yawning, pull her into the bathroom.

“Ah! Sis, the water is too cold!”

“Quiet.”

As Yelena’s whining echoed, Hyunseong grabbed his outerwear and stepped out onto the rooftop. 

He lit a cigarette and noticed a sniper positioned atop a towering building. 

Working hard even before dawn.

He contemplated how to find Yuna without causing any interference.

“Do I need to check every port?”

It wasn’t the same as when he found Seol-ah at the Incheon chapel. 

Unlike the Incheon Paul moon episode, where the background was explained, Yuna’s family episode had abrupt scene changes, focusing more on Yuna’s rage with minimal background detail. 

The swift plot was enjoyable while reading, but searching for her in real life was proving to be a headache.

“If Baal were here, we could get military cooperation and sweep everything.”

Unlike him, who was just an ordinary cadet, Baal was a brigadier general with immense resources. 

With just the phrase “criminal organization eradication,” the military and police would rush in, eager to impress the rising star poised to become the next Army Chief of Staff.

Even though much authority had been handed over to civilians, it was still a military regime, and her influence was undeniable.

“Oh, right. She asked for the cocoa recipe.”

Hyunseong pulled out his device and sent Baal a detailed cocoa recipe that even a three-year-old could follow. 

Though he grumbled, asking Baal for help would be like using a sledgehammer to kill an ant. Baal was incredibly busy, and Seol-ah alone was already more than enough firepower.

“I’ve really changed, haven’t I?”

Unlike the old days when he had to do everything on his own, now he was receiving help from Charlene and Seol-ah to rescue Yuna. 

He could clearly feel how much his life had changed. 

He couldn’t help but laugh at how different he was now from the reckless man who used to charge headfirst, thinking it wouldn’t matter if he died.

“I should treat them well.”

Relationships are a two-way street, whether in terms of emotions or material things. 

Hyunseong, who had realized early on that nothing in the world comes for free, stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and went back inside.

Seol-ah was drying Yelena’s hair when he came back.

“Yelena, you’ll stay with the police officer until I return.”

He planned to leave Yelena under the protection of the police officer they met on the first day. 

It wasn’t unusual for people to get personal protection from the police due to the poor security, so it wouldn’t draw any undue attention.

“Can’t I play with sis?”

Yelena pouted sadly as she clung to Hyunseong’s hand. 

Seol-ah, who had been watching the girl swing her feet in midair, sighed.

“Ugh…”

Sensing the situation, Seol-ah hugged the now-tearful Yelena, who thought she was being abandoned.

“What did I tell you?”

“Sis is the kindest, prettiest, smartest, coolest, and strongest in the world…”

“Shh, that was a secret. What else?”

“You said we’d play together in Seoul…”

“Do you not trust me?”

Yelena blinked at Seol-ah, then shook her head vigorously.

“If you behave with the police dogs, I’ll buy you snacks.”

Hyunseong awkwardly smiled at Seol-ah’s distrustful attitude towards government agencies. 

After all, it wasn’t the government but Hyunseong who had saved her when everyone else turned a blind eye.

“Yes!”

With Yelena convinced, Seol-ah smiled slyly at Hyunseong. 

Impressed, Hyunseong gave her a thumbs-up.

“I’ll rely on you for a few days, Sergeant. I brought some snacks for you and your colleagues.”

“You really didn’t have to, sir! But I appreciate it.”

The mutant police officer, dressed in a uniform with a name tag, nervously accepted the bag of snacks.

Unable to break through Hyunseong’s polite persistence, the officer resolved to do his utmost.

“Don’t worry. I’ll protect her like she’s my own sister.”

“Come back, mister!”

“Tell the officer if you get hungry.”

The officer carried Yelena inside as she waved frantically. 

When they were far enough from the police station that they couldn’t hear anything, Seol-ah tugged at Hyunseong’s sleeve.

“Hyunseong, where are we going?”

“To rescue Yuna.”

If they were only dealing with small fry, Yuna could handle it on her own. 

However, since Paul moon was deeply involved, there was a high chance someone as troublesome as the cardinal Seol-ah had faced at the chapel would appear.

Having staked everything on this last chance for a comeback, they might have even ramped up the intensity of their human experiments.

Even Yelena’s rampage would have been unstoppable for ordinary civilians. 

It would’ve taken an entire armed military unit to stop her.

Even if Yuna could handle it alone, isn’t that what friends are for, to help each other? 

If everything had already been resolved, he could simply help her reconcile with her sister.

“Explain it to me later.”

Seol-ah, imagining Yuna eyeing her fish like a lurking cat, made a reluctant face but nodded in agreement.

Hyunseong and Seol-Ah, both wearing black ponchos, blended into the darkness.

***

Bang-!

A bullet grazed Yuna’s cheek, leaving a red line. 

She tilted her head, dodging the bullet, and walked toward the cracked assassin.

“Try to aim better.”

“Don’t come closer!”

Screech—

The assassin’s nerves were shattered as the gruesome sound of a blood-soaked rebar scraping against the floor filled the air. 


He held back tears, looking at the mangled corpses of his comrades. 

Years of training on maintaining calm and suppressing emotions crumbled upon seeing their heads burst like watermelons from the blows.

Within less than a minute, the entire area was splattered with blood and gore. 

Now, fighting for his life, the assassin screamed desperately.

“Stay away!”

Bang! Bang! Click—

Even after emptying his clip, the monster was unscathed. 

She shielded herself with an unbreakable ice barrier, not bothering to hide her face. 

With every step closer Yuna took, the assassin’s panic grew.

Crunch.

She walked over and smashed the cold corpse of another comrade with the rebar.

Crunch, squelch.

It was unclear if she was ensuring they were dead or just playing with them. 

Sixteen bodies lay headless, twitching like fish in rigor mortis. 

The assassin, now drained of any resistance, helplessly watched the destruction of his comrades.

Thud.

“Where’s your master?” 

Yuna squatted next to the assassin, driving the rebar into the ground next to his head, smiling sweetly—an eerie contrast to the bloody scene.

“Kill me!”

The assassin spat, the saliva running down Yuna’s cheek. 

She casually wiped it off and gently grabbed his wrist.

Suddenly, the assassin’s arm began freezing, the cold rapidly spreading through his veins, stabbing at his nerves like thousands of needles. 

The pain felt scorching hot, as if he’d been thrown into a volcano.

“Where is he?”

The assassin gritted his teeth, glaring at the woman before him—his family’s enemy, the target he was sworn to kill. 

The last remnants of his brainwashing fueled his defiance, but it wouldn’t last long.

Crunch.

His legs froze, and the cold began creeping upward toward his abdomen.

“Aaaahhh!”

The cold continued rising, and he knew that if it reached his heart, he would die instantly. 

Death didn’t scare him, but the excruciating pain shattered his resolve. 

He now envied his fallen comrades. 

At least they were free from this torment.

“Pier 26… Pier 26…” he finally confessed, wishing for a quick end.

Yuna tilted her head.

“Hmm, you’re holding up better than I thought.”

She reached out toward his ice-hardened stomach. 

Even with his fading senses, the assassin felt her hand rip through his organs mechanically, like pulling weeds. 

He had never appreciated the fullness of his own body until now, as it lay hollow and empty.

“Where’s your master?”

He could no longer bear the sensation of cold wind filling the space where his insides used to be.

“Pier 34…”

“Thanks.”


Crack.

His headless body crumbled to the floor.

“How should I explain this to Hyunseong?” 

Yuna muttered, staring at the spilled guts on the ground like discarded noodles. 

She held her ragged left arm and started toward the master of the house.
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“It’s too quiet.” 

Hyunseong remarked as he looked around the eerie harbor.

Despite having already searched through half of the anticipated ports, not a single one of Paul moon’s underlings or even a common sailor was in sight. It was as if they had all gathered somewhere else, with Yuna undoubtedly being the target.

“Let’s move faster.” 

“Okay.”

Hyunseong and Seol-Ah quickened their pace as they circled the coast. 

Whenever they came across a bustling naval base, they melted into the shadows.

After checking all the expected ports, Hyunseong fell into thought. 

There was clearly something they were missing. If not the port, then…

“The abandoned industrial complex.”

The ports seemed like the obvious choice—easy to escape from and ideal for receiving supplies. 

They had plenty of unused harbors filled with refugees, perfect for Paul moon and the family to establish themselves. 

Hyunseong had pushed the industrial complex to a lower priority since there didn’t seem to be much reason to set up there, but now it seemed the situation was more dire than anticipated.

He called down Seol-Ah, who had been scouting from the top of a container like a meerkat.

“Seol-Ah, can you smell blood?”

“Blood?”

Seol-Ah tilted her head, and Hyunseong nodded. 

One thing that wouldn’t change was the inevitable clash between Yuna and the family. 

Even if Yuna swore allegiance, the family would never accept her, especially now that she was affiliated with the Shield, which meant military control. 

If it wasn’t for Paul moon’s sophisticated brainwashing, they wouldn’t have risked it, knowing they’d get caught by Baal.

Yuna wouldn’t surrender to the family’s threats either. 

With Yelena freed from the family’s grasp, Yuna had no reason to hesitate any longer. 

The clash was inevitable.

“Alright.” 

Seol-Ah replied, pulling a strand of hair from her pocket and sniffing it. 

She then closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. 

After repeating the process a few times, Seol-Ah pointed with her finger.

“Northwest, Yuna’s scent.”

“Let’s go.”

Seol-Ah, inheriting the powers of the Otherworld Species, was more reliable than the most advanced radar. 

Trusting her completely, Hyunseong ran alongside her until they reached the heavily damaged industrial complex. 

Smoke billowed into the sky as flames flickered between the ruins.

“Kill her!”

“If we kill that bitch, the family will rise again!”

Ratatatat!

Gunfire and loud shouts echoed inside. 

The tightly packed abandoned factories gave the place the feeling of a slaughterhouse. 

Given that Paul moon’s usual fanatical prayers weren’t heard, it seemed they hadn’t arrived yet. 

If they could end things before Paulmoon’s reinforcements came, that would be ideal.

“Seol-Ah, I need your help.”

Armed only with a handgun, Hyunseong pulled out a heavy iron pipe embedded in the ground and handed it to her.

Screech!

Seol-Ah bit down on the pipe’s end, sharpening it into a spear. 

After chewing for a moment, she spat out the metal shavings, leaving bite marks on the compacted metal like it was a wad of gum.

“Here you go, Hyunseong.”

“Thanks.”

From the sound of it, Yuna was inside the largest building. 

Hyunseong scanned the area, already calculating the escape routes. 

The area was still swarming with low-level henchmen.

“We need to finish this before the Navy gets involved.”

“The fleet?”

“This situation has gotten too big.”

Unlike Incheon, where the authorities turned a blind eye to the criminal gang wars, this area was under martial law. 

There weren’t any ordinary refugees living in the abandoned industrial complex, and there was no way the military would overlook a battle happening here. 

Not even a powerful awakened like Seol-Ah or Baal could survive a five-inch naval shell without leaving a trace of their bones. 

They would need a high-level otherworldly shield to withstand it.

“We’ll take this path.” 

Hyunseong explained, pointing to buildings as he mapped out the shortest route to where Yuna was.

“Let’s clear the way as we go.”

“Got it.”

Before he even finished speaking, Seol-Ah had already absorbed all the blood from the corpses and the floor, gathering it in her hands. 

The blood coalesced, compressing until it shot out like bullets.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

“What’s going on?!”

“11 o’clock! More of them!”

The blood pierced through hearts and pinned bodies to the walls, only for the blood to return to Seol-Ah, ready to be used again. 

As the family’s henchmen realized what was happening, they opened fire. 

Hyunseong quickly closed the distance, jabbing his pipe into one of their throats.

“Gurgle…”

The man could only make a wet, rattling noise as the air escaped his lungs.

Bang!

If the distance was too far, Hyunseong shot them in the head with his pistol.

The torn flesh began to pile up inside the sharp-edged pipe, clogging it.

Crunch.

Hyunseong shook the pipe to clear out the flesh and repeatedly thrust it like a machine. 

He handled it like an expert spearman, and once Seol-ah finished cleaning up, she helped him. 

It took less than five minutes to finish off dozens of enemies. 

They didn’t even have decent small arms, so they couldn’t put up a proper fight. 

The best weapon they had was a modified hunting rifle.


“Hyunseong, these guys are too weak.”

“It’s because you’re strong.”

The blood orbs around Seol-ah had increased significantly since the start. 

Hyunseong gently patted Seol-ah’s bloodstained head, then turned around and threw the pipe.

Crunch.

“Agh!”

The pipe pierced through the thigh of a woman approaching from behind with a knife. 

Losing her balance, she stumbled and fell, her upper body landing in the flames.

“Screeeeaaam!!”

Bang.

A bullet lodged into her brain, and the woman, whose head was roasting in the fire while still conscious, finally died. 

Seol-ah, who had been idly observing her desperate screams, shook her head to focus back on the fight. 

To her, all humans except Hyunseong looked the same. 

Human 1, Human 2, Human 3—none of them were worth remembering if they weren’t close to Hyunseong.

Just like how humans slaughter livestock for food or hunt wild animals for fun, for Seol-ah, this was simply human hunting. 

What was the difference between humans and animals? 

Sometimes, humans were even more repulsive than animals. Seol-ah’s affection for others resembled a pet owner’s fondness for cute animals. 

Hyunseong was not human to her—he was a separate species called Kim Hyunseong.

Without interest, she mechanically crushed hearts, reducing their numbers. 

As she fought, she thought it would be nice if they could just hang themselves before she had to kill them.

“Kill them all!”

“If anyone flees, I’ll cut off their head!”

At last, Hyunseong and Seol-ah reached the building where the fierce battle was underway. 

Flames continuously spewed from the inside. 

Pushing through the collapsed wall, they spotted a frozen center. 

Yuna was fighting servants wielding longswords, wearing an expression Hyunseong had never seen before.

“Support is here!”

The face of the man commanding from behind lit up when he saw Hyunseong. 

His expression quickly twisted in horror.

Boom!

The head of the servant slashing at Yuna’s wrist exploded like a watermelon.

“I’m not support. I’m Seol-ah.”

Sadly, no one laughed at Seol-ah’s humor. 

The commander quickly reassigned six of the servants fighting Yuna to focus on Seol-ah. 

Though Yuna hadn’t noticed them yet, her movements became smoother as the pressure on her lessened. 

While she effortlessly toyed with the servants charging at her like mad dogs, Hyunseong sneaked up behind the commander and shot him in the head.

With the commander’s short death cry, the formation collapsed rapidly. 

With the command structure broken and all middle-rank officers dead, the lower ranks became corpses before they could even react.

“Hyunseong? How did you…”

Yuna, feeling puzzled by the abrupt shift in the battle, finally noticed Hyunseong and looked surprised. 

She was oblivious to the fact that she, too, was covered in blood, brains, and all sorts of fluids. 

It was like a dream, having people here who shouldn’t be.

“I’ll explain later.”

Hyunseong gave Yuna a brief greeting and turned toward the entrance upon hearing the sound of chains. 

A man with parasitic worms wriggling all over his body was dragging shackles as he approached.

“Even a fallen family still attracts many guests.”

The man’s voice was like the chorus of a thousand insects chirping in unison. 

As if to prove it, the tips of the parasites clicked and chattered.

“Father…”

Yuna’s voice, trembling with rage, grew cold.

“Oh, my daughter. You’ve grown up so well.”


A parasite the size of a finger burst out of the man’s throat, clicking like castanets as it opened its mouth wide.

“Come to your father.”

The parasites lodged in his body flew toward Yuna, pouring out like a fountain from his perforated flesh, spewing pus and fluid.

“Ugh, gross.”

Disgusted by the revolting sight, Seol-ah resolved to kill him and unleashed a wave of blood to crush the mass of parasites.
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The compatibility was good. 

Seol-ah blocked the mass of parasites swarming like waves, and the family head’s physical attacks were rendered ineffective as Yuna’s cooling stacked. 

Hyunseong only assisted by targeting joints, conserving his mana. 

At a glance, it seemed like they were holding their ground. 

Steadily, they chipped away at the family head’s expanding parasites, while the endless stream of servants became Seol-ah’s blood bags. 

“Hyunseong, something feels off.” 

Seol-ah, who knew the habits of Paul moon, was uneasy as she burst the parasites. 

Hyunseong felt the same. 

Seol-ah didn’t know that Busan Branch was Paul moon’s last chance at expansion, but seeing the state of the servants and the family head, she noticed Paul moon’s involvement. 

There was no other explanation for the grotesque and disgustingly warped body unless it was the moon-worshiping Paul moon. 

“The family head is dying, and they’re still not here?” 

A person starving in a well wouldn’t just sit there when the ladder was disappearing before their eyes. 

They should have already come and pushed in their faithful to save the family head as a meat shield. 

It was strange that Paul moon, who should have noticed long ago, was not responding. 

It couldn’t be mere caution, especially with those parasites multiplying endlessly. 

“For the family!” 

“Shut up!” 

Yuna was growing stronger in real time through the life-and-death battles, but the momentum, which had sharply tilted, was shifting back to the family head. 

Paul moon remained unresponsive. 

The family head was running rampant as if he had infinite mana. 

The most likely hypothesis was….

“Paul moon got eaten.” 

“Eek.” 

After losing Seol-ah, who was revered as a saint, seeing Incheon in ruins, their last foreign connection in the southern Japan branch wiped out, and now enduring martial law in Busan, it was happening. 

It had only been a possibility they’d considered, but it became reality. 

Paul moon, which once boasted the power to fight the military, had fallen this easily. 

Seol-ah, stomping on parasites and contorting her face, confirmed this harsh truth. 

If that’s the case, there’s only one thing left to do. 

“Seol-ah, pour everything out.” 

They must help Yuna to kill the family head. 

They had conserved strength in case of Paul moon’s intervention, but that no longer mattered. 

“Your mother, you, and I, we all know it’s for the family!” 

“That family! Was this the future you wanted after giving everything!?” 

Squelch. 

Thumb-thick parasites burst on the family head’s body, spewing fluids. 

Their corpses stuck to his skin like squashed worms under a car tire. 

White, threadlike parasites crawled into the family head’s gaping mouth and wriggled down his throat, as if mimicking sea anemones swaying in the waves. 

Splurt. 

Cutting into his body, instead of blood, parasites’ mucus and vomit spewed out. 

Inside his wide blood vessels, parasite eggs flowed instead of red blood cells. 

Eggs, dropped from the host, burst open, releasing nail-sized offspring onto the ground. 

“Ugh.” 

Seol-ah, horrified by the parasites crawling toward a new host, splattered blood everywhere like she was demolishing a factory. 

Fortunately, the three inside the factory had stronger stomachs than normal people. 

Even as parasites climbed the walls and fell on their heads, they couldn’t bite through the skin of 

Hyunseong, Seol-ah, or Yuna, unlike the soft-skinned family head. 

Crack!! 

Seol-ah’s spell pierced the family head’s limbs with blood spears that pinned him down. 

Then, massive beams of blood shot up from the magic circle, skewering his vital points. 

His organs and cartilage burst, spewing shattered eggs and parasites. 

The family head, who had been flailing like a puppet with broken strings, collapsed powerlessly. 

Crunch! Crack! 

As if ants dismantling a large insect, Seol-ah ripped his joints apart, and Yuna froze the tattered sections to prevent regeneration. 

The family head’s massive limbs were severed, his waist torn, leaving only the upper body. 

His face opened like a flower, and out dropped a single purple gem-like egg. 

“No… no…!” 

The amethyst-like creature consumed the rest of the family head’s body. 

A thin membrane stretched around it, and the pulsating shape of an eye began to form inside. 

Not the Yuna standing here, but eyes like those of Illya from the illustrations—heterochromatic and vivid. 

“Mom…?” 

Yuna froze on the spot, locking eyes with the contents of the egg. 

Seol-ah unleashed a barrage to eliminate the threat, but the thin membrane reflected all her attacks. 

Inside, the parasite wriggled more and more into the shape of a woman. 

Her eyes, nose, mouth, and even her limbs began to take on a distinct form—it was only a matter of time now. 

No wonder, it was a high-level alien species, a Thoughtform. 

Paul moon had pulled off a final desperate act just before their end. 

Madmen. 

[Empathy- Absolute Tranquility] 

Hyunseong, watching the egg begin to crack from within, bit his lip and activated his ability. 

The pounding headache subsided slightly. 

A faint flicker of life returned to Yuna’s faded pupils. 

But it was too soon to feel relieved. 

After all, this creature could only hunt one designated target. 

A blurry spear of mist struck directly at Yuna’s heart. 

As Yuna said “Mom,” it became clear that she was the designated target. 

[You have entered the dungeon of the gentle and beautiful matricide.]

Drip. 

“Aah… Aaaah…” 

Drip. 


Tears flowed endlessly from her eyes. 

Or could they even be called tears? 

It was more like blood gushing from a pierced carotid artery. 

In just a few minutes, she would die from dehydration. 

It was certain. 

The fluid in her body was rapidly  turning into water. 

The flow became even more violent. 

[Starting Mental Resistance Check] 

Crackle— 

Not only did her tear glands burst, but even the tear ducts expanded to the point of rupturing. 

Due to the backflow, her skull felt cold. 

She wanted to rip out her ruined eyes. 

Tears gushed out, breaking through her jelly-like eyeballs. 

Her entire body began to transform solely to release tears. 

She couldn’t move, nor could she breathe. 

[Dice Roll [Variable] Normal Success! Calculation complete. The difference in stats between you and the target is normal!] 

She heard the sound of dice rolling in the air, and the collective voices of a gathered crowd singing in chorus. 

The dice’s result was unknown, but hearing it was a normal success suggested it was manageable. 

[OXOX Stares at you with a sad expression.] 

Leeches, cockroaches, silverfish, and horseflies crawled around. 

Squirming. 

They burrowed into mouths, noses, ears, and every other opening in the body to find a new host and lay eggs, to spread their offspring into the world. 

This was already the third time, so Hyunseong was used to it as he stood up. 

[Resistance Check Successful!] 

It was different from before. 

Now, he had comrades who faced the same direction, and he had grown stronger. 

Seol-ah, who sat down in exhaustion, didn’t move, like a machine that had run out of power. 

Hyunseong easily found the reason. 

A red string, resembling a long necklace, connected their hearts. 

The string of blood resembled the keepsake of Seol-ah’s mother, which Hyunseong had seen in her memories, and he cracked his neck. 

Seol-ah had trusted him. 

She had singlehandedly fought off the mental collapse directed at Hyunseong, leaving her exhausted. 

“Yuna.” 

With only one eye barely open, Hyunseong gently stroked Yuna’s back as she convulsed on the ground. 

Now that Yuna was the designated target, only she could kill the thought entity. 

If Yuna died, the thought entity would automatically disappear, but losing her was not an option. 

The reason why thought entities were troublesome was that they could not be harmed physically. 

They designate essential personnel, like a key commander or an irreplaceable figure, within their line of sight. 

In high-stakes battlefields, one must choose: either endure damage to eliminate the thought entity at the rear, or kill the easily accessible designated target. 

Thanks to Seol-ah, Hyunseong had enough mana left. 

The thought entity, noticing Hyunseong still standing, reacted violently. 

More insects and parasites swarmed in, like a cloud of locusts darkening the sky. 

Buzzing, wriggling. 

The gnashing of their teeth burned his brain. 

They burrowed into his mouth, nose, and ears, but he incinerated them with mana inside his body. 

He chewed the wriggling ones in his mouth and spat them out. 

The nauseating stench and taste were unbearable, but he forced himself to ignore it. 

The parasites digging deep into his flesh whispered to him. 

They invited him to join them, promising to devour him and remake him anew. 

They spoke of a future where countless versions of him would cover the land. 

[Empathy – Deafness]

He temporarily shut down Yuna’s auditory nerves. 

Hyunseong, having survived near-death situations before, could endure. 

He gently stroked Yuna’s back once more, being as careful and kind as possible to prevent her mind from collapsing. 

“Hyun…” 

Yuna’s mouth barely moved, and he burned the bugs trying to crawl into her open mouth. 

Her lifeless pupils slowly focused on Hyunseong. They made eye contact. 

Her mental fortitude was astounding. 

As the designated target, Yuna was subjected to a more intense mental collapse than anyone else. 

She had endured it with a clear mind. 

In a more pessimistic view, she was just barely holding on. 

Yuna had no strength to move even a finger. 

All her mental energy was dedicated solely to preventing her mind from shattering. 

There was no point in trying to confront the thought entity. 

The only option was to reverse Yuna’s mental collapse. 


Hyunseong used the same ability he had used when he met Seol-ah: the power to observe and intervene in another’s inner world. 

[Observation of Life and Death (生死觀照)]

He entered Yuna’s memories. 

Their consciousness flickered. 
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“Never leave your opponent with the strength to recover. Eradicate them from the roots. Even if you’ve won a battle, as long as the enemy harbors hostility, their mind has not fully submitted. It is important to cut down the enemy’s willpower completely, as if uprooting them, ensuring their submission in mind, body, and spirit.” —Miyamoto Musashi, The Book of Five Rings.

The master’s voice rang sharply as she read from the bamboo scroll. 

The girl concentrated, not wanting to miss a single word. 

Pleased with her focus, the master raised her voice.

“Miss, we’ll end the lesson here for today.”

In less than three months, the student had grasped the depths of the Water chapter, both inside and out. 

The master, who had taught many students, considered her to be the best.

Illya Seiya—despite being a child who should still be playing with friends—showed a maturity far beyond her years.

“When taught one thing, she understands ten. Her wisdom grows rapidly. Surely, she will bring great prosperity to her family.”

“You flatter me, Master. You’ve worked hard.”

Both the etiquette teacher and Illya bowed their heads in respectful acknowledgment. 

This was Illya’s favorite time—the feeling of accomplishment whenever she expanded her horizons by learning something new. 

She inscribed the ancient wisdom she learned in her heart, turning past knowledge into modern insight.

Recalling the lesson, Illya smiled softly, a feeling of joy. 

She wanted to share her thoughts with someone. 

The teaching of wise men from different disciplines all pointed toward a common conclusion, despite their varying methods. 

The more she realized this simple truth, the more joy she felt.

“Miss.”

“I’m listening.”

Though the master interrupted her thoughts, Illya wasn’t angry; instead, she was curious. 

The master had never lingered after a lesson before.

“That is…”

The female master hesitated, unable to meet Illya’s eyes. 

The unusual behavior piqued the girl’s curiosity even more. 

What was she going to say? 

Perhaps it was a favor?

As the top successor to her family, Illya had the power to grant any request her cherished teacher might ask.

“In the near future, by order of the head of the family, my daughter will serve you as your attendant.”

“Is that so? This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

The master gave a bitter smile. 

Illya’s every move was under the family’s control. 

The head of the family, who was both oppressive and ruthless, would never do something like this for Illya’s benefit.

“My daughter has many shortcomings. I humbly ask for your understanding.”

“Don’t worry. Managing inexperienced subordinates is part of a leader’s duty.”

Reassured by Illya’s response, the master bowed deeply and left. 

Sometimes, when the master couldn’t focus, she spoke about her daughter—unlike her disciplined upbringing, her daughter was said to be soft-hearted and weak, with a talent for gardening. 

The thought of having someone her own age around excited Illya.

***

Smack!

The white cloth in her mouth was stained red with blood. 

Her swollen cheeks hardened like lumps, but the slapping didn’t stop. 

She couldn’t even groan in pain.

Smack!

Her face now covered in welts, the hitting ceased. 

Waves of pain and sorrow overwhelmed Illya as she trembled, holding back her tears. 

The sword master shook off his hands and picked up a rod.

Crack!

She had dropped her sword during training. 

A rare mistake for her. 

She had been distracted by thoughts of the sword master’s daughter, failing to block a sudden low thrust.

Crack!

The wooden rod made of yew struck her tendons and joints. 

Her fingers felt like they were about to fall off. 

When her hands became as limp as a puppy’s paws, the punishment finally ended.

“Remember to become like a clear mirror and calm water.”

The sword master struggled to keep his face composed. 

He had no desire to punish the future successor of the family. 

Moreover, she was still just a child.

“Thank you for enlightening me.”

Illya muttered, blood dripping from her tattered lips. 

She clasped her mangled hands together and bowed respectfully. 

Unable to bear the sight, the sword master averted his eyes.

What had just happened would soon be reported to the head of the family. 

Nothing escaped his watchful eye within the estate. 

Holding any sense of sympathy would be foolish and dangerous.

The former sword master had shown kindness to Illya while teaching her, only to be cast aside with his right arm severed. 

Though it was kept quiet, everyone knew who was responsible.

Even now, there were presences outside the walls. 

The head of the family would receive the report and judge accordingly.

“Thank you again for today’s lesson.”

Illya offered a faint smile, as if to say, “I know it wasn’t your fault.” 

The sword master felt dizzy, his legs wobbling. 

Guilt and helplessness weighed heavily on him. 

He had always taught her to follow the righteous path, yet here he was, unable to protect her.

Illya’s unflinching gaze, despite her silence, drove the sword master to flee the room.

“You may go now.”

As expected, a servant of the head of the family was waiting outside. 

The sword master felt a surge of anger, but seeing the servant’s emotionless expression left him deflated. 

Both he and the servant were no different—disposable pawns, unable to resist.


The servant had long since resigned themselves. 

This person didn’t move by their own will, but simply carried out orders like a pre-programmed machine. 

Without even glancing at the swordsmanship master, the servant roughly opened the door and entered. 

The master’s feet were stuck in place. 

Was there truly nothing that could be done?

Thwack! Thwack! 

Soon, the sound of stretched buckskin tearing was heard. 

The thin paper sliding door, the shoji, if lit, would reveal the inside scene like a shadow play. 

The servant with lifeless eyes was violently beating Illya with all their might.

“Aaah!” 

This was the child who, even when her hand bones broke or her mouth tore like paper, hadn’t let out a single groan. 

But now, she could no longer endure and was begging for mercy. 

Asking for it to stop. 

Begging for her life. 

That she was going to die.

The swordsmanship master clenched their sword tightly, then put it down again. 

In the house where the head of the family resided, the suffocating pressure from every direction could be felt. 

They were watching everything. It was a warning from the family head that your life is singular.

The master felt utterly disgusted and repulsed by themselves. 

They threw their sheathed sword to the floor. 

They were no longer someone who revered martial arts.

“I’ve studied the sword, yet I’m like a mayfly swayed by the wind and dried by the sun.” 

The swordsmanship master muttered self-deprecatingly as they looked at the sky, knowing that all they could do was leave helplessly.

***

“Hello, Miss! Please call me Inu.” 

“So, you’re the daughter of my etiquette teacher. It’s nice to meet you.”

Inu’s eyes sparkled as she beamed at the fact that Illya already knew her. 

“Yes! I-I’ll do my best to serve you well!” 

“Haha, I look forward to it.” 

“Hehe…”

Illya, who hadn’t interacted with peers her age before, quickly let her guard down. 

Inu, too, who had been sneaking glances to gauge her mood, joined in her laughter. 

Illya covered her mouth with her bandaged hands and laughed for a long while.

Inu was like a pure flower petal. 

She was lively like a puppy, just as her name suggested. 

Everything about her was so different from the teachings of the family that Illya found herself feeling a strange mix of distance and warmth. 

It wasn’t unpleasant.

“This is an asagao (morning glory)! It grows really, really big!” 

“Inu, this flower doesn’t have much fragrance. I thought you liked more fragrant flowers.” 

“Oh no! Miss! If you smell it too much, I’ll be in big trouble!”

Inu quickly pulled Illya away from smelling the morning glory’s scent. 

With her hand on her chest, she let out a sigh of relief and placed her hand on her waist. 

Inu’s eyebrows furrowed like migrating birds, though her expression looked more comical than angry. 

Illya stifled a laugh. How long had she yearned for a friend who would treat her so casually? 

Whenever she was with Inu, her worries felt lighter.

“At night, the scent gets stronger. But it’s poisonous, so you have to be careful. Not someone like me, but a noble lady like you has to be even more cautious!” 

“Inu, don’t belittle yourself. You are my person.”

Inu, who had been scolding Illya, shrank at her words. 

The young miss was both gracious and gentle, but when she got angry, she was sharp like a blade. 

There was a dignified presence about her that could pressure others, no matter how softly it was expressed. 

When Inu met Illya’s gaze, she felt like everything was her fault.

“I-I’m sorry. I’m your servant, but…” 

“Your dignity becomes my status. Never belittle yourself. I admire a proud and loyal Inu, not one who is self-deprecating and servile.”

Inu felt like the ground would swallow her whole at the sound of Illya’s unerring logic. 

The young lady was always gentle, no matter what joke she played, but whenever Inu habitually made self-deprecating comments, Illya would sternly scold her. 

Why was that?

The other servants, both men and women, would laugh heartily when Inu made such jokes.

“If you do it again, I’ll scold you severely.”

Inu, the Dog. 

She had been named by the family head when he visited on the day she was born. 

Unlike her mother, who found the name sorrowful, Inu liked it. 

She thought it was cute. 

All she had to do was grow strong like a puppy!

Perhaps because of the name, she grew up healthy and fearless. 

She once got into a big fight at the market with a merchant who tried to cheat her and won.

“Yes… Miss…”

There were only two people that Inu couldn’t defy. 

Her mother, who was the swordsmanship master, and Illya, the young miss.

Dejected, Inu fiddled with her fingers. 

Despite being the older one, Inu always felt like a much younger sibling in front of Illya. 

Illya knew this and would sometimes secretly call her “Inu-unnie” when no one was watching. 

Every time, it made Inu feel like she was walking on air.

“Come here, Inu.” 

Inu scurried over and nestled into Illya’s embrace. 

The young lady’s body, honed through constant training, was strong and firm, unlike Inu’s dirt-stained one.

“Don’t feel so down. I just want you to be as wonderful as you can be.” 

Illya softly stroked Inu’s head. 

Inu fought back the urge to cry. 

She was the older sister! 

How could she show such weakness in front of her master, her little sister?


“You’ll forgive me, won’t you?” 

“Hehehe…”

Despite her efforts, Inu’s expression was already crumbling. 

She wanted to spend her whole life serving Illya and die by her side.

Illya’s thoughts began to drift deeper into her mind once more.



 
  Chapter 62: Fleeting Love (2)


“Puppy?” 

I returned to the house after finishing my lessons. 

I was startled to see a puppy wagging its tail to greet me. 

A small, fluffy puppy, like a cotton candy of a burnt-rice color. 

“Miss, did you call me?” 

Inu, who had been tending to the garden, tilted her head as she approached. 

She only smiled brightly after seeing my gaze fixed on the puppy. 

The cotton-like creature rubbed against my calves, soft and squishy. 

I couldn’t believe such a cute creature existed. 

Inu handed me the panting puppy. 

“Since I’m the only servant managing the house, right?” 

Still dazed, I took the fluffy ball into my arms. 

The young puppy, struggling to keep its eyes open, greeted me warmly. 

Thump, thump, its tail wagged as if it might fly off. 

“So I brought in a new friend!” 

“What? But…” 

A creature just as adorable as Inu. 

It had the same weak-looking eyes, the downward-turned mouth, and the habit of running to me whenever it saw me, abandoning its tasks. 

It was so similar to Inu that I almost mistook it for her reincarnated as a puppy. 

I wanted to hug it tightly, but… 

“The master won’t allow it.” 

My expression darkened. 

Authority is mysterious, and even human emotions are merely tools for governance. 

The head of the household always spoke of colorlessness, odorlessness, and hypocrisy. There’s no way he’d allow it. 

“He might kill the puppy, saying I’m acting like a girl.” 

The thought of its soft bones being crushed filled me with dread. 

There’s no mercy in this family’s hands. 

The image of the crushed puppy flashed in my mind, and I dropped it in shock. 

“Eek!” 

“Miss, be careful!” 

Inu, who had been watching with a smile, lunged to catch the puppy. 

The frightened puppy whimpered, and Inu comforted it before letting it loose to play in the garden. 

The puppy, curious about the sky, wandered off. 

Relieved, I watched the puppy chase after birds it could never catch, feeling a deeper sense of despair. 

It reminded me of myself, futilely chasing an unreachable goal. 

“Don’t worry. The master gave permission. He said to take good care of it together.” 

Inu, who had noticed my inner turmoil despite my efforts to hide it, approached and placed her hand over mine. 

Her warmth was comforting. 

It was more tangible than my mother’s presence had ever been, even when I was a newborn. 

“It’s just a puppy now, but when you become the head of the family, we can go outside and see the world! There are fireworks and tall buildings—so many things I want to see!” 

Inu spoke excitedly, trying to lift my spirits. 

Nothing was certain. 

Whether I would become the head of the family or if I would ever see the outside world. 

“Thank you.” 

It had already been years since Inu and I started living together. 

She had become more than a servant; she was my only friend.  

For her sake, there was nothing I wouldn’t do. 

No, I wanted to make her wishes come true. 

Woof! 

The puppy, having failed to catch the bird, returned, wagging its tail. 

With its face covered in grass, it barked happily. 

I nodded, holding Inu’s hand. 

The three of us had become a family. 

***

I named the puppy “Inori” after Inu and the word “prayer.” 

Inori and Inu. 

Inu asked me to think of her whenever I saw the puppy. 

“You’re eating well. Your stomach doesn’t hurt, does it?” 

Woof! 

Inori chewed on a dried jerky with great enthusiasm. 

Seeing it eat so eagerly made me smile. 

Though I wanted to feed it daily, Inu often stopped me, saying it would get spoiled. 

As soon as Inori finished the jerky, it wagged its tail even more. 

“Lately, your sister’s been coming home late.” 

Inori whimpered as if it understood. 

Inu had been coming home later than me more often, though it was unusual for her to slack off. 

Even when I asked cautiously, she only said it wasn’t something I should worry about. 

“Inori! Miss!” 

“Inu, you’re back.” 

Finally, the voice I had been waiting for called out. 

Even though I had given Inori some jerky, it ran toward Inu, rubbing its head against her. 

I stood up from my crouch and greeted Inu. 

Inu, who had been nuzzling Inori, bowed her head slightly. 

“I was summoned to the main house for a bit. Did you wait for me?” 

“No, I trust you, Inu.” 

I flinched at the mention of the main house, where the master resided, but quickly composed myself. 

Inu, now holding the puppy in her arms, rushed over to embrace me tightly. 

In this household, Inu was the only person I could trust. 

Though I hesitated at first, I embraced her back.


“From now on, I won’t make you worry.”

Being in her warm embrace felt like floating on clouds. 

The scent of the morning glories she liked tickled my nose. 

In between us, Inori, the puppy, let out a happy howl.

After a while, my gaze shifted downward.

“Don’t worry about it. But, Inu, the injury on your arm…”

Usually hidden under her wide kimono, I noticed two bruises on Inu’s arm. 

They looked like injuries caused by being hit. 

But Inu usually stayed within my home. 

When I asked her with curiosity, Inu’s face momentarily stiffened before she smiled brightly.

“I was just carrying some things and got hurt. Hehe, it’s fine.”

“But, Inu. This doesn’t seem like that kind of injury.”

It wasn’t just a bruise. 

It looked like a mark left after being struck multiple times in the same spot. 

I knew because I also had scars in several places on my body.

Sensing something was wrong, I sharpened my gaze, and Inu quickly pulled her arm away.

“I-It’s true! I just didn’t want to seem clumsy to you, so I kept it hidden…”

Looking hurt, Inu started to tear up. 

Panicked, I stopped my questioning.

Sensing the tension, Inori barked.

“If anything ever happens, please tell me immediately. Don’t hide it. Don’t carry it alone. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lady.” 

Inu replied, her spirits dampened, as she covered her arm with her sleeve.

All I could do was give her firm advice.

At that moment, I should have pressed harder, even if it meant making her uncomfortable, to understand what had happened.

But I didn’t.

I failed to prevent it.

I did nothing.

***

That day was no different from any other. 

A regular day, just like the others.

I returned home after finishing my lessons.

The only difference was that Inu was cradling the corpse of a dead dog in her arms.

I stopped in my tracks.

“My lady…”

The dog was dead, its body cold. 

Something resembling a nail had been driven into its head. 

It was not simply killed; it was slaughtered.

The dog wasn’t sticking out its tongue to greet me; its muscles had relaxed after death, leaving its tongue hanging out grotesquely.

“My lady…”

Inu’s body was a wreck. 

She was battered and torn. 

Blood dripped from a wound on her cheek. 

The kimono I had given her was in shreds.

“Inori… Inori is…”

Inu weakly cradled the cold lump of flesh in her arms.

What was that?

The once-pure eyes of the dog had rolled back, now showing only whites. 

The once-fluffy fur was ragged and torn. 

The face, which looked so much like Inu’s, was also covered in blood.

“Who did this?” I asked.

Inu burst into tears.

With her body creaking, she finally told me the truth.

Now that I looked closer, her body was covered in bruises.

Stupid girl.

“No! My lady, please stop!”

I drew my sword.

I sharpened the blade every day. 

Its edge was razor sharp.

With long strides, I headed for the central house.

I pushed Inu aside, making her fall.

“Kyaaah!”

I must have looked quite the sight. 

The servants who saw me screamed and backed away.

I didn’t care. 

I kept walking.

For Inori and Inu.

The familiar gate of the central house came into view.

“You can’t—”

I pointed my sword at the servant blocking my way. 

He wet himself and stepped aside.

I moved even faster.

The house where the head’s personal maid stayed was in sight.

I slashed through the wooden door and forced it open. 

The sword cut through the thick wood with ease—a testament to my training.

“How could you be here, my lady…”

A courtesan I had seen several times emerged. 

I had heard rumors that she wanted to bear the head’s child. 

They said she had grown arrogant with the head’s favor.

Her description matched the one Inu had given me.

“If you leave the house, the head will punish you.”

Her expression remained calm.

Her twisted smile seemed to mock me, as if asking what I could possibly do. 

The fan that covered half of her face only added to her arrogance.

“Why did you do it?”

I undressed Inu and saw her body.

Scars covered her entirely.

Her bones were twisted, improperly healed from breaks.

It was as if her body mirrored mine.

Pain that should have been mine alone to bear.

But there was one difference between us.

A cruel, emotional, and vile action had been performed on her lower abdomen to prevent her from conceiving.

“So a lowly being like her can’t bear the master’s blood.” 

The courtesan said.

And the master too, she added, chuckling.

She said she’d helped him so that he wouldn’t have to cast his gaze elsewhere.

The courtesan laughed.

Just because the master had shown interest in her, all that malice had been directed toward the easy target, Inu.

Inu would never be able to live a normal life again.

“Gah… cough…”

I felt utterly pathetic.

The idea that I was taking care of Inu like family was just my delusion.

I hadn’t protected her from anything.

I knew nothing, and my efforts had been lacking.

All because I used the excuse of not wanting to burden her.

I had failed to hold onto anything.

Not Inu’s life.

Not myself.

Not happiness.

Not family.

“Well, I also couldn’t let a lowly courtesan bear the master’s blood.”

My first murder.

The blood from the half-severed courtesan’s neck sprayed everywhere.

The sensation of cutting off life transmitted through the sword to my fingertips.

It wasn’t something I wanted to get used to, nor something I ever wished to feel.

Yet, for some reason, tears fell from my eyes.

Whether it was joy or a final scream, I didn’t know.

There was no going back.

The master did not punish me.

Instead, the courtesan’s severed head was hung in the marketplace.

Her remaining limbs were buried in front of my house.

As if to mock her, people would insult her body as they passed by.

It was disgusting.

It was pathetic.

As if to celebrate the victory I had claimed.

***

“My lady! Look over there. Inori is holding a morning glory in its mouth.”

“Oh my. Why don’t you go give him some jerky?”

“Oh! Right! Inori used to love jerky so much.”

Inu had lost her mind.

She saw the dead dog among the morning glories, which had started to overgrow the wall.

Inu ran over and waved a piece of jerky in the air.

Pointing at nothing, she smiled brightly at me.

“He’s eating it well.”

“Hehe, I should make more jerky.”

What was Inu looking at?

She was living in a fantasy.

Perhaps it was a sunny future where the three of us could be together.

Maybe in that future, Inori would be energetically wagging his tail while chewing on jerky.

As I smiled bitterly, Inu crossed her hands and came closer.

It was something I had experienced hundreds of times.

I skillfully pretended to take something from Inu’s hands.

An imaginary Inori.

“Kyaah! Inori, how could you be so rude to the lady!”

“It’s alright, Inu. Go get something to clean it up.”

Inu swatted at the air, angrily.

She then brought back a towel, freshly laundered, and gently wiped my face.

But my face was dry.

I couldn’t speak as my throat tightened.

“Your pretty face is soaked. Oh, Inori, really…”

She kept wiping my face.

Then, she reached into the air and placed something on the ground.

The morning glories swayed in the cold wind.

The rustling sound felt like the mocking laughter of the dead courtesan.

Are you mocking me too?

“Inori hasn’t grown much. Even though he gets jerky every day. Maybe it’s because he’s been playing with you, my lady.”

“Maybe so.”

It seemed Inori was still the same.

For a moment, the image of the dog with a nail in its head flickered in my mind.

I shook my head to clear it.

Exhausted, I lay Inu, who had fallen asleep on my shoulder, down in her room.

I looked at Inu and then closed my eyes beside her.

The next morning, Inu was gone from the house.

I ran around frantically, asking everyone, but they all said she had gone to the central house.

I cut down the soldiers who tried to stop me, over and over.

But there was no life in their eyes.

They were like Inu.

Like puppets, merely following orders.

I lowered my sword in despair.

Thick blood dripped down the blade and onto the ground.

***

“Strike. As you killed the courtesan.”

It was only a few days later that I was able to see Inu again.

She could no longer be called human—my sister and friend.

Inu was tied at the very center of the execution ground, with the master watching.

A servant handed me a sword.

“My lady.”

I stood before Inu as if I were in a trance.

The hand holding the sword trembled.

It felt like my heart had stopped; I couldn’t breathe.

Everything seemed like a terrible nightmare.

Inu raised her head.

Don’t speak.

Please, no more.

She gazed into the empty air.

“Inori, my lady.”

Inu smiled brightly.

There was no resentment in her eyes.

It was as if she was honored to have served me.

As if asking me not to forget her.

“Don’t cry. Smile. You’re the most beautiful when you smile, my lady.”

Inu murmured.

As our eyes met, her once clouded gaze became clear.

In that moment, Inu wasn’t seeing her delusions.

She was looking at me.

For the first and last time, she truly saw me.

Just like on that very first day.

In a brief exchange of glances, we shared countless unspoken words.

My vision blurred.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. Please… let me rest now, my lady.”

Suddenly, I remembered the meaning of the morning glory Inu had once told me about.

Bond.

Futile love.

Unrequited love.

Goodbye.

Goodbye, my sister.

“Goodbye, my little sister.”

Crack!

I couldn’t say anything in the end.

I gripped the sword and drove it under her chin.

The feeling of the blade hitting internal organs reverberated through my hands.

It was instant.

Her body collapsed lifelessly, like a branch snapping.

I accepted it.

Her limp corpse fell against me.

Just like when she used to lean on my shoulder while living with Inori, this time too, she leaned on my shoulder.

The only difference was that she no longer breathed.

“The dog (Inu) has served its purpose. Now it’s disposed of.”

The master rose, speaking.

“I should have made an example by killing her more painfully, but I’ll let this slide.”

“Do not forget the greater cause, my daughter.”

The master stood and left.

The others followed suit, losing interest and disappearing.

Alone in the execution ground, I held Inu’s body and did not move.


A long time passed before I finally rose.

I was broken.

Utterly ruined.

There was nothing left for me.





 
  Chapter 63: Fleeting Love (Completed)


A person driven to the edge cannot make rational decisions.

The line between good and evil often crumbles into insignificance.

Triage determines the priority of treatment in emergency situations, such as during war or large-scale disasters, to make the most of limited medical personnel.

In the chaos, patients are assigned colored bands: white, green, yellow, red, and black.

Black, or “Expectant,” signifies those whose injuries are beyond help—those who will die without intervention unless a miracle occurs.

When a military doctor ties a black band, does it mean they are merely observing death?

Has a doctor who took the Hippocratic Oath committed evil by not treating a patient?

Even if other lives were saved, what meaning is there to the dead, to the one tied with a black band?

In the face of efficiency and value, human life becomes nothing more than a number on a piece of paper, no longer sacred.

“You are no different.”

Inu clung to life, hanging by a thread after severe torture and beatings.

The family’s methods of torture were ancient and designed to inflict maximum pain without killing.

Even if a miracle occurred and she survived, her spine was shattered, her joints destroyed—Inu could never live a normal life again.

Her mind, too, was unstable.

When the body breaks and the spirit crumbles, can that still be called living?

That is why I killed her.

If I were to offer an excuse, it was because she asked me to end it.

As her lord, I could no longer bear to witness her suffering.

I pierced her brain with my sword, sending her off painlessly.

“You are no different.”

I split a courtesan’s neck.

I cut down soldiers blocking my path.

I killed the assassin aiming for my throat.

I avenged Inu by slaying the servant involved in her death.

Sticky blood dripped from both my hands.

Those Illya had killed turned into vengeful spirits, dragging me into the abyss.

In the silence, countless corpses’ hands enveloped Illya’s body.

Far away, the family head, swarming with parasites, approached.

Looking at myself now, I realized my hands were just like those of the master I had so despised.

“You are no different.”

The family head pressed his neck against the tip of Illya’s sword.

The blade sliced into his throat, reaching the cervical spine.

Crack.

The blade pierced through even the spine, emerging from the skin.

With a grotesque smile, the master grabbed my sword, threatening to tear my cheek apart, but still grinning brightly.

“You are no different.”

The silence in the blood-filled depths was unbearable.

Thousands of resentful mouths from the corpses dragged Illya into the deep mud.

Amid the corpses, Illya spotted a small child—the same friend I had last seen, her skull hideously cracked open.

“My lady.”

Inu, shedding tears of blood, thrust her fingers into Illya’s eyes, twisting them around.

Her face was filled with nothing but resentment and hatred.

The physical pain meant nothing, but the tearing of my heart was unbearable.

My heart and lungs burst like balloons, unable to withstand the pressure of the depths.

“You are no different, my lady.”

Now, I couldn’t tell whose voice I was hearing.

Was it Inu who resented Illya?

Or was it the family head, using Inu’s mouth to condemn Illya?

Illya wanted to think no more.

I wanted to let it all go, to find peace.

If this was my penance, my karma, I would walk through the flames of hell.

Just as I was about to give up everything, the darkness gradually lifted, and a bright light turned the surrounding corpses to dust.

“Kid, your lady isn’t at fault.”

A man I had never seen before approached, but his face felt strangely familiar, like someone I had met many times before.

The corpses screeched, rushing to drag the man into the abyss, but with a mere gesture, they vanished.

Illya could only stare blankly at the man.

“Cadet number 04, you’ve rested enough. Pick up your sword.”

The man approached with a gentle smile, speaking playfully to Illya.

Inu, who had been resenting Illya, grabbed her ears and spat out parasites from her mouth.

The family head, clicking his tongue, leaped out of the mud and began gathering the corpses.

As if entranced, Illya picked up the sword she had dropped.

“Yuna, listen carefully. You need to cut the core. You’ll only have one chance.”

Though it was the first time hearing the name Yuna, it felt familiar and warm.

The man, who gently ruffled Illya’s disheveled hair, turned to face ahead.

The warmth he conveyed reminded me of when Inu used to smile and fix my hair.

Though I couldn’t see his face, shrouded in light, the broad back of the man standing protectively before me brought tears to my eyes.

Like a parent protecting their child.

When I looked around, the corpses that had been resenting me, and even Inu, had vanished, as if they had seen butterflies in the middle of summer.

“Stop your tears now. Remember: when the family head’s movements are bound, strike the core.”

The man’s voice carried a weight that compelled obedience.

Unlike the master, who ruled through violence and fear, this man had built an impregnable fortress of trust and relationships.

Even with his vital spots fully exposed, he didn’t doubt for a second that Illya wouldn’t betray him.

I didn’t want to betray that trust.

Nodding resolutely, Illya gripped her sword and took her stance.

A fierce, sharp aura emanated from her.

“You are no different.”

A mountain of flesh charged toward the man.

Seeing the determination on Illya’s face, the man smiled as he calmly awaited the onslaught of flesh.

The man crossed his arms and planted his legs firmly on the ground, fending off the fierce attack. 


Though his back drew nearer to Illya as the pressure increased, he did not rush her. 

His trust was like steel. It was a strategy he would never have used had he not believed in Illya. 

She concentrated, trying to find the thread of an opening.

“You are no different!!”

Soon, a spear-like mass of veins from the corpse shot towards the man’s head, aiming to shatter it. 

When the master’s skull became exposed through a gap, Illya took a short breath, recalling the teachings of her swordsmanship master. 

The Water Scroll from The Book of Five Rings—”Uproot from the base.” 

Ice shattered beneath her feet, freezing the entire space. 

The chilling air solidified the bloody flesh, binding it tightly.

“I may not be any different.” 

Illya murmured self-deprecatingly, as she swung her sword. 

A burst of cold energy shot toward the skull. 

Though it tried to hide among the flesh, the sharp cold tore through everything in its way, forcing its intended path. 

Crack! Crack!

“But unlike you, I will live atoning for my sins.”

“No! Nooo!!” 

The horrendous scream echoed as the skull split in two. 

The monster, formed of parasites, worms, and corpses, began to disintegrate. 

With all her strength drained, Illya collapsed to the ground.

Beep! 

A ringing in her ears, her heart thumping like a train engine at its limit, pulsed blood through her body. 

She didn’t even have the strength to move a finger, but she didn’t let go of her sword. 

It was, after all, her new fate—the one bestowed upon her by that man.

Plop.

As she hung her head, panting, a firm hand was placed on her head. 

The rough, calloused texture was far from the soft, pale hands of Inu, yet for some reason, she felt as though she could fly from happiness.

“Say your last farewell.”

The battered man stroked her dirtied face, smeared with blood and mud, like one would gently pet a kitten. 

With effort, Illya looked up, gazing ahead. 

There, not the corpse she had seen earlier, but her friend, Inu, stood before her as she had when they first met. 

Illya’s eyes widened.

“Miss…”

“Inu, is it really you?” 

Illya asked. 

The small figure of Inu nodded with a bright smile. 

She gently handed a tiny morning glory petal from her bosom. 

Illya, carefully cupping it in her hands, feared it might tear, just as when she was young, simply being by Inu’s side made her happy.

“It was an honor to serve you, my lady. I worried about whether you’d be alright without me.” 

Inu smiled bashfully, glancing at the man before breaking into a radiant grin. 

After a brief conversation with him, like an older sister meeting her younger sister’s beloved, she nodded. 

Inu’s figure gradually faded.

“Ah!”

The petal in Illya’s palm also began to turn into dust and disappear. 

As she held the ashes in her hand in vain, Inu pulled her into a tight embrace. 

The long-forgotten warmth returned.

“My lady, the morning glory (変化朝顔) has another meaning.”

It doesn’t always have bad connotations.

Hee-hee.

Inu giggled softly, covering her mouth. 

Illya, her throat tight with emotion, simply listened. 

From her toes, Inu’s body slowly began to disappear, yet she smiled the same warm smile.

“A bond formed from love (愛情). You already have good people by your side, my lady.”

“It’s all because of you, Inu. Every bit of it.” 

Illya hugged Inu tightly. 

Inu, in turn, gently stroked Illya’s back, as if comforting a crying child, urging her to bury the past and step forward into the future. 

As only her neck remained, Inu’s eyes slowly closed.

“Goodbye, my sister.”

Knowing it was the final farewell, Illya forced a smile, the one Inu loved so much.

“Goodbye, Inu unni.”

When Inu, who had been nestled in her arms, disappeared completely, the space around them began to collapse. 

The ground below crumbled, the sky split in two. 

Illya buried Inu’s final traces there. 

Slowly standing up, gripping her sword, she looked at the man who had been watching with his arms crossed, and smiled at him with the same smile she had given Inu.

“I’ll live to repay this favor until the day I die. Thank you, Hyunseong brother.”

“Cough. What, what?”

The man, flustered, uncrossed his arms and waved his hands, but that only made him seem more endearing. 

His reaction was amusing, and Illya couldn’t help but wonder if this was why Inu had teased her. 

She mentally buried her loyal friend in her heart.

“Hmph.”


Whether the man had been caught off-guard or Illya had found a new preference didn’t matter.

The space fully collapsed. 

The void between the cracks pulled them in. 

After shattering the core of the phantom form, Illya’s consciousness flickered back toward the real world.





 
  Chapter 64: Nostalgia – Part 1 End


Hyunseong, who regained his senses first, sliced through the remnant of the collapsing entity and extracted its core. 

The durability of the main body was weaker than fabric, so it was easy to obtain. 

When the remnant vanished, the parasites and swarm of bugs that filled the factory literally evaporated.

Holding the softly glowing gray core, he carried both Seol-ah and Yuna, who still hadn’t woken up, out of the factory. 

Upon reaching the beach, Hyunseong set them down on the sand and caught his breath. 

His body was covered in bug fluids and parasite remains like a tattered cloak.

“Ah, I feel alive again.”

Stripping off his clothes, he plunged into the ocean to wash off the grime. 

The saltwater stung his wounds, making his hair stand on end, but it brought a satisfaction similar to that after a long march of 40 km with full gear and finally returning to the base for a shower. 

Even the fishy smell that seemed to linger in his nose was gone.

After finishing his laundry while waiting for the others to wake up, he sensed movement.

“Hyunseong, what are you doing?”

Seol-ah, frowning and holding her head, asked wearily. 

Seeing Yuna lying next to her, Seol-ah turned her head again. 

After shaking the water off his clothes and putting them back on, Hyunseong checked Seol-ah’s forehead.

“No fever.”

“My head hurts.”

“Rinse off lightly and let’s head back to the lodging.”

Seol-ah nodded, stripped off her clothes, and submerged herself in the sea. 

Watching her float like a jellyfish, Hyunseong turned to check Yuna’s condition again. 

Her pulse was normal, and her wounds were healing, so there was nothing physically wrong. She was simply exhausted and asleep.

Seol-ah, now clothed again, approached and tugged at Hyunseong’s sleeve as he cared for Yuna.

“Hyunseong, explain.”

After pondering how to explain, Hyunseong began recounting the events he had seen in Yuna’s mind, starting with her childhood marred by abuse under the guise of family training, the death of her sister figure Inu, which shattered her, and her youth spent under the alias Yuna after fleeing her oppressive family.

Seol-ah’s eyes remained cold and sharp as he described Inu’s death. 

After staring intently at the motionless Yuna, Seol-ah finally spoke.

“So, she’s not Illya, but Yuna.”

“That’s right.”

Seol-ah’s single sentence summarized everything. 

The tragedy Illya experienced was buried in Yuna’s heart, and they needed to help her move forward with a new life. Just as Hyunseong had saved Seol-ah, who had been abandoned by everyone, Yuna would be the same. 

Inu would not have wanted Illya to live in regret and obsession with the past.

“Is Yelena Yuna’s sister?”

“It’s a bit complicated to call her a real sister. They’re more like distant relatives.”

“Does Yelena know?”

“She probably doesn’t. Yuna’s only seen her in passing a few times.”

Seol-ah sat down heavily on the sand, resting her chin on her fingers, lost in thought. 

Hyunseong crossed his arms, smiling, wondering what brilliant idea she was cooking up. 

After a moment of contemplation, Seol-ah clapped her hands and stood up energetically.

“Both of them can just be my sisters!”

“That’s the conclusion you came to?”

“I’ll take care of them.”

With a confident posture, Seol-ah puffed out her chest proudly. 

Yuna was actually older than Seol-ah. Hyunseong, having expected more, was left feeling deflated and stood there blankly. 

Meanwhile, Seol-ah grabbed Yuna’s pinky finger and gently wiggled it.

“I always wondered why she didn’t use her sword.”

“Because she used a shield or dagger as her main weapon instead.”

Although she hadn’t used it because of past memories, Yuna’s swordsmanship was unmatched. 

While armies valued the concentrated firepower of a unified group over individual prowess, awakened beings like Yuna, who proved their worth, could be assigned special tasks such as handling unique entities. 

If Yuna desired it, she could wield her sword again.

Though a difficult test awaited her, Yuna wasn’t worried.

“I’ll help her wash up.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to wait until she wakes up?”

“She’s like me, so it doesn’t matter. I know her best.”

Like a Korean spotting a fellow countryman in a foreign land, Seol-ah’s eyes lit up, and she suddenly grabbed Yuna, hurling her far out into the sea.

Splash!

Yuna, who had landed in the water like a buoy, flailed and struggled as she bobbed up and down.

“See? We grew up strong, so it’s okay to be rough!”

“That’s not how it works.”

Seol-ah, with a nonchalant expression, pointed at Yuna, who had come to her senses, and nodded smugly. 

Hyunseong, watching all this, couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity. 

Yuna, who had been looking around in a daze as if possessed, finally spotted Hyunseong and Seol-ah, and let out a sigh of relief. 

She dove deep into the sea to wash herself before walking out of the water.

The three of them were all soaked in salt water, but they were filled with a sense of freedom.

“Thank you for helping me, Seol-ah.”

Yuna no longer felt bound to her family, and the burdens that had once shackled her were completely lifted. 

She had finally been able to bid farewell to Inu, the lingering sorrow in her heart now gone. 

Despite everything, Seol-ah had selflessly helped Yuna, risking her life. 

The bond they shared was now deeper than mere comradeship—Seol-ah had become a benefactor to Yuna.

With a trembling voice, Yuna expressed her gratitude.

“Yes, my little sister.”

“Huh?”

Yuna, kneeling with her head bowed, looked up in confusion, her eyes searching for answers. 

Her pupils darted around, lost. 

Hyunseong, who had long since reached a state of calm, simply smiled as he watched the scene unfold.

“Yuna, Jeong Seol-ah. Our names are similar. Be my sister.”

“Is that… how it works?”

“I’ll take care of you.” 

Seol-ah declared confidently, genuinely believing Yuna would be pleased. 

Her posture radiated pride, as if she were bestowing a great favor. 


Seol-ah’s puffed-up shoulders and proud demeanor said it all.

But something unexpected happened—Yuna, who had been gazing at Seol-ah, suddenly teared up. 

Hyunseong, who had been about to make a joke, froze in place. 

Yuna was genuinely happy.

“Thank you, unnie.”

“Yeah.”

Seol-ah turned her head away, but her lips twitched in satisfaction. 

Though she didn’t say it aloud, her expression clearly said, “See? I was right.”

Hyunseong, unaware of their inner thoughts, could only be moved by the sight.

***

“Yelena, have you been behaving?”

“Umm!”

“Haha, everything’s been fine.”

Yelena, whom they hadn’t seen for a while, had grown chubbier during her time at the police station. 

After a brief chat with the mutant officer, Hyunseong waved goodbye. 

Yelena cheerfully waved back to the officers as they left.

“Bye, mister!”

“It was nice meeting you, and listen to Mr. Hyunseong, okay?”

“Yes!”

On the way back to their lodging, Yelena rested her chin on Hyunseong’s shoulder, glancing at the two women following behind. She blinked and then shouted in surprise when she saw Yuna.

“Wow! She’s so pretty!”

“Hello, what’s your name?” 

Yuna asked with a smile.

“I’m Yelena! You can call me Ellie!”

Yuna’s smile faltered slightly, having already been briefed on Yelena by Hyunseong. 

The child, who had suffered due to her family’s ambition for expansion, had lost her parents and been forced to undergo mutant transformation, leaving her with little time to live.

Seeing the deep sorrow well up in Yuna’s eyes, Yelena suddenly jumped down from Hyunseong’s arm and ran over, pressing her hands against Yuna’s face.

“Unnie, you’ll look ugly if you cry.”

“Pfft.”

Yuna, reminded of Inu’s innocence, broke into a bright smile. 

Hand in hand, Yelena chattered away while Yuna listened quietly, like a gentle older sister.

Hyunseong smiled warmly from a distance.

***

“We have to catch the tagger for the game to end.”

“Iek! No, I don’t want to!”

“Dummy.”

Yelena bounced on the bed, trying to grab Seol-ah, who was sitting on a chair made of blood attached to the ceiling. 

Seol-ah sneered at her, amused, as Yelena huffed and jumped with all her might. 

Watching them, Hyunseong couldn’t tell if Seol-ah was playing with Yelena or if it was the other way around.

“Are you okay?” 

Yelena, who had eventually fallen and bumped her head on the floor, began to cry loudly. 

Seol-ah came down and comforted her.

“Gotcha!” 

“That’s cheating.” 

“There were no rules, so Ellie wins!” 

“Basic rules are common knowledge.” 

Seol-ah replied as Yelena grabbed her arm triumphantly. 

Seol-ah threw her back onto the bed and climbed up to the ceiling again, locking herself in place.

Despite feeling hopeless at the tricks of an adult, Yelena didn’t give up and started jumping again.

“Dummy.” 

“Huuh?” 

Yelena’s voice wavered, tears welling up again. 

Unable to bear watching her struggle, Hyunseong grabbed a pack of cigarettes and headed to the rooftop. 

The night sky was full of stars, and the cold early morning air carried the smoke away. 

Tomorrow, he would meet the doctor, secure a boat, and return. 

As soon as he got to Seoul, he needed to ask Charliene to treat Yelena. 

He also had to find the doctor a place to stay and check on the friends the doctor would be bringing. 

It was a lot, but nothing he couldn’t handle.

‘Kim Hyunseong. You’ve come a long way.’

All the conditions to close the gate had been met: 

Seol-ah’s salvation, Illya’s awakening, Baal’s revolution, and Charliene’s research. 

On the external front, the bloodless mutant reform by the Mu-myeong, the collapse of Paul moon, government reform, and the restoration of the military’s reputation had all been achieved. 

The six years of possession, starting from a low-ranking conscript, had not been in vain. 

It would be absurd if he couldn’t close the gate now. 

He smirked, remembering the reckless version of himself who used to say it didn’t matter if he died.

His efforts had paid off. 

Was it just his imagination, or had the cigarette smoke, once bitter, now become sweet?

“Hyunseong oppa.” 

“Yuna.”

Yuna approached him with a smile, standing beside him as they both gazed at the night sky. 

For a while, neither of them said a word. 

When Hyunseong stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, Yuna finally spoke.

“From now on, I want to live without avoiding what I truly desire.”

“Of course. That’s why I helped you.”

“No matter how long I talk, I can’t express enough gratitude for what you’ve done for me, oppa. Inu used to say something: ‘Actions speak louder than words.’”

“That’s enough. I’ll just take your feelings.” 

Hyunseong said, waving it off casually. 

He didn’t want to burden Yuna, who seemed calm but was likely still troubled.

Suddenly, Yuna grabbed his chin and turned his face toward her. 

Chuup. 

Soft, moist lips touched his. 

A faint floral fragrance emanated from Yuna’s body. 

After pulling away, she tapped her lips with her finger and smiled.

“I won’t run away anymore. I’ll fight for what I want. I think unnie wants the same.”

Hyunseong, caught off guard, looked at her in surprise. 

Yuna, blushing, turned her head away, her hand gripping his tightly.

“Seol-ah?” 

“Predators compete for mates. In nature, the strongest female gets the best male.”

Isn’t it the opposite? 

Hyunseong thought but kept his mouth shut. 

The passion and possessiveness in Yuna’s eyes were on a completely different level from Lady Illya’s passive demeanor. 

Now that Yuna had become true to her desires, he had no choice but to welcome her with open arms, though he hadn’t expected to be the object of her ambitions. 

And he had no idea what Seol-ah thought about all this.

“Haha, I’m the first to kiss you, right?” 


Yuna said with a seductive smile before disappearing.

Left alone on the rooftop, Hyunseong rubbed his lips. 

“Well, that was something.”

She looks much prettier when she smiles, he thought. 

The lingering floral scent filling his mouth made him chuckle softly as he lit another cigarette.



 
  Chapter 65: Attachment – Part 2 Begins


Hyunseong, having promised full support, scouted Werner von Stein, who nervously combed his thinning hair in front of the mirror.

Seoul. 

After a great war involving nuclear explosions, the age of Gates began, and the fortress city, obsessed with bureaucratic control, concentrated all its infrastructure there. 

Even if the Soviet Union and China cooperatively descended upon it, it was designed with reinforced concrete, such that it would take three full years to cross the Han River.

“Amazing.” 

Muttered Steiner, marveling at the view outside the window while waiting for Charliene.

The boom that began with the revitalization of domestic trade, following the major reforms that cut away the cancer eating the nation, showed no sign of stopping. 

The population and abundant underground resources obtained by swallowing Manchuria and North Korea made prosperity possible. 

Thanks to its policy of inclusive control, it absorbed talents like a sponge, which in turn allowed it to dominate energy processing technology, also known as the manipulation of dimensional cores or magic stones.

After the great war, South Korea and the South American Union were the only countries that even superficially advocated multiculturalism.

‘All citizens are equal under the Seventh Republic.’

Werner thought, recalling the words of the proclamation, and a pleasant shiver ran down his arms. 

He had arrived much earlier than the scheduled time, so he had some time to spare. 

Without being rude, he stood up to explore Charliene’s office. 

It was small and tidy, not what one would expect from a promising scientist.

“Hmm?”

There was a photo barely hanging from a locker above the water dispenser. 

The back of the photo was filled with tiny writing. 

Thinking nothing of it, Werner opened the locker to place the photo back inside, but—

Crash.

“Ah!”

A flood of what seemed like hundreds of photos poured onto the floor. 

As Werner hurriedly scooped up the stack of pictures, his mouth gaped open without realizing it.

“The sixth day Hyunseong visited. 5:13 PM. He tore open a green tea bag, poured 143ml of boiling water, and stirred it eight and a half times before handing it to me. When I reacted to the heat foolishly, Hyunseong kindly added 13.6ml of cold water before giving it back. Is this love? When he smiled at me, his lips curved upward by 3.4cm, and the veins in his hands swelled by 21mm. Is this love? 5:24 PM. ‘Is someone still bothering you?’ Hyunseong asked me at 61dB. When our eyes met, my heart rate jumped to 155bpm. Is this love?”

Terrified, Werner checked the backs of other photos, but they all followed the same obsessive pattern. 

As footsteps approached, he hastily shoved the photos back into the locker and sat down, pretending nothing had happened.

“Oh! You must be Dr. Werner von Stein! It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, call me Charliene.”

“It’s an honor to meet the promising Charliene. I majored in organic chemistry, and you can call me Dr. Stein or Mr. Werner.”

“Thank you, Dr. Stein. You’re sweating a lot. Would you like me to open the window?”

Werner, still nervous, mumbled that it wasn’t necessary. 

He couldn’t believe that the innocent, deer-eyed woman in front of him had written such unsettling notes. 

Those photos were of “non-existent” memories. 

It was one of his life lessons—sometimes it’s better not to know everything.

“You seem to enjoy documenting things.” 

Werner said, unable to hold back his curiosity during their light conversation after the contract was signed.

The tiny writing on the photos’ backs had left an indelible impression on him. 

He felt that if he didn’t ask, he’d never be able to forget.

“Yes. Documentation and observation are virtues of a scientist.”

“Hahaha. Is photography also a hobby?”

“Oh, you’re talking about this photo?”

Charliene, tilting her head in confusion, smiled and pointed to the desk where a picture of a pair of deer peacefully sleeping together was placed. 

A short description was written on the back.

“I took it while doing a geological survey in Iksan. I have more photos—would you like one?”

“Your thoughtfulness is enough, thank you.”

Werner, fearing that receiving a photo would cause the day’s nightmare to linger in his mind, quickly declined. 

He was curious about the dark secret hidden within the locker but couldn’t bring himself to ask. 

There are times when ignorance is truly bliss, and this seemed to be one of those times.

“It was a pleasure meeting you today. You can start working at the lab next week.”

“I’ll give it my all.”

Werner wiped his sweaty hands on his pants and exchanged farewells. 

Having recently welcomed his adorable granddaughter Yelena into his life, he had no intention of shortening it.

***

“Again.”

For a different reason, Yuna was drenched in sweat, swinging her sword in the training room. 

She was now far stronger than when she had hidden behind a shield and dagger to conceal her identity. 

Since she had grasped a sword from the time she could walk, her movements were flawless, her gaze sharp, and her strikes precisely aimed at her opponents’ vital points. 

Even the seniors who sparred with her couldn’t last beyond 20 exchanges.

“Again.”

Grinding her teeth, Yuna slashed her senior’s joints with her blunt training sword. 

If it had been a real blade, the senior’s limbs would have been severed, leaving only the torso behind. 

Thud. 

As her opponent reflexively curled up after seeing her fellow members collapse, Yuna lunged forward and placed her sword against his solar plexus. 

It was yet another fatal strike.

Yuna was the only one left standing in the training room. 

Despite having subdued five seniors, her eyes, filled with dejection, sought out Hyunseong. 

However, contrary to her expectations, Hyunseong sighed and shook his head.

“This isn’t right.”

Yuna’s face fell as she lowered her sword. 

The seniors, who had been gasping for breath on the floor, groaned and stood up, casting sidelong glances at both Yuna and Hyunseong while patting their backs.

“Thanks for today, Hyunseong. And you too, Yuna. We’ve got some assignments, so we’ll head out first.”

“Got it. Take care.”

“Hey, are you guys going to apply for the teaching assistant positions this year? You’d definitely get picked as a top choice.”

As the senior mentioned, they had now become full-fledged second-year students. 

They were at the point where they could afford to show off a little in front of the younger ones.

Hyunseong thought for a moment and shook his head.

“I’m planning to apply for an early deployment to Manchuria. I’ll give it a try for six months, and if it works out, I’ll stay longer.”

“Yeah, makes sense. There’s not much left for you guys to learn here. Even our instructor will be returning to the front lines next year.”

The seniors, satisfied, left with words of encouragement.

Hyunseong approached the dejected Yuna and handed her a drink.


“Oppa…”

“Drink it first.”

Yuna, looking like a cat that had its treats taken away, sipped the drink with a pout.

What Hyunseong wanted from her was the swordsmanship Yuna had once used in the novel. 

He remembered Yuna’s fighting style, where she accumulated damage like a crocodile hunting an elephant, breaking through the magical barriers of otherworldly creatures with cold energy.

If Seol-Ah and Baal’s attacks were like cluster bombs dropped by bombers, Yuna’s was like a bunker buster. 

Cluster bombs release hundreds of submunitions to incapacitate multiple enemies within a wide range. 

Bunker busters, on the other hand, are designed to destroy bunkers made of reinforced concrete or bedrock. 

Which is more useful on the battlefield is a pointless question; they’re used according to the situation and purpose.

Yuna was a special force capable of handling high-level otherworldly species on her own.

“Can’t you get the feel for it?”

“Yeah… it’s hard.”

“Let’s do it together.”

Hyunseong picked up a wooden sword and stood next to Yuna, assuming a stance. 

Though it was clear that he wasn’t skilled at wielding a longsword, having never learned swordsmanship, he didn’t seem to mind.

He used his empathy ability to make two sparrows, which had been picking at fruit outside, perch on the edge of his sword.

“Try to keep these little guys from flying off.”

“You’ve already flown off somewhere, Oppa.”

“Don’t mind me.”

Yuna giggled at Hyunseong’s clumsy swordsmanship and, covering her mouth, began to slowly execute her techniques. 

The movements were so subtle that it would be hard to notice without paying close attention, but they were undoubtedly on the correct path.

The sparrow perched on Yuna’s sword chirped before closing its eyes and starting to doze.

“Try using your mana as well.”

Yuna closed her eyes and focused intensely, going deep within herself. 

She sensed the flow of mana coursing through her bloodstream from her heart to the rest of her body and infused it into the tip of her sword.

As Yuna’s movements became more in sync with the sword, a faint blue light started to swirl around her.

Unconsciously, Yuna had successfully executed the first technique. 

She opened her eyes, feeling all the strength drain from her body.

“Well done.”

Hyunseong, whose sword had become a perch for visiting sparrows, clapped proudly. 

Yuna looked at her hand, still tingling with the mana’s residue, and clenched it tightly. 

It felt like she had poked a small hole in the invisible wall that had been blocking her. 

Just as water wears down stone over time, she believed her training would eventually break through.

“Did I do well?”

“Of course. Let’s keep learning step by step. I believe in you.”

Hyunseong’s eyes were filled with unwavering trust. 

Yuna resisted the urge to run into his arms and instead sheathed her sword.

Starting from the second year, students had relatively more freedom in their daily lives, meaning they didn’t need to stay at the barracks if they lived nearby.


Yuna, having gained her independence in a way, ended up living at Hyunseong’s house.

“Where’s Seol-Ah?”

“She went to the park with Yelena earlier.”

“Those two seem to get along well.”

Yuna shyly stuck close to Hyunseong as they walked side by side.



 
  Chapter 66: Why should one die for their country? (1)


“Hmm.”

While checking off tasks in his secret notebook where he had noted them while possessed, Hyunseong was crossing out the completed ones and organizing the remaining tasks when Yuna clumsily brought out some green tea.

“Thanks.”

“Drink it while you work.”

Without changing his expression, Hyunseong drank the tea, which tasted like water mixed with weeds. 

Yuna, who had been nervously watching him from the side, left the room, satisfied after seeing his reaction.

Cough. 

‘All you have to do is dip a tea bag in hot water…’

The oddly lukewarm temperature of the water was an added bonus—neither hot nor cold. 

Although he deeply appreciated the gesture, his taste buds were screaming. 

Hyunseong drummed his fingers on the table, quietly forming a plan to prevent Yuna from entering the kitchen again.

‘One year until the interdimensional species flood. I don’t have the capability to interfere with foreign affairs.’

In the mid-to-late stages of the novel, when the gates began to rampage, both the quantity and quality of the interdimensional species exploded uncontrollably. 

In the novel, South Korea managed to hold out for a few years before collapsing, but many things had changed. 

The complete destruction of Seol-ah and her division, which marked the beginning of the downfall, was no longer a possibility. 

The mutant rebellion and the schemes of Paul moon, which had caused chaos behind the scenes, had been completely blocked. 

Even Baal, who had suffered a fatal blow from Seol-ah, was no longer a threat. 

Seol-ah and the Mu-myeong had become Hyunseong’s strong allies, and Paul moon was in a state of collapse, lacking even ordinary believers.

“There’s no way I can lose.”

The government had undergone massive reforms, restructured from the ground up to maximize its war-fighting capabilities. 

Instead of worrying about public demand issues, the primary concern was now how to properly allocate the flood of volunteers eager to enlist. 

The biggest concern was the territorial claims that China and the Soviet Union might make after the Manchurian Gate was closed. 

A nation’s population, supported by administrative power, equated to national strength. 

With China ranked second in population and Russia ninth, both were massive threats, even if not on the same level as the gates.

“At least China is split into 29 pieces.”

“天下大勢 分久必分, 合久必分 (The grand trend of the world is that after long division, it will unify, and after long unification, it will divide).”

China, which had taken to heart the wisdom of the sage Luo Guanzhong, had risen up again in the “chaotic times,” thinking, “Shall I try being the emperor, too?” 

Fortunately, this meant they were less of a concern for now. 

But the fact that they were still hanging on despite being torn to pieces meant one could never let their guard down. 

A unified China had always wielded enormous power.

“If only it could be a neat 58 countries.”

Hyunseong, shaking his head, looked at the map and drew a few more lines.

“It’d be perfect if East Siberia separated too.”

The flames of civil war still smoldered in Siberia, where the seeds had been sown during the Russian Civil War (Pagańckaa Boňhab Poccuá). 

The main reason was its geopolitical advantage of being far from the central capital. 

The New Soviet Union’s main battlegrounds were the gates in Warsaw, Poland, and the former capital, St. Petersburg. Manchuria’s gate, meanwhile, was barely maintaining the status quo. 

Dissidents dissatisfied with the weak control naturally flocked to Manchuria. 

The confrontation with Germany, which had reemerged with a new facade, evoked nightmares of World War II, forcing most of the administrative power to focus on Europe.

Recalling the liberal uprising in Siberia from the novel, Hyunseong jotted down notes, even considering supporting the civil war.

“Once they can handle their current territory and population, they’ll become irreplaceable.”

Hyunseong didn’t think much time was needed. 

Just three years—at most, five—and the administrative reorganization would be complete. 

After facing back-to-back calamities like the Great War and the gates, people would prioritize a country that could protect its citizens. 

While other nations struggled just to block their gates, a small giant that had already assimilated everything would emerge.

“I should give this to Mu-myeong.”

Though it was premature, as there was no sign of the gates closing yet, if he handed it over in advance, they could start planning. 

If asked for evidence, he’d be in a bind, but considering Mu-myeong’s near-blind faith in him, the report would be taken as a fact. 

Thinking of the novel’s late stages, Hyunseong signed the meticulously written report and sealed it tightly. 

Whether it turned into something good or bad, Mu-myeong, who was making a name for himself in the new government, would put it to good use.

Hyunseong’s remaining duty was to crush the interdimensional species. 

He had done so even before awakening his abilities as a regular infantryman, and now that he had awakened and gained comrades, it wouldn’t be any different.

Hyunseong quickly downed the vaguely weed-like tea in one gulp, turned off the light, and headed out.

***

“Uncle!”

“I’m here.”

The two, who had said they’d been playing at the park, returned looking disheveled. 

Thanks to Charliene’s cure, Yelena’s pupils had returned to normal, with the mutation completely gone. 

Thinking of Dr. Werner, who had cried with relief over Yelena’s full recovery, Hyunseong felt a sense of satisfaction.

“Seol-ah, why are you even more of a mess?”

“I was ‘it’ in tag.”

Seol-ah’s white hair was festooned with broken branches and leaves, like fruit hanging from a tree. 

She explained that she had been running full speed, like a cat chasing after a mouse.

“I give my all, even when playing with elementary school kids.”

“You didn’t use your abilities, right?”

“In a life-and-death game, there’s no such thing as holding back.”

Seol-ah, who had been proudly boasting with her chest puffed out like a general on the rise, narrowed her eyes in indignation. 

Hyunseong glanced at Yelena’s wrists, which were covered in red marks from being tied up with ropes. 

It seemed she had been captured multiple times with a blood knot. 

The fortunate thing was that despite the “destroyed childhood” scene, Yelena’s face was full of excitement and joy.

“Uncle! Yelena says bullets don’t miss her!”

“Did Seol-ah tell you to say that?”

“Ell!”

Despite seeing Hyunseong’s resigned expression, Seol-ah, undeterred, patted Yelena’s head, her attitude like that of a teacher praising a student who had just completed a difficult assignment perfectly.

“Good job. Your memory’s pretty good.”

“Yes!”

Hyunseong, who had no clue where things had gone wrong, simply laughed and proudly tapped Seol-ah on the top of her head as she was explaining the “8 Survival Techniques of Jeong Seol-ah.”

Thud.

“Ugh.”

“Ah! Unnie’s face turned red… Ack.”


Seol-ah, who had turned her head and paused, immediately grabbed Yelena and threw her onto the bed. 

Mistaking it for a new game, Yelena started jumping on the bed, getting dirt and nature’s remnants all over, which made Yuna look upset again.

“I need to give her a bath…”

“Seol-ah, wash up together and come out.”

“Okay.”

Like a mother cat carrying its kitten, Seol-ah grabbed the overly excited Yelena by the scruff of her neck with one hand and dragged her into the bathroom. 

Once a now clean and exhausted Yelena fell asleep, Hyunseong called the two of them over and seated them at the table. 

Seeing Hyunseong’s rare serious expression, Yuna fidgeted nervously, while Seol-ah rested her chin on her hands, her eyes gleaming.

“I’m thinking of taking an assignment in Manchuria.”

The moment he spoke, the air felt as if it were sinking into the ground. 

It was like a traveler admiring the ocean, only to be told by a god to dive 10 kilometers deep into the sea, where they would be crushed by the pressure. 

Seol-ah’s eyes narrowed sharply, glowing like a wildcat’s, while Yuna’s gaze turned pale, like a mother rabbit who had just lost her burrow for the third time due to a flood.

Despite the grim looks from both of them, Hyunseong was unfazed. 

After over two years of directly and indirectly experiencing such tense situations, it no longer fazed him. 

He had lived his life on pure grit. 

If he had had a weak mentality, he would have long since died and become fertilizer.

“There’s nothing more for me to learn with the commander gone from the defense unit. It’s better to gain real combat experience.”

“When are you leaving?”

“As soon as a spot opens, as quickly as possible.”

Seol-ah, having known Hyunseong for a long time and being familiar with his mindset, was already thinking of ways to join him rather than trying to convince him otherwise. 

She puffed her cheeks, pondering how to be part of it, knowing that once Hyunseong made a decision, there was no changing it. 

She was also thinking about how to comfort Yelena, whom they would be leaving behind for a while, but Yuna was different.

“Do… do you really have to go, Oppa?”

“What do you mean?”

Hyunseong furrowed his brow slightly. 

As Yuna hesitated in panic, Seol-ah, who had been watching, pulled Yuna onto her lap. 

Though Yuna’s much larger frame completely covered Seol-ah, Seol-ah peeked her head out from behind Yuna’s back.

“Yuna doesn’t want you to get hurt. She says Hyunseong should stay in the rear, and the two of us are enough.”

“What can we do? We’re soldiers.”

Understanding her meaning, Hyunseong smiled, and Yuna’s tense body relaxed as she collapsed onto Seol-ah, squashing her.

“Oof.”

Seol-ah, who had been trying to act like the older sister, almost toppled over but managed to steady the chair.

“If you both don’t mind, I want to go with you. That’s why I brought it up.”


Seol-ah, now clinging to Yuna’s abs, rested her chin on Yuna’s back and let out a sigh. 

Looking like a cherished doll, Yuna’s eyes welled up with tears as she gazed at Seol-ah, her expression asking, “What should I do?” 

Seol-ah scoffed and, with a confident smile as if to show her how it’s done, said proudly…

“We’re going together with mine.”





 
  Chapter 67: Why should one die for their country? (2)


The deployment request to Manchuria faced significant opposition but was finally approved after internal meetings. 

The bureaucrats reacted more strongly than expected.

‘There are many soldiers to replace Kim Hyunseong, the lieutenant, but no one to replace Kim Hyunseong, the revolutionary.’ 

‘If he were to die in action while the rear reform is still unstable, it would bring uncontrollable chaos.’ 

‘His ability to extract resources to hunt a million alien species outweighs the value of him personally hunting a hundred.’

As a humble war hero with no interest in politics unless necessary, he was not seen as a competitor. 

Yet, his suspiciously vast network made him impossible to check. 

For various reasons, the bureaucratic faction considered him a symbol of the revolution—
like George Washington, who established liberal democracy in the U.S., Vladimir Lenin, who led the communist struggle in the Soviet Union, or Martin Luther, who spearheaded the Reformation.

Simply put, they wanted to use him as a totem.

‘No training slots left? What is this, an enlistment cloning event?’

‘Even after crushing the unions… even with wages cut to the bone… there’s no uprising?’

‘No backlash even when making them share dorms with mutants? They call them smoking buddies?’

‘Dr. Charliene announced a Kim Hyunseong vaccine? Mutant symptoms are curable? What is this horror?’

Frankly, he had grown too big to be treated as just a mere cadet. 

For some reason, the Great Knight Diner at Seoul Station—formally just a name—was secretly called the “Blackout Blue House” among politicians. 

There, he was praised to no end whenever drinks were poured.

Investigations by the army and navy revealed his involvement in purging corrupt officials and cultists in Incheon and Busan. 

A minor committee chairman, who co-signed the “5700 Declaration,” hung Kim Hyunseong’s portrait and held daily noon prayer meetings praising him—an internal agent confirmed this was at least half true. 

He was also the primary and largest benefactor of Dr. Charliene, who had just gained fanatical mutant support by announcing the vaccine, and had stakes in almost all major heavy industries, including Magpie Market.

A former gangster-turned-businessman, who had risen through drug trafficking with Chinese warlords in Incheon, confessed to having repented and changed his ways after meeting Kim Hyunseong at a charity event. 

And the stories of his good deeds kept pouring in.

If all this were a game status screen, it would read:

[Kim Hyunseong]

-Stability: +40%

-War Support: +40%

-Weekly Compliance: +0.05%

-Construction Speed: +15%

-Research Speed: +25%

-Factory Output: +15%

-Ideological Shift Resistance: +60%

-Non-Core Manpower: +40%

-Garrison Casualties: -70%

-Recruitable Population: +10%

-Division Attack & Defense: +20%

-Army Morale: +30%

-Internal Instability: -60%

A walking relic stacked with buffs—sending him to the frontlines with just “1 manpower” was unthinkable. 

For the bureaucrats, who were essentially the nation’s “mothers,” it was beyond absurd. 

Even those military brass with their rigid soldier minds would surely reassign him to the rear.

But what if, by some impossible one-in-a-billion chance, he died? 

This wouldn’t be a top-down reform—it would be a bottom-up revolution from enraged citizens. 

If the country merely split in half, that would be lucky. 

The already simmering discontent in Chungcheong, Jeolla, Gyeongsang, Pyongan, and Hwanghae could lead to full-blown independence movements.

The bureaucrats, yelling “If he dies, Korea is doomed!” threw themselves on the floor. 

The military, responding with “If he’s gone, the frontlines will collapse!” rolled over them with metaphorical tanks.

‘Lieutenant Kim Hyunseong will assume command of a battalion as a major upon arrival in Manchuria.’ 

‘Do you not see this request form? It was personally approved by Brigadier General Baal, submitted under Kim Hyunseong’s own free will, without any external pressure.’ 

‘Why do the bureaucrats emphasize his value yet refuse to respect his rights as a soldier?’ 

‘We have a duty to protect the nation and the people—including you. You may insult us, but the soldiers at the frontlines have done no wrong.’

If the bureaucrats were the nation’s mothers, managing the household, then the military was the nation’s fathers, protecting its walls.

And just like any household dispute, while the mother usually held sway, when the father spoke with finality, the outcome was set in stone.

With the moral high ground on the military’s side, the bureaucrats were powerless.

The meeting room became a hellscape worse than a marketplace—papers flying, shouts and insults slicing through the air like daggers. 

During the two-week-long session, several bureaucrats fainted from mental shock,
but the military did not blink once.

‘How commendable. I worried he might go into politics, but he immediately volunteered for deployment. Hohoho.’ 

‘Indeed! A soldier of unshakable integrity, immune to wealth and glory! Ah-ha!’ 

‘What if the troops get too excited and push all the way to Moscow and Beijing?’ 

‘Do you hear it? The screams of the alien species drowning in waves of our forces!’

The military was lost in a sweet daydream. 

They were itching to announce his deployment to the press.

Even as a mere cadet, his name alone had flooded enlistment applications. 

If they revealed he was now a battalion commander at the front, the training camps would erupt in joy.

At this rate, anything seemed possible.

“No! Absolutely not! Do you want to see the country disintegrate?!” 

“Hahaha! Does the Minister of the Interior think the frontline is a joke? We’re already pushed back to Hailar. Next, it’ll be Harbin!” 

“What? Hey, 4th Corps Commander, are you done talking? Wasn’t it your poor troop management that led to this? Since the new government took over, have you ever lacked supplies? If anything, we’ve given you more!” 

“What?! You little brat, did you just finish talking?!” 

“Yes, I did, you bastard! I’m already half giving up on the civil service exam. Should we reinstate the imperial exam? You think government officials grow on trees? Answer me, you eagle-headed bastard!” 

“You… you…! Fine! Fuck it! Should we only send winter supplies after the troops freeze to death?! If we had just reduced non-combat losses, Manchuria would be pacified by now!” 

“Someone stop these two, now!”

The enraged corps commander pulled out his pistol. 

The minister, instead of flinching, shoved his forehead against the barrel—then stabbed the commander’s thigh with a pen.

Despite the monumental event of a pen defeating a gun, they ultimately couldn’t resist the tide of consensus. Officially, it was announced that Kim Hyunseong’s deployment request was approved after a meeting that supposedly flowed with grace and decorum.

***

“Isn’t making him a lieutenant colonel a bit much…”

“Even making him an honorary colonel wouldn’t be too much. Excessive humility can sometimes backfire.” 

Remarked Baal while sipping her cocoa.

Hyunseong felt like he was losing his mind, burdened by the two chestnut insignias on his shoulders. 

His plan to build up military merit starting as a second lieutenant had skyrocketed into a diamond-hunting mission in Andromeda.


Regardless of Hyunseong’s feelings, Baal put down her cup with a satisfied smile. 

“Now, you’re starting to look a bit more to my liking.”

Hyunseong couldn’t tell whether Baal was referring to the golden ratio in her cocoa or the new insignia on his shoulder.

“Being a battalion commander would at least match your level.” 

Baal continued, her two-star insignia gleaming on his shoulder.

Baal had evolved from Brigadier General Baal to Major General Baal. 

As the embodiment of every professional officer’s aspiration, a general was revered as the flower of the military, wielding actual power akin to a deity within their territory. 

To a mere enlisted soldier, she was a star in the sky, visible only by lifting one’s head.

“Have you been well?”

“I’ve been the same as always.”

After not seeing Baal for nearly four months, Hyunseong greeted her with respectful formality. 

Baal’s expression, much more relaxed than before, felt slightly unfamiliar. 

Though her manner of speech was as cold as ever, her voice and presence lacked the razor-sharp edge they once held.

“Still, you seem to have taken on a bit of a command sergeant aura.” 

Hyunseong remarked, somewhat awkwardly.

“You have a sharp little one following you around, don’t you?”

Hyunseong’s mind filled with question marks, unsure who Baal was referring to. 

He wondered how Baal knew about Yelena, but judging by Baal’s strange expression, it didn’t seem like Yelena was the one being referenced.

“I’m not sure who you’re referring to, sir.”

“There’s a mosquito buzzing around you, isn’t there?”

“Are you talking about Cadet Jeong Seol-ah?”

“Indeed.”

Pfft. 

Hyunseong spat out the water he was drinking. 

Fortunately, before it hit the ground, purple mana gathered it up and flung it out the window.

“I kept it a secret from you, but I’ve been teaching that mosquito on a weekly basis. I’ve learned a lot by watching.”

“When did you start, if I may ask?”

Cold sweat trickled down Hyunseong’s neck at Baal’s nonchalant response. 

All those times Seol-ah had said she was out catching squirrels were, in fact, private lessons with Baal?

“If I recall correctly, it was around the beginning of the first semester.”

Baal took a big sip of his cocoa, as if she was almost shocked at the situation. 

“I can’t tell you the details of the lessons. But I did learn a lot from teaching. I even picked up a few things about how to be mindful of others’ perceptions.”

“I’m glad to hear it was helpful.”

Tears streamed down Hyunseong’s heart. 

He had a hundred questions for Seol-ah and wanted to grill her immediately. 

He felt foolish for trusting her every time she returned with an actual squirrel, believing she had been on innocent outings.

Baal glanced Hyunseong up and down before quickly looking away.

“I probably saved your life a few times, you know.”

“Excuse me?”

“Without me, you’d be living in some deep mountain, chopping wood for a living.”

Recalling that day, Baal, visibly uncomfortable, changed the subject. 

‘How could someone be so blindly devoted?’

She could understand being blinded by love, but wasn’t she treating Hyunseong kindly enough already? 

In the end, the sandpiper wins while the mosquito remains unaware. 

Nevertheless, Baal was also satisfied with her pact with the child named Charliene.

Without patience, there can be no harvest. 

And Baal was more than capable of waiting.

“Remember to live with gratitude toward me.”


“Yes, thank you.”

The man sitting there with a bewildered look on his face had no idea how many people already claimed ownership over him.

“Poor thing.”

“…?”

Baal couldn’t help but pity Hyunseong, thinking that if only she had focused solely on him, he could’ve had a brighter future.



 
  Chapter 68: Why should one die for their country? (Complete)


“It’s been a while, Chairman. How have you been?”

“There remains only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. [Hebrews 10:27]. I have been looking forward to meeting you.”

Hyunseong shook hands with Mu-myeong, who was dressed in a fine suit. 

His facial features were still sharp, but unlike before, he looked healthier. 

His once haggard and weary eyes now shone with strong faith and passion. 

The timid and stuttering gestures he had before were now confident and dignified.

“You’re completely different from two years ago.”

“The prophet showed me the way. How could I not strive?”

The two engaged in light conversation while sipping tea served by Mini, talking about everyday matters. 

They discussed light topics, such as Mini, who once called herself a ‘telephone pole girl,’ now dating a human woman, and asking if they could invite Seol-ah to a Social Democratic Party rally.

“I’m not sure how well Seol-ah will do, since she’s not very good at conversation.”

“It would be an honor just for the young saintess to grace us with her presence.”

“If you’re okay with it, I’ll ask her. But how did Mini end up dating a human woman?”

“She met the secretary of Senator Zen Sharihi during a political meeting, and after they became acquainted, the secretary asked her out first. Although Zen is a political rival, we are friends who separate public matters from private ones, so I’m not worried.”

“That’s great! I’d love to host their wedding. I’ve never officiated at a same-sex wedding before, so I’ll prepare thoroughly.”

“Hahaha, Mini would be overjoyed.”

Suddenly, loud noises and vibrations came from outside, causing the room to shake. 

It seemed Mini, who had been waiting outside, overheard their conversation.

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Please, enjoy your chat.”

Mini, her face turning red from embarrassment, hurriedly brought in some snacks before leaving again. 

Watching her, Mu-myeong smiled kindly and shook his head.

“I can’t believe that child is already old enough to start a family. It feels like just yesterday we were starving together in that shabby office.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, how old is Mini?”

“She turned seventeen this year. It’s hard to believe that little girl is already an adult.”

Hyunseong thought about the revised constitution, which allowed for military recruitment, and nodded in understanding.

After talking for over an hour about how difficult Mini’s teenage years were, Mu-myeong, now tired, leaned back in his chair, still smiling.

“Did you meet the young saintess after her rebellious phase had passed?”

“Well, if you look at her lately, it feels like she’s going through it now. I’ve been deceived by her innocence, and my head’s still spinning from it.”

Hyunseong was determined to get to the bottom of the squirrel incident as soon as he got home. 

He had been completely fooled by the fact that Seol-ah had faithfully brought back squirrels from her outings.

Mu-myeong, recalling Seol-ah’s fierce aura, wanted to ask about Hyunseong’s definition of “innocence” but held his tongue.

“Haha, at that age, lying is a part of everyday life. I doubt she means any harm.”

“Well, yeah, I gave my parents a hard time when I was young, too.”

“That’s how we grow.”

“Still, I’ll have to scold her.”

The thought of Seol-ah confidently talking back made Hyunseong’s head ache. 

Mu-myeong, who was reminded of his deceased children, smiled bitterly as he saw Hyunseong grab his throbbing forehead.

There wasn’t even a corpse left of his children, not even ashes to hold on to.

As Hyunseong straightened his posture, Mu-myeong, sensing the shift in tone, also adjusted his expression, preparing for a more serious discussion. 

The atmosphere changed drastically.

“Please consider this as a conversation between Lieutenant Colonel Kim Hyunseong, the 44th Shield Battalion Commander, and the Chairman of the Mutant Union.”

“I will.”

Mu-myeong’s heart raced as he thought about how far he had come, from the head of the Mutant Labor Union to the leader of the Social Democratic Party, an official political party.

No matter what harsh conditions Hyunseong might propose, Mu-myeong was ready to accept. 

The mutant community, which had been treated worse than livestock, owed their lives to Kim Hyunseong multiple times.

Even though Hyunseong knew well about the near-religious fervor surrounding the mutants, he never treated them differently. 

This implied that Kim Hyunseong truly regarded mutants as equal beings and believed he was merely doing what was right, not bestowing favors.

How could they not follow him?

Only those who have stood at the threshold of death can truly appreciate the value of life. 

And all mutants had been sitting at that threshold.

“Statistics still show that integration remains difficult.”

“Yes, from the perspective of an ordinary citizen, they feel that being asked to regard a talking beast as an equal human is being forced upon them.”

“There have been many massacres of mutants, but it’s also true that the crime rate among mutants has been high. It’s hard to dismiss it as mere prejudice.”

Mu-myeong calmly acknowledged Hyunseong’s sharp observation. 

Mutants without citizenship had no opportunities for employment, couldn’t enlist in the military, and had no way to make a living through legal means.

Returning to the old ways of hunting and farming was difficult, as most land was owned by the government, and seeds were hard to come by due to disrupted trade routes.

To avoid starvation, many had to resort to illegal activities.

“As much as there is sympathy for the mutants, there is also a strong backlash. For now, your presence as Lieutenant Colonel Kim Hyunseong keeps things under control, but it won’t last forever.”

Even if someone else’s leg was broken, a paper cut on one’s own finger would hurt more. 

To voters, the internal struggles of the mutants weren’t as important as the direct harm they might feel.

Who doesn’t know someone who has starved to death? 

Before the new government was established, everyone had been desperate to secure ration coupons, and the fact that mutants weren’t even eligible for rations didn’t matter to them.

Even now, food wasn’t plentiful. 

If the five cans of food they used to receive were reduced to four because of mutants, that alone would spark negative sentiment.

“It probably will. Many people weren’t even aware of the mutants’ existence.” 

“It will take at least three years for the improved crops from the research lab to establish in the farmlands. For now, we just have to endure.” 

There are two major solutions. 

Since generosity comes from a full storehouse, one option is to significantly increase the ration supply, or the mutants need to establish achievements that make them equal in the public’s eyes. 

It’s not easy to go against the societal norms of human nature. 

The simplest, yet hardest solution, increasing food supply, will take time. 

As for promoting mutants, there are no achievements yet to showcase. 

“The headquarters has granted me the authority to establish an independent battalion. It will be directly under the 7th Corps with autonomous operational control.” 

“I recall hearing about that.” 

“I’ve also been given discretion over troop recruitment.” 

Mu-myeong could already guess what Hyunseong was about to say, and a chill ran through his body. 

He could almost smell the blood. 

His eyes were filled with despair, but there was also a burning hope. 

“I want to fill half of my battalion with mutants. They will be the vanguard of reform.” 

The easiest way to prove value is through achievements. 


Achievements so undeniable that no one could oppose them. 

Devotion so intense that even criticizing it would be seen as treason. 

In a militaristic society, achievements are won with life. 

The more they die and the more they push the frontlines, the higher the mutants’ status will rise. 

“I will not let a single one die in vain.” 

The merchant of death handed over a proposal written in the bones of the fallen. 

Sickeningly sweet. 

***

After Hyunseong left, Mu-myeong sat motionless, still in the same position. 

Mini, growing tired of waiting, nervously entered to check on him. 

“Are you alright, Chairman?” 

His clothes were soaked in cold sweat. 

His pupils were clouded and lost focus. 

His hands were trembling. 

He wasn’t breathing. 

“It’s me, Mini.” 

Mu-myeong had once laughed when a molotov cocktail from a hate crime burned down his mansion, leaving only the basement intact. 

He hadn’t flinched when a knife had stabbed him in an alley, spilling his intestines. 

But now, he was clearly not in a normal state. 

At that moment, Mu-myeong finally spoke. 

“Call an emergency meeting. All executives, rank of advisor or higher.” 

“When should we meet?” 

“As soon as possible. No later than 7 PM.” 

“Understood. Please wait.” 

Sensing the gravity of the situation, Mini quickly sent out the urgent telegram. 

Mu-myeong’s urgency was transmitted across the communication network. 

The mutant union executives, knowing Mu-myeong’s usual demeanor, were perplexed but nonetheless quickly prepared and gathered. 

All except those stationed outside the capital had arrived. 

“Mini, there are no documents here. What are we supposed to review?” 

“Got a girlfriend and now you’re slacking off already?” 

“Hey! That’s not it. I didn’t receive any briefing from the Chairman either!” 

The mutants, who were more like family than colleagues, teased Mini while waiting for Mu-myeong. 

Even though they now had grand titles like “executive,” the memories of leaning on one another in tough times remained. 

Moreover, with Hyunseong and Mu-myeong acting as a clear focal point and a singular path forward, there were few disagreements among them. 

“This is the first emergency meeting in about five years.” 

“Yeah, what could this be about?” 

There was nothing to do but speculate without information, so they waited in uncertainty. 

“Mini, do you know anything?” 

“The Prophet came by, but I don’t know what happened after that.” 

“Hey! I told you to call me if the Prophet ever visits! That’s my life’s wish!” 

“We can’t risk our image getting worse.” 

“Excuse me? I’m way better looking than you, even though I’ve never seen the Prophet.” 

“You wouldn’t know, but I’m incredibly pretty. My girlfriend even said I’m the prettiest.” 

“You’d ruin the family business. You’d believe someone if they said they’d make soy sauce out of apples.” 

Mini’s jab caused the blind executive to grumble. 

“The Chairman is entering.” 

Mu-myeong trudged in and took his seat at the head of the table. 

As all eyes focused on him, Mu-myeong, after much contemplation, began to explain. 

As the conversation continued, an intense and eerie tension slowly emerged amidst the deep silence. 

It was exactly as Mu-myeong had expected. 

These were the kind of people they were. 

“…Therefore, the troops will be composed entirely of volunteers. We’ll now proceed with the vote. If in favor, raise your left hand. If opposed, raise your right.” 

Shuffling. 

No one knew how many would die. 

According to Hyunseong’s explanation, they would be placed in the vanguard of the frontlines. 

The unit that attacks first and retreats last. 


It would be faster to count the survivors. 

Mu-myeong clenched his eyes shut and then opened them again as he heard the sound of hands being raised without hesitation. 

All hands were raised in the same direction. 

“The proposal has passed through a lawful vote. Glory to our homeland.” 

There was no opposition.



 
  Chapter 69: Learning Nietzsche in your late twenties.


On a sunny afternoon, Yuna held Yelena’s hand and walked alongside her after receiving a request from Dr. Werner, who, due to a project, asked Yuna to just feed her and send her off. 

Yelena, holding a candy she bought at the grocery store in her left hand, cheerfully chatted away. 

Yelena, the half-sibling of the family head, was originally fated to die at Yuna’s hands in the novel. 

However, thanks to Hyunseong’s intervention, they now got along like close sisters. 

Of course, only Hyunseong knew about this future.

“Do what you want. It’s your choice.” 

“But, Oppa…” 

“Even if Yelena grows old enough to understand, you can tell her then. It’s fine even if it’s a secret you take to your grave.”

After seeking Hyunseong’s advice, Yuna resolved that when Yelena was old enough and curious about her origins, she would tell her. 

For now, she didn’t want to burden the young child with complicated matters.

“Sister, do you think Seol-ah will be there when we get there?” 

“You want to play with her, don’t you?” 

“Hehe, Seol-ah plays at my level!” 

“Does she now?”

Yuna briefly recalled Seol-ah, who would critique the level of mutilation when handling the family’s trackers, and paused for a moment before smiling gently. 

It was a secret she wanted to keep from everyone, especially Hyunseong. 

She could only imagine the terrifying consequences if he ever found out.

Yuna had worked up the courage to aim for more than just being family. 

She had already achieved a kiss, a monumental moment in her life. 

If Hyunseong’s face, which always greeted her warmly, turned cold and stern like when he dealt with enemies, Yuna knew she wouldn’t be able to bear it. 

She’d surely lose her mind, and who knows what might happen with her increasingly strong powers. 

The mounting strength, desire, and ambition—this was why Seol-ah and Yuna took turns “protecting” his room at night. 

They did nothing more than watch, occasionally fiddling with things, but it was still within tolerable limits.

“What do you do at home when you’re alone, Ellie?” 

“Oh, and when you call me Ellie, I feel so happy!” 

“That’s a relief.” 

“When Grandpa comes home, we study together! I want to grow up to be a scientist like Charliene, the vaccine developer!” 

“That’s an amazing dream. I’m sure you’ll be a great scientist. By the way, who’s Charliene?” 

“She’s the genius who made the mutant vaccine and treatment!” 

“The way you say it sounds like you’ve met her in person.”

Yuna tilted her head, feeling like she had heard the name somewhere before.

“I think I heard a name like that when Oppa was on the phone…”

Yelena, thrilled by her sister’s interest, giggled brightly.

“She’s an important person at Grandpa’s workplace! Last time, she gave me lots of snacks!”

“Wow, that’s great. But remember to brush your teeth after eating candy.”

“Yes! When I tell uncle about her, he gives me more snacks!”

“…I see. What did you tell him?”

“I told him what uncle eats, what he likes, whether he sleeps well at night, and how he talks when playing with me!”

Yuna, whose face was out of Yelena’s sight due to their height difference, quietly listened as Yelena rambled on and on, unaware that her words were starting to make Yuna uneasy. 

When Yelena noticed the lack of response from Yuna, she nervously shared more. 

The more she talked, the colder Yuna’s body felt, though she blamed the chilly wind for it.

“She asked if I could bring him uncle’s favorite cup… Oh.”

Realizing she had said something she shouldn’t have, Yelena quickly clapped her hand over her mouth. 

Charliene had specifically told her not to tell anyone.

“You filthy, miserable excuse for a human. I’ll kill that disgusting little whore.”

“Huh? What was that? I didn’t hear it!”

“Oh, it wasn’t directed at you, Ellie. I was just thinking out loud about my to-do list.”

“Oh, okay. Is it a secret? Should I not tell uncle?”

Yelena grew anxious, realizing she had broken her promise to an adult. 

Kneeling to Yelena’s height, Yuna smiled kindly and held out her pinky finger.

“Of course, let’s make a promise. But in exchange, promise me you’ll grant me a wish later.”

“Okay, I promise!”

“Great. No going back on your word, okay?”

“Yes! This time, I really made a mistake! A promise is life! Promise!”

Having secured the promise, Yuna contentedly headed home. 

She had been practicing her swordsmanship and ability usage more than ever, eager to be praised. 

She had been so immersed in her training recently that it had been a while since she’d gone home at this hour, and she felt a flutter of excitement.

“Oppa, I’m home with Yelena.”

“Hi, uncle!”

Slam!

Yuna and Yelena were greeted by Seol-ah holding the hem of her uniform skirt with one hand, revealing her calf, while Hyunseong sat in a strict, traditional position, holding a rod like a teacher in a Joseon-era school. 

Shocked, Yuna quickly covered Yelena’s eyes and turned her around.

“Ellie’s here too? Go to the room with your sister. And Yuna, are you eating properly?”

Upon seeing them, Hyunseong relaxed his stern expression. 

Seol-ah, standing with one hand covering her mouth, trembled, her calves still marked with red welts.

“Yes, don’t worry, Oppa. I’ll read to Ellie.”

“Good. Sorry for the scene. I’ll need you to watch her for a moment.”

As Yuna turned to take Yelena into the room, something felt off. 

Normally, even being hit by a small car would only result in a bruise for someone with Seol-ah’s abilities. 

At her level, there was no way a simple wooden rod could leave such red marks on her calves.

There were two possible explanations. 

Either Hyunseong had genuinely lost his temper and used a metal rod disguised as wood, or Seol-ah was manipulating her blood flow for some unknown reason.

It was essentially impossible for the former to be true, considering Orabeoni’s character. 

He probably chose the traditional disciplinary method more to have her reflect on her mistake than to truly cause her pain. 

Therefore, the latter remained. 

As Yuna led the stammering Yelena inside, she made eye contact with Seol-ah. 

Her eyes seemed to say, “Don’t interfere,” filled with a menacing intent.

Seol-ah’s eyes were curved like a crescent moon, still moist, her lips tightly clenched as if they might tear, her body radiating heat, and her skin flushed as red as a beating heart. 

Her veins bulged as if they might burst, and her entire presence exuded an indescribable madness. 


Unconsciously stepping back, Yuna quickly regained her composure.

She glanced at Hyunseong, wondering if he knew. 

His face was filled with deep regret and sadness. 

Their “education” was heading in different directions, each with their own goal. 

Perhaps this, too, was part of her sister’s plan. 

As Yuna entered the room, trembling with newfound understanding after witnessing the true abyss, Hyunseong sighed and snapped his fingers lightly once again.

“Still not admitting your mistake?”

Smack!

“Hng!”

“Lying about catching squirrels, huh?”

Smack!

“Hii!”

“Seol-ah, I don’t like doing this either.”

Seol-ah still hadn’t shown her face once. 

Hyunseong was reminded of his younger sister during her rebellious middle-school years, when she would scream about leaving the house, causing his heart to burn with frustration.

Clack.

“Sigh… That’s enough. The captain is disappointed in the lieutenant. What’s the point in talking? Seol-ah has no intention of listening.”

Defeated, Hyunseong put down the switch and rubbed his forehead. 

In truth, Hyunseong didn’t have the full right to scold Seol-ah either. 

After all, he was hiding the fact that he was a possessor and had initially approached Seol-ah with the calculated goal of securing a top-tier ally, having read the novel and deciding to save her. 

He had even considered killing the real Seol-ah, sealed within her core, before she could be brainwashed. 

If his awakening had been delayed or if he hadn’t thought of how to use his abilities, Seol-ah would have ended up a corpse, burning along with the cardinal in the chapel.

“Go inside and play together.”

Though Hyunseong thought he’d been honest about everything, except for the things he couldn’t talk about, he now felt unworthy of disciplining Seol-ah. 

Perhaps he’d have to live his whole life harboring secrets he could never share with anyone. 

He thought of his father, who always acted strong in front of his children, no matter how hard things got.

He remembered waking up in the early morning with the need to pee, seeing his father alone in the kitchen, drinking a bottle of soju while looking at a picture of his grandmother. 

How must he have felt?

Finally understanding his parents’ feelings, Hyunseong stood up, grabbing his pack of cigarettes.

Suddenly, Seol-ah, who had been silent the whole time, rushed forward and grabbed Hyunseong’s back tightly, stopping him from leaving.

“I’m sorry, Hyunseong. I won’t lie anymore.”

“…Really?”

“I was wrong. I’m an idiot. A fool.”

“…Just this once.”

Moved, Hyunseong turned around and hugged Seol-ah, apologizing for hitting her. 

Watching from the slightly open door, Yuna smiled brightly at the sight of the two hugging. 

Hyunseong’s smile was pure and clear, but Seol-ah’s was dark and murky, like a mixture of all colors boiling together.

“Yuna unnie, is Ahjussi no longer mad?”

Yelena, feeling guilty as if her presence had caused all this, hesitantly asked.

“Yes. It’s… over now, I guess?”

Both had gotten what they wanted, and the world was now one where no one was hurt. 

With a strange expression, Yuna mumbled her answer.

***


After Yuna applied for the Manchurian dispatch, her second year flew by in a flash. 

Normally, cadets would graduate after three years and be assigned to the front lines, but with the news that the front line had been pushed back to Harbin, an order arrived.

[…By Article 8, Clause 19, you are assigned to the 44th Independent Battalion.]

This was what Hyunseong had been waiting for.





 
  Chapter 70: We are soldiers.


Let’s briefly look at the history of the organization.

After the establishment of the Korean Army’s predecessor, the National Defense Guard, in 1946, the division system was introduced in 1949 from the existing regiment system. 

During the Korean War (1950-1953), with the help of the U.S., the U.S. military corps system consisting of corps-division-regiment-battalion was adopted. 

In the 2010s, due to a lack of manpower, the regiment level was disbanded, and the system was reorganized into brigades, with divisions being consolidated. 

Looking broadly, without getting into too much detail, there were three major organizational reforms.

This system operated without issue until the outbreak of a major war. 

However, the situation became more complicated after North Korea, which collapsed in a coup, was absorbed, and the control over the three northeastern provinces of Manchuria was taken.

‘We can’t dismantle them because they might turn their guns around.’ 

‘If we leave them alone out of fear, a rebellion is sure to happen.’

The North Korean People’s Army was left bewildered, and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army in the northern theater, responsible for Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang, and Inner Mongolia, was in the same situation.

North Korea, lacking legitimacy after the coup, transferred governance to South Korea in exchange for autonomy. 

The Chinese People’s Liberation Army, cut off from its mainland after a nuclear disaster, found itself isolated in enemy territory. 

Amid this confusion, gates opened, and news of rebellions spread across various regions, causing high-ranking officers of the People’s Liberation Army to flee to Beijing.

While some chose to resist to the end due to lifelong indoctrination, the North Korean military was easier to negotiate with, unlike the People’s Liberation Army, where even the language barrier posed significant issues. 

With no high-level personnel left to continue negotiations or maintain control, the situation spiraled into further chaos.

However, many of the soldiers had family in Manchuria, which proved to be a stroke of luck.

Through intense negotiations, South Korea managed to secure command over the area by presenting the fact that it had effective control over the northeastern region, where a gate had opened, in place of the People’s Republic of China, which was embroiled in civil war.

‘That damn suzerain! That damn guanxi! I want to crush them with thorns!’ 

‘Heh, Minister Kim had a tough time, but now they’re our bastards.’

Even though those who wanted to return home had been sent back, South Korea lacked the capacity to reorganize the military with the massive influx of troops. 

The Korean military itself had holes, and with the otherworldly species running rampant, conducting a cautious, multi-year reform was out of the question. 

In the end, they opted for an unusual reform by maintaining the corps system but increasing the number of soldiers in each unit.

“Wow, Source Man, you said there’d be 4,000 in a battalion, and that’s a lot.” 

“So don’t miss a single one and take care of everything thoroughly. I’ll pay generously.” 

“Leave it to me.”

Typically, an infantry battalion’s organization included a headquarters and three to four combat companies, operating with 400 to 900 personnel. 

Due to various special circumstances and the uniqueness of Hyunseong, the independent battalion had grown to 4,000 soldiers, a size large enough to be called a brigade.

Ivan and his girlfriend, Katyusha, visiting as guests of honor for the supply contract and the departure ceremony, marveled as they watched the troops gather at the parade ground.

“This wide area is packed without any room to step.”

“You’d faint if you saw Manchuria. There, tens of thousands clash in a single operation.” 

“Right, Source Man, you said you were a conscript. They say you leave conscription only in a coffin, but you survived.’ ‘I’m a bit tenacious.”

Seol-ah and Yuna, with excellent performance, were promoted to captains.

“Captain Jeong Seol-ah, Captain Ileya Yuna, huh.”

Wearing the dark blue uniforms given only to shield cadets, with lieutenant colonel insignias, Hyunseong eased his tension, engaging in casual conversation.

“Everyone looks pretty fierce, huh?”

Ivan, curious, asked a question, noting that a significant portion of the unit were mutants.

“Ivan, you’re the last person who should be judging others by their looks…”

As he glanced over Ivan, Katyusha, who had been listening, covered his mouth and asked the question herself.

“Hyunseong, aren’t mutants exempt from conscription?”

“They’re all volunteers. They passed the required tests.”

“All volunteers?”

Katyusha, who couldn’t believe it, was shocked. 

Although the number of recruits had increased, the frontlines, where death was rampant, were still avoided. 

Mutants had only recently begun to be treated as equals, and it was hard to believe that people who likely harbored deep resentment toward the country would voluntarily enlist, especially in a frontline battalion.

It meant they had staked their lives on Hyunseong alone.

“Since they came for me, I have to do my best.”

The weight of responsibility pressed heavily on Hyunseong’s shoulders. 

Unlike the past, when he vaguely thought about preventing destruction, now, commanding soldiers whose lives he controlled gave him a profound sense of responsibility.

The die had already been cast. 

He couldn’t be crushed by the weight, so he smiled as he watched Seol-ah and Yuna, who were busily moving around with their red hats and sunglasses.

“So, please take care of the supplies. No matter how much support we have, private goods are always better, right?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll personally inspect each item instead of my husband.”

“If Katyusha is handling it, I’m not worried at all.”

Katyusha nodded and took another look at Hyunseong, who smiled calmly. 

He had spent a fortune at Magpie Market, ordering enough supplies to leave his troops still wanting more, even after using them. 

The special demands of wartime meant the costs were high, but despite this, Hyunseong paid willingly.

With that kind of money, he could have made a large donation, gotten an exemption from the military, and lived a comfortable life in the rear, without anyone criticizing him.

But unlike others, Hyunseong chose to walk the difficult path, and Katyusha, who had dealt with many clients, deeply admired his character and convictions.

Hyunseong had chosen a future where survival was possible, but Katyusha, not being a possessor, had no way of knowing that. Amid misunderstandings, the time for the departure ceremony approached.

“Well, I’ll leave things in your hands. I should be going now.” 

Hyunseong, adjusting his attire under Katyusha’s admiring gaze, headed toward the podium.

***

Kim Hyunwoo, who prayed for Kim Hyunseong—who had helped him secure a stable job with a salary, rather than scraping by in the back alleys—finished his workday as usual and headed to the Mutant branch in Joseon. 

After once again expressing gratitude to Kim Hyunseong’s portrait hanging at the entrance, he entered to find the branch chief clutching a piece of paper and crying uncontrollably. 

Concerned that the chief might collapse, Hyunwoo asked his comrades, who explained that he had been like this since he arrived.

Only much later did the chief, having composed himself, gather everyone and shout at the top of his lungs: 

“The Saint requests 3,000 apostles to join him!” 

“It’s a holy war! Rejoice, you one million mutants! The Prophet is calling for us!” 

“He has not abandoned us!”

As soon as the chief regained consciousness, he caused a stir by declaring that he, too, wanted to enlist. 

When his enlistment was denied due to his age, he shed tears of blood. 

Despite this, his comrades comforted him and all together volunteered for service.

“Can mutants even enlist? Lieutenant Park, check the regulations.” 

“They were updated last month. I’ll check with the higher-ups.”

Despite the world having changed, distrust toward mutants still lingered. 

The recruitment officer eyed them suspiciously, wondering how to trust potential criminals, but the comrades didn’t mind. What mattered was that the Prophet had called for them.

[Kim Hyunwoo, 29, Ammunition Factory Technician, Class 1.]

Kim Hyunwoo, having pushed himself to the limit, received a fitness evaluation twice as high as the standard army requirement, allowing him to apply to Hyunseong’s unit. 

Donning a splendid uniform and standing in formation with full gear, he watched as the Prophet stepped onto the podium.


His legs nearly gave out, and his hands, gripping his rifle in the standing salute, trembled uncontrollably. 

Yet, he couldn’t afford to show weakness, so he mustered his strength and held firm. The only solace was that his comrades around him felt the same.

His past flashed through his mind—when he had been persecuted and treated worse than livestock. 

After his mutation, which caused three additional arms to sprout from his back, he had returned to his hometown after the Great War, only to be stoned and chased away as a monster. 

Unable to receive rations, he had survived by catching wild animals and scavenging scraps from military bases. 

Though he still harbored the heart of Kim Hyunwoo, everyone had turned away, focusing only on his monstrous appearance.

Only Kim Hyunseong had seen them for who they were. 

He had supported the nameless chairman who was treated as a heretic and eventually issued a declaration that reinstated them as equal individuals. 

If Hyunseong asked them to jump into a fire, they would do so without hesitation, even carrying fuel tanks.

“I am pleased to meet you. I am Kim Hyunseong, commander of the 44th Shield Battalion. You are now under my command, and as long as I live, we will be comrades who will share life and death together.”

Though they were finally being treated as humans instead of beasts, living like an animal didn’t seem too bad. 

After all, beasts give their lives for the master who acknowledges them.

“There are 2,000 mutants and 1,000 regular humans here. When we reach the front lines, 1,000 veterans who have survived more than a year in Manchuria will join us. It’s overwhelming to think that someone like me, who knew nothing, has become a major and will now command you.”

During his cadet days, a book about Kim Hyunseong’s life had been secretly circulating within mutant society. Kim Hyunwoo had also read it.

“In the 44th Shield Battalion, there’s a captain who grew up alone in a cathedral and another captain who stood on his own, turning his back on his parents. There are North Koreans, Japanese, Chinese, Filipinos, Russians, South Americans, Black people, Italians, Germans, Americans, fascists, anarchists, socialists, and liberals.”

The sound of stifled sobs echoed from all around.

“No matter your past or background, you are all soldiers of the 7th Republic.”

His tone shifted with confidence as he addressed them more formally, reinforcing the message they had been yearning to hear.

“Up until now, some of you in this unit may have experienced unfair discrimination and may harbor resentment. But for the sake of your comrades and for me, let go of that hatred. We are entering the frontlines, where we will protect each other, and your comrades will, in turn, protect you.”

“No matter what form you take or what life you’ve lived, leave it behind here. We may never return to our homeland. But that is so you can protect those you love and those who will love you in return. You now carry a noble duty.”

A map detailing the current situation on the frontlines unfurled. Even at a glance, the shrinking territory was evident.

“The offensive from the Otherworld Cult grows more severe by the day. Even now, lives are being lost on the front. We are headed to face an enemy that cannot even be reasoned with. I cannot promise to return all of you safely.”

But strangely, even though the Prophet was warning of a dreadful future, there was no fear.

“However, in front of the great flag of the 7th Republic, I swear one thing: When we go to the battlefield, I will be the first to face the enemy and the last to leave the field. Not a single one of you will be left behind.”

The Prophet paused, scanning the parade ground as he took in the faces of each individual, steeling his resolve.

Kim Hyunwoo’s blood surged, his throat dry with anticipation. 

It wasn’t just him; everyone present was eager, waiting for the Prophet’s next words. 

They wanted to shout, to express this feeling.

“Whether we live or die, we will return to our homeland together. Long live the great 7th Republic!”


As the speech ended, a silver-haired captain raised his hand. 

It was a signal they had practiced endlessly. 

With trained movements, they expressed their respect and shouted from the depths of their hearts:

“Long live the great 7th Republic!”

The resounding cheers echoed, marking the end of the successful departure ceremony.



 
  Chapter 71: Silent Mountains and Rivers (1)


Apologies to the soldiers traveling by train, but the officers managed to secure passage aboard the Yang Man-chun, a Gwanggaeto-class destroyer.

Coincidentally, there was an escort mission for a transport fleet heading to Vladivostok, and the destroyer’s captain sought Hyunseong’s opinion. He had no reason to refuse.

“Pilseung! I look forward to seeing you again.” 

“Loyalty! I wish you success.”

The conversation with the captain, a true soldier, was enjoyable.

The troubled captain lamented that, compared to the Army and Air Force, which directly engaged with otherworldly species, the Navy was a lower priority and suffered from poor supplies.

When Hyunseong, who knew of the impending appearance of maritime otherworldly species, promised to relay this to a connected official, the captain was overjoyed.

“Loyalty! I am Master Sergeant Seop Deung-pyeong from the Logistics Support Brigade. Are you the commander of the 44th Shield Battalion?”

After waiting briefly at the port, familiar military vehicles pulled up.

The saluting sergeant briefly confirmed identities and efficiently assigned seats according to rank.

Even Hyunseong, who was relatively indifferent to authority, was impressed by the sergeant’s skilled coordination.

As he took in the familiar scenery of Manchuria, which he was seeing again after three years, the sergeant glanced at him and spoke.

“Commander, may I ask if the deputy commander is absent?” 

“Yes, he will join us on-site. He is my senior from the academy.”

Hyunseong had been surprised to see Quan’s name in the personnel order, as there had been no news of him.

This was especially true since Hyunseong had asked Baal to conduct a strict merit-based selection.

Quan had not obtained his position through personal connections with Hyunseong but through his own achievements.

“I see. If I may ask, I heard you once served as a soldier in Manchuria?” 

“Yes, I was discharged as a Sergeant from the 109th Division, 14th Corps.”

“You’ve also undergone cadet training, so I’m sure you’ll do well. But if I may be so bold, I’d like to offer one piece of advice.” 

“I’m listening.”

After a brief pause, Master Sergeant Seop Deung-pyeong carefully spoke.

“As someone who served here, you must already know this, but do not see the soldiers as people. Here, divisions are reorganized daily. If you grow attached instead of treating them as tools, you’ll crumble in no time.”

“Is that your opinion as Master Sergeant Seop Deung-pyeong, or as a person?”

“There is no distinction. I once served as a third-class military officer in the People’s Liberation Army before joining the unified Korean military. I prided myself on being a compassionate officer, treating my soldiers like my own children. They, in turn, saw me as a father figure and followed me with loyalty.”

“But as hundreds died, and hundreds more replaced them, only to die again, I found myself unable to endure.”

His scarred face twisted in bitterness.

“One day, during a battle against mid-tier entities, a soldier lost his right leg and was left behind in the middle of the battlefield. He was well-loved as the unit’s musician due to his skill with the flute. His noble nature earned him the title of ‘great man’ because he would never abandon a comrade.”

Seop Deung-pyeong still had nightmares about that day.

His subordinate had desperately cried out in clumsy Chinese, ‘Master Sergeant, save me! Master Sergeant!’

His eyes had been filled with unwavering belief that his comrades would come to his rescue.

“Mid-tier entities have intelligence comparable to that of children. Our mission was to suppress a Tier 5 entity that was ravaging the supply lines. The creature, cunningly hidden, did not kill my soldier—it left him there as bait. It was like a fisherman casting a lure. Had we attempted a rescue, more would have died. The entity had learned human behavior.”

“What did you do?”

“Normally, I would have rushed forward without hesitation to pull him to safety. But that day, I acted as my mind dictated—I drew my pistol and shot his other leg.”

His subordinate had stared at him in shock.

Whether it was from pain or betrayal, he no longer moved.

“After a few more shots to his legs, the entity abandoned its concealment and charged, allowing us to take it down without further losses.”

He had no way of knowing what the entity had thought.

Perhaps it believed, ‘That prey has been fully abandoned by its group, so it is safe to eat.’

Or perhaps: ‘A group that discards its wounded is weak.’

Seop Deung-pyeong silently accepted the offered cigarette and lit it.

“By discarding emotions and treating humans as mere numbers, I reduced our operational losses. The more my subordinates resented and hated me, the more of them survived. In the end, no one shot me in the back. That was enough for me to endure—but only just.”

He tossed the cigarette butt into a shell crater and ran a hand over the scars on his face.

“The scars I once considered badges of honor started to feel like the marks of a sinner. That’s when I knew I couldn’t do it anymore. Fortunately, my brigade commander understood my situation and reassigned me. I couldn’t bring myself to leave the front entirely, so I continue serving in this capacity.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“A friend of mine spoke of you. He’s someone deeply interested in the outside world, and he compared you to Liu Bang, the first emperor of Han. I was skeptical, but when I heard you used your own resources to secure supplies for soldiers and recruited volunteers, I became convinced.”

Humans could survive as long as they had even the smallest spark of hope.

Like moths to a flame, they would willingly throw themselves in.

As the sky flashed and artillery fire erupted, the convoy slowed.

“Please prove me wrong. Show everyone that it is possible to win while still treating soldiers as people rather than pawns.”

“The people here are exhausted. They are like clowns walking on a razor’s edge, enduring unbearable suffering.”

-Stop! 

-Artillery strike! 

-600 seconds until re-mobilization!

The vehicles, hidden behind cover, resumed movement once the shelling ceased.

Before long, the makeshift battalion headquarters came into view.

A collection of crumbling concrete structures, barely holding together.

“May you become a banner that flies so high it can be seen from afar. I wish you good fortune, Commander.”

After assisting with the handover, the Master Sergeant saluted and departed.

***

“Reporting in! Loyalty!” 

“Loyalty. I look forward to working with you.”

As Hyunseong unpacked and handled paperwork, his direct subordinates returned from a reconnaissance mission and reported in.

Even including officers and NCOs, the ratio of soldiers to commanders was 9:1.

In my past life, no matter how poor the conditions were, the ratio was at least 1:4. Compared to that, the severe lack of officers here was unimaginable.

The junior officers who had followed Hyunseong didn’t show it outright, but their shock was evident. 

No matter how much one learns from books, nothing compares to actual combat experience.

Hyunseong picked out a few officers he had been keeping an eye on from the paperwork and assigned them to train the new officers before dismissing them.

“Ah, Deputy Battalion Commander, stay for a moment.”

“Yes, understood.”

Quan, now with only one arm, gave a sly grin that only Hyunseong could see and responded.

Inside the battalion commander’s office, a rough concrete structure with no proper finishing, Hyunseong took a seat as Quan closed the door.

“Commander! It’s been a whole year since we last met!”

“Yeah. And you’re already a captain? Impressive. You did well.”

“Yes! I traded an arm for my promotion!”

“Sit down. I need your help with running the battalion.”

“Yes! Understood!”

After spreading mana simultaneously to confirm they were alone, the two burst into laughter as soon as they looked at each other.

They laughed for a while without saying anything, and then Hyunseong pulled out a pack of cigarettes.


“Hey, let’s smoke one for old times’ sake.”

“How dare a lowly diamond-rank officer like me smoke in front of the great national hero and battalion commander!”

“It’s an order. Just smoke.”

“Oh, well, in that case, I’ll gladly accept!”

Hyunseong lit his cigarette first and tossed the lighter to Quan, who caught it with his left hand and lit his own.

“What’s with that weird speech? You look like a trout, but you talk like mold—it’s throwing me off.”

“I picked it up from the brigade commander I respected. It still feels unnatural, but I need to get used to it. Let’s just talk comfortably for now. Once the reorganization is over, we won’t get this chance.”

“Shall we? You should relax too. I outrank you, so it feels weird if I’m the only one talking casually.”

Since Quan accepted without hesitation, Hyunseong loosened up.

“What happened to your arm? You’re supposed to be in support.”

He deliberately asked in a joking manner, noticing Quan’s hesitation.

“Lost it saving a useless recruit. But I can still use my abilities just fine with one arm, so it’s no big deal.”

Quan rolled up his sleeve and waved his stump. 

His left arm was missing from the elbow down.

“I always used my left hand alone anyway. It’s fine during the day since I just clasp my hands behind my back, and at night, well… it’s fine too. Plus, I don’t have to carry my gear anymore—the guys do it for me.”

“That’s some good fortune.”

“Right? I’ve always been lucky.”

“You were always complaining about wanting to lose weight. Looks like you got your wish.”

“I went all out and lost seven kilos.”

The two laughed like they had back in their academy days.

“Was there no healer?”

“They all died before they could get to me. Probably didn’t want to heal me anyway.”

“What about a prosthetic?”

“Come on. Do you really think I’d take time away from the mechanics tightening tank bolts just so they could make me a Pinocchio arm?”

“You could’ve tried being Iron Man at least once.”

“Heh, too bad I’m not in the supernatural category.”

Hyunseong’s casual jokes were exactly what Quan appreciated. 

He didn’t want cheap sympathy or admiration.

Just talking as if nothing had changed, like the old days.

He could tell that Hyunseong’s unchanging demeanor was his way of being considerate.

Since Hyunseong wasn’t the type to joke around much, Quan knew he was deliberately adjusting to him.

“You’re not planning to be on the front lines anymore? From what I see in the paperwork, you’re setting yourself up to stay in the base.”

“I’ll handle the logistics. You go out and bring in the money. My old commander made me do it once, and it turns out I have a knack for it. I should’ve been a bureaucrat, not a field officer.”

“But you always wanted to be in combat.”

Hyunseong asked, puzzled.

“Oh, I didn’t tell you? My ankle’s gone too.”

Quan took off his boot, revealing the rubber-sealed ends of his pants.

Where his feet should have been, two wooden pegs stood instead.

“Shit. I let my guard down for a second and they sliced it clean off.”

“Damn, at this rate, one more trade and your neck will be dangling.”

“That’s why I said I’d quit and focus on logistics. Don’t worry, I’m competent.”

The two continued talking.

Quan wasn’t just all talk—he was an excellent staff officer.

After going over the straightforward reports and clear explanations, Hyunseong felt at ease leaving the battalion management to him.

“Your little shadow has a good memory, right? Set them up with me. If the system crashes here, everything has to be done by hand.”

“Seol-ah or Yuna?”

“You got Yuna too? You crazy bastard.”

Quan feigned disgust as Hyunseong flipped him off, but after thinking for a moment, he shook his head.

“If I leave it to them, the soldiers might not even get fed.”

“Why are they all so smart… Ah, right. I spoke too soon.”

Quan imagined the situation and immediately understood.

‘If we run out of supplies, we can just eat the otherworldly creatures. Or…’


‘Historically, when faced with extreme famine and no roots left to eat…’

The terrifying thing was that they would probably say it with complete sincerity.

“Forget it. I’ll just talk to the master sergeant and handle it myself.”

“You think that’s for the best too, huh?”

Quan rubbed his arms as goosebumps rose.



 
  Chapter 72: Silent Mountains and Rivers (2)


Seol-ah suppressed her urge to kill as she watched the soldiers smashing their heads against the stones.

During the night, several low-ranking human soldiers had entered the barracks occupied only by mutants and assaulted them. 

The veteran soldiers from Manchuria had sent the rookies, treating the mutants no differently from otherworldly species.

‘If they were mine, wouldn’t I be allowed to kill them all?’

The current unit consisted of 3,000 rookie mutants, 1,000 human soldiers, and another 1,000 veteran human soldiers who had joined on-site. 

Soldiers from the same training camp who had experienced the Great Reform firsthand felt more sympathy than hostility toward the mutants. 

However, the veterans who had lived isolated from society were different. 

Fortunately, only a small faction among the veterans was extreme.

Seol-ah deliberately chose a sharp stone.

One of the soldiers trembled, unable to endure the pain of his skull being crushed. 

Seol-ah kicked his liver with the tip of her boot.

Smack.

“Hey.”

“Sergeant! Namgoong Heon-jae!”

Smack.

“Corporal! Choi Tae-geun!”

Crunch.

“Sergeant! Park Joo-young!”

The soldiers, clutching their stomachs and gasping, pressed their heads back against the stones.

As rage boiled within her, Seol-ah recalled a conversation she had with Hyeonseong.

‘They have intelligence, so how could they be like that?’

‘Seol-ah, the shield units are made up of people who’ve already been filtered several times. But conscripts? As long as they can hold a gun, they take anyone. What do you think that means?’

‘Don’t tease me.’

‘I’m serious. No matter how bad you imagine it, reality will be worse. Think of it like dealing with primates who’ve been hit in the head with a hammer. Since this is the vanguard unit, headquarters will filter them a little, but you should be prepared.’

‘I’m not an idiot.’

‘Seol-ah, the military is the military. You’ll understand when you experience it yourself.’

Back then, Seol-ah had pouted in disbelief. 

But now, she felt it in her bones—there was not a shred of exaggeration.

She couldn’t understand them at all.

Even if she stripped away all reasoning and tried to empathize with them purely through emotions, she couldn’t grasp their thought process.

“In wartime, during an incident, or in a martial law zone, anyone committing the crimes under Article 89 shall be sentenced to death, life imprisonment, or at least 20 years of reformation. Those under Articles 88 or 87 shall face death, life imprisonment, or penal unit service.”

Even Seol-ah, who had dozed off in theory classes, remembered the basics of military law.

“Article 5: Rebellion, conspiracy, sedition, and propaganda. Article 44: Collective disobedience, insubordination. Article 63: Serious injury to a soldier on duty, group violence leading to death. Article 74: Trespassing guard posts, unauthorized departure.”

Maybe in the rear, but this was the front line.

Since the gates had opened, summary execution had long been legal.

On the way here, she had seen corpses nailed to trees, signboards pinned to their chests.

“What the hell were you thinking? I just don’t get it. What was the squad leader thinking, sending rookies? If you guys had come yourselves, I could at least understand it as an attempt to discipline them. Huh? I’m seriously asking.”

She crouched down and tapped their heads, but no answer came.

“Punishment is one thing, but I have to write a report. I can’t just crack open your skulls and look inside. I’m not here to scold you—I genuinely want to know. What the hell were you thinking when you pulled this stunt?”

Silence.

“I’m serious. This is my first field deployment, so I’m not used to how your brains work. I’ve killed plenty of people before, but I never had a chance to kill otherworldly species. Since you’re constantly grappling with them, has a tumor grown in your heads? I’m really asking.”

Drip.

A yellowish liquid trickled down a soldier’s pants, pooling at Seol-ah’s feet.

“Oh, my bad. I forgot to tell you.”

Noticing their pale, fish-eyed expressions, she snapped her fingers.

The blood tendrils strangling their throats disappeared, and the soldiers greedily sucked in air.

“I’ll report this to Hyunseong—uh, I mean, the battalion commander. Just so you know.”

Leaving the half-dead, sobbing soldiers behind, Seol-ah returned to the barracks and began writing on paper with her clumsy handwriting.

‘I forgot the format. Should I wake up Yuna?’

She rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought, before shaking her head.

***

Under the pretense of receiving the report, Hyunseong had called Seol-ah to the battalion commander’s office.

After listening to her explanation, he smirked.

“It’s a power struggle. The mutants are just an excuse.”

“I don’t understand, sir. Are they chimpanzees?”

“They usually let things slide. This is a place where one mistake gets you killed, so officers being disciplined isn’t a bad thing. For the veterans, having rookies who follow orders means a lower chance of dying. And for the fresh recruits, well, if they get to vent and survive another day, that’s good enough for them.”

“Did I mess up?”

Seol-ah’s eyes drooped weakly.

It was already painful to use formal speech with Hyunseong, but now, realizing her first major action might have been unnecessary interference, she felt even worse.

Like a soaked cat huddled under a roof to avoid the rain, her gaze lost its confidence and dropped to the floor.

“You did well.”

“…You don’t have to lie.”

“This time, they overstepped. A newly formed unit, no familiar officers, and they’re already trying to establish dominance? You have to pick your battles carefully. I was reminiscing about my time as a recruit, but their level is honestly disappointing.”

Back when Hyunseong was conscripted, the veteran soldiers were warriors who had survived battlefields where natural selection reigned.

Even if they were cursed at and beaten to the brink of death, there was an underlying thought—“If I follow them, I’ll survive.”

Given the worsening front line, the quality of soldiers shouldn’t have dropped.

But now, with long-standing traditions and newly arrived officers from the capital, combined with the presence of mutants as easy prey, it seemed their survival instincts had malfunctioned.

Hyunseong, deep in thought, tapped his pen against the desk. 

“You did well. Stay fully prepared—we don’t know when we’ll deploy. Take care of the ones who were lynched.” 

“Mm…” 

“Can I take a picture of that defeated look on your face?” 

“Ugh, absolutely not. Loyalty!”

Seol-ah recoiled, covering her face, and left. 

As she exited, the deputy battalion commander entered. 

Before arriving, Quan had already heard the situation from the night-duty officer, who had been deathly pale.

“We can handle this without upper command approval. What do you think about executing the ringleader and sending the instigators to the penal unit? The lower-ranked recruits who just followed along can be scared straight.” 

“Go on.” 

“Actually, this works out well. Their records show they were released death-row inmates serving ten-year contracts. One committed child sexual assault and human trafficking, two others were guilty of rape-murder and sentry-killing—first-degree murder, plus arson at a distribution center. The rest are similarly scum.”

Quan tapped his epaulet. 


“Seems like command sent them here to boost aggression since we’re a vanguard unit, but we don’t need cancerous tumors. It’s better to take control before the first battle. The bystanders will gauge our punishment level and adjust their behavior accordingly.” 

“Shame to lose personnel so soon.” 

“Didn’t you expect this? When I saw their names on the roster, I wondered why they weren’t filtered out.”

“Make sure the 1st Company commander gets some encouragement. I ran into him—he looked like he was about to cry.” 

“I care for all my soldiers as if they were my own brothers.” 

“Then, I guess those ones just weren’t meant to be your brothers.”

Feigning innocence, Hyunseong quipped, and Quan chuckled. 

Watching his junior turn into a cunning strategist was quite the show.

“I’ll sign off on the disciplinary action. Hang their corpses at the sentry post for three days.” 

“Understood. Loyalty!”

Not long after Quan left, three gunshots rang out. 

For three days, three bodies hung at the sentry post. 

When strong sandstorms frayed the ropes and stretched their necks, they were taken down and buried.

The atmosphere in the unit became thick with tension. 

Hyunseong, however, remained focused on final preparations. 

Now that they had a common enemy, any lingering grievances would be redirected at the real adversary.

“8th Division, 21st Battalion is requesting reinforcements!”

Urgent radio chatter flooded the airwaves. 

While the designated communicator handled the transmission per protocol, the rest of the troops turned to Hyunseong, watching as he adjusted his bulletproof gear at the front.

Their gazes then shifted to the towering mutant soldiers. 

The human troops, who had felt an odd sense of distance, now found reassurance in the mutants’ sturdy presence.

Unlike humans, the mutants showed no visible nervousness. 

Instead of fear or tension, their minds were consumed by fervor and elation at fighting under Hyunseong’s command. 

For them, this was a holy war—death itself was an honorable martyrdom. 

They were no different from berserkers who had ingested hallucinogenic mushrooms before charging into battle.

[Empathy – Battle Fervor]


For the first time in a while, Hyunseong activated his ability. 

A fiery aura of fighting spirit surged around them.

“We move out at forced-march speed.”

Rescuing an isolated friendly unit in the heart of enemy territory was no easy task,
but Hyunseong showed no hesitation.

It was time for their first real battle.



 
  Chapter 73: Silent Mountains and Rivers (Completed)


“Don’t get distracted! Watch your buddy so he doesn’t disappear! Three whistles mean disperse, a signal flare means regroup!”

“If the squad leader is down, the senior-most takes command! Remember that! Orders are absolute!”

As they neared the coordinates, the sky turned red.

Ahead lay territory stolen from humanity. 

Sporadic artillery shells fell, mingled with the phlegmy howls of otherworldly creatures and the chatter of automatic weapons. 

As the fear grew on the soldiers’ faces, the officers shouted louder.

“Don’t worry, you won’t even get close enough to touch an otherworld bastard’s pubes! Anyway, the ones dying out front are us espers! If you wanna keep us alive, then pull yourselves together and fire that damn machine gun!”

“Keep five hundred meters drilled into your skulls! If it looks boar-sized from a distance, bolt to the rear trenches! Five hundred meters! If they get within that, you retreat!”

“If any of you think you’re some diehard patriot, grab a grenade and die with the otherworld bastards! I’ll request a medal for your coffin, alright?!”

Low morale was flipped by a veteran’s lead. 

Their calm demeanor, like they’d seen it a hundred times before, and the grim, half-believing tone soothed the recruits’ fear.

“Our guys are quiet.”

Captain Seol-A of 13th Company shook her head.

In contrast, the mutants’ emotions were eerily subdued. 

Like an ant colony devoted only to survival, they marched silently, emotionless. 

There was no fear of death, no burning desire to survive. 

The mutants only followed Hyunseong at the front. 

Like moths to flame, they advanced without hesitation.

It was the veterans, scattered among the mutant squads for smoother operations, who were actually feeling the pressure. 

Word had already spread about some trash abusing the mutant rookies. 

Thankfully, the mutants hadn’t reacted, but there was still a lingering sense of guilt.

‘Shit, they’ll probably think I’m just trying to show off.’

A veteran glanced sideways at a mutant, sighed, and scratched his body armor strap. 

Real combat never goes like training. 

You could drill for emergencies a thousand times, but it wouldn’t compare to one real malfunction in battle. 

And this was the first taste of real combat—for both the mutants and their clumsy batchmates—already off to a rocky start.

Forget unity. 

They’d sown nothing but distrust. 

And distrust on the battlefield leads to disaster. 

The veteran wrestled with whether to endure the awkwardness or ignore it. 

Swallowing hard, he spoke up.

“Tall guy, tighten your gas mask strap. It’s slipping.”

“Will correct it.”

When the veteran offered a tip, the mutant soldier responded with gratitude and tightened the strap. 

The absence of resentment allowed the veteran to relax. 

Thankfully, there were no hard feelings. 

After all, a real senior helps the chicks do their part before they die.

Piii! Piii! Piii!

A whistle blew from the front. 

Disperse signal. 

The veteran eyeballed the range—it was perfect for engagement. 

Esper officers charged past fleeing soldiers. 

The otherworld creatures appeared as mere dots in the distance.

“Disperse! All companies, spread out!”

“Prepare to fire! Don’t shoot until the order is given!”

The machine gunners set up positions, laying Claymores and mines. 

They weren’t buried—humans could spot and avoid them, but in panic, someone might run into them anyway. 

Tragic, but one lost fool was better than losing a whole squad.

“Comms! Quit fiddling with that scrap and grab your rifle!”

A mutant who had been trying to fix dead comms ran to take position beside the veteran. 

Comms always failed when the otherworld creatures got close. 

That’s why they still used old-school whistles. 

It had been drilled into them during training, but nerves probably made him forget. 

The veteran smacked the rookie’s helmet with his rifle stock.

“Medic! Sort the incoming! If their limbs are intact, hand them ammo and send them this way!”

“Yes, sir!”

More survivors from the 21st Battalion were joining. 

The hopeless ones were given a fatal dose of morphine; those in better shape were rearmed and sent back into the trenches. 

The 21st was a frontline unit too, so there was no squabbling over command.

Most of the otherworld creatures targeted the 21st’s remnants, but those chasing after fleeing soldiers started shifting direction. 

The dots in the distance grew larger. 

Swallowing and screams of the wounded echoed.

Tatata! Tatata!

As the lower-tier otherworld creatures approached, the veteran took a deep breath. 

Just a little more, hold a little longer. 

Some soldiers noticed and veered off before hitting the trenches, but others, still in shock, screamed and kept running—with the enemy at their heels. 

The veteran clicked his tongue.

“Don’t shoot! It’s 8th Company, 21st Battalion! Don’t shoot, you fucking idiots!! I said don’t shoot!”

They couldn’t save everyone. 

The enemy was using humans as shields—plain as day. 

Sacrifice the few to save the many. 

Everyone here was just a game piece. 

Today, he was the one pulling the trigger. 

Tomorrow, he might be the one running. 

He wouldn’t regret it.

“Open fire! Do it!”

In that brief instant, the rookies looked to him, their eyes asking—are we really doing this? 

They too could see the friendly soldiers who hadn’t made it. 

They were thinking the same way he once did. 


The veteran shouted again, firmer.

“Shoot! They’d do the same in our shoes! Pull the trigger—!!”

At his desperate cry, the squad flinched—then pulled their triggers. 

Orders were absolute. 

They had to be mindless limbs stripped of thought. 

The last thing he saw were the wide eyes of the retreating soldier.

KRAK-KK! Tudududu—

Flesh of man and monster alike burst and scattered. 

Bullets tore through the air as screams of other species formed a gruesome harmony. 

The guilt of killing allies was washed away by the charge of the enemy. 

Like butchers in a slaughterhouse, they fought to survive.

“Empty everything! Our job’s to hold until the battalion commander gets here! Unload on them!”

***

It was pure hell.

The 21st Battalion, isolated during the retreat, fought desperately to delay their inevitable death just a little longer.

When pushed to the edge, soldiers shouted not in the standardized Korean of the military—but in their native tongues. 

A chorus of languages, unknown to many, echoed across the battlefield.

Yet understanding was no issue. 

There were only a few things anyone could say in a moment like this.

“Bala! Bala!” 

“Bring ammo!”

CRACKK!

Dozens of low-tier otherworld creatures were impaled through the skull by crimson spikes rising from the ground.

A massive one among them was cleaved apart by a slash of blue energy.

The relentless assault of the Otherworld species that had crashed over them like waves suddenly faltered. 

The soldiers who had been holding them off at the front immediately sensed the shift in momentum. 

“Reinforcements!” 

The faces of the 21st Battalion soldiers, who had been offering up their final prayers, lit up with relief. 

With the arrival of the well-supplied 44th Battalion from Hyunseong’s side, the defensive net became solid once more. 

Having caught their breath thanks to the dramatic support, the 21st Battalion reloaded and pulled their triggers again. 

Tanks, now out of large-caliber rounds, were stuffed with wounded soldiers as best they could and sent toward the rear. 

“Commander! Over here!” 

Hyunseong issued a delaying order, putting Seol-ah and Yuna at the vanguard. 

With morale boosted through Empathy, Hyunseong rushed toward the fluttering battalion flag. 

There, a man wearing a captain’s insignia was being supported by mutants.

“I’m Captain Singh Aachen, Operations Officer of the 21st Battalion. I’m transferring command.” 

“Lieutenant Colonel Kim Hyunseong of the 44th Battalion.” 

The captain’s face was pale, and from where his hand clutched his abdomen, a necrotic, bluish intestinal mass protruded—combined hemorrhage and tissue death had already set in. 

“I’m done for. The only surviving troops are those on this ridge. The only dangerous entity is one Grade-4 Otherworld species. The ammo sergeant is the next in line for command. Thank you… for the help.” 

Noticing Hyunseong’s gaze, the captain gave a bitter smile and relayed the information with glazed eyes. 

Hyunseong slowly removed the captain’s hand from the battalion flag he had been clutching. 

The captain flailed his arms at the sky. 

“Thank you. Now I can rest.” 

“Are you… are you that Cadet Kim Hyunseong I knew? Haha… Allah grants me one last gift.” 

Yellowish fluid trickled from his mouth as he collapsed. 

The mutants gently closed his eyes and rejoined the trench line. 

As he issued commands, Hyunseong looked through binoculars and saw a Grade-4 Otherworld species—roughly the size of a baobab tree—collapse. 

Its entire body was wrapped in red chains.

Piiiiing! 

A flare shot into the air. 

The psychic officers who had taken down the Grade-4 began retreating slowly. 

Seol-ah, covering the rear, overturned the mucked-up ground. 

Blood pooled ankle-deep in the trench. 

For Seol-ah, who wielded blood magic, this was no different than water for a fish.

A sergeant missing part of his cheek saluted Hyunseong. 

He was the ammo sergeant the captain had mentioned. 

While Hyunseong was giving orders to the 44th Battalion, the sergeant swiftly took charge of the 21st. 

With a thick voice, he grabbed a trembling soldier by the neck and hurled him backward.

“Kill the ranged ones first! I said take out the ranged bastards first! Fuck! There’s two of ’em at 11 o’clock, you dumb fucks! 

Let the officers handle the low-tier ones, so take down those snipers first!! 

2nd Company, empty your mags and fall back! 4th Company, you’re up next!”

Furious, the sergeant shoved aside the K-6 gunner and blew off a head with flawless marksmanship. 

As companies retreated one by one, the fire net began to weaken. 

He stuffed leftover grenades into an ammo box and hurled it with all his might.

KWAANG! 

An Otherworld creature attempting a flank attack was quite literally blown apart. 

As bodily fluid splattered, the sergeant wiped his face with his hand and glanced briefly at Hyunseong, who was calmly continuing to give orders, before shouting again.

“21st! Pull back! Everyone get out! Run your asses off and link up with the 44th! Hold the line there until we come back!”

Thanks to the sergeant’s efforts, the 21st Battalion successfully retreated without additional casualties. 

Though the psychic officers were approaching, Hyunseong continued issuing orders to hold the line instead of retreating. 

The sergeant, puzzled, asked,

“Commander! It’s done! Please give the retreat order!” 

“Not yet.” 

At Hyunseong’s firm words, the sergeant bit his lip hard. 

The 44th Battalion’s psychic officers were undeniably powerful, but the soldiers around them were not familiar. 

Without supernatural powers, it was impossible to survive close combat against swarming Otherworld creatures.

The closer the psychic officers came, the closer the pursuing enemies followed. 

Hyunseong’s command was like that of a conductor leading a symphony, but the enemy was not something that would cower at force of will. 

These creatures existed for one thing only—slaughter.

SKREEEEEE!! 

The sergeant’s eyes widened as he was about to make a final request. 

A mid-grade burrow worm burst up through the center of the trench, flailing its elongated limbs. 

Anyone caught by the creature with corrosive digestive fluids stronger than acid was as good as dead. 

The sergeant threw himself in an attempt to save Hyunseong.

“Get down!” 

CRUNCH! 

TUDUDUDUD! 

The sergeant clenched his eyes, bracing for the pain in his back—but it never came. 

To his shock, it was Hyunseong who had thrown himself under the sergeant. 

Hyunseong pushed the stunned man off and finished off the burrow worm with focused gunfire.

“Oppa, are you okay?!” 

“I’m fine.” 

Yuna’s sword had pierced the worm’s core and was still vibrating. 

Her legs gave out, and she slumped. 

Seol-ah, arriving beside her, stuck out her tongue teasingly—they had prepared for this thanks to Hyunseong’s prior briefing.

“Let’s retreat too. The Armored Brigade will be here soon.”

With the psychic officers providing cover, the troops made a full withdrawal. 

For a first operation, the casualties were within acceptable limits. 

Still, even knowing the idea of saving everyone was a delusion, Hyunseong tasted bitterness in his mouth.

KWAANG! 

The Armored Brigade roared past them. 

Shrapnel from the exploding high-explosive rounds tore through the chasing lower-tier enemies. 

The tank commander, whistling, gave Hyunseong a playful salute.

“Well played, Sir.” 

With a single glance at the surviving troops, he recognized the success of the mission. 

Six out of ten times, troops retreated like rabble. 

But this was the first time in his six-year service he’d seen a unit smiling during withdrawal.

“We made it! Holy shit, we survived!” 

“Hurrah!! Long live the 7th Corps!!!” 


“Thank you! Fuck, thank you for coming!”

When Hyunseong appeared from the trench, the 21st embraced the 44th, crying tears of relief. 

The mutants raised bizarre prayers as if this future had been destined all along. 

Startled soldiers hesitated, then said “screw it” and linked arms with the mutants in joyful celebration.

Smiling as he watched the scene, Hyunseong gave the order to return.



 
  Chapter 74: Unit (1)


Annihilation (全滅), if taken literally, might suggest complete death with no survivors. 

However, in modern military doctrine, if more than 30% of a unit’s combat power is lost, it is deemed incapable of continuing the mission. 

The Soviet Union, known for its disregard for human life, believed that combat was still possible with up to 70% losses, based on their Deep Battle doctrine. 

But due to current manpower shortages, despite the apparent abundance, the army has now set the threshold at 50%. 

With even the battalion commander dead, the 21st Battalion was naturally classified as annihilated. 

It temporarily merged with the 44th Battalion for reorganization. 

The 21st’s soldiers, curious about the seemingly excessive supplies, asked around and were amazed (and envious) to learn that most of them had been personally purchased by Kim Hyunseong. 

Wounded soldiers were either discharged or transported to the rear based on the severity of their injuries. 

Following the rescue of the 21st Battalion, there were 17 more operations over the next month. 

A single battalion carried out a variety of missions — breakthroughs, blockades, delays, and exterminations. 

Typically, a battalion is formed with a specific purpose, but the 44th was deployed for nearly every type of mission. 

Normally, this would result in severe casualties or breakdown of order, yet they fought as if they had multiple lives. 

In particular, the mutant soldiers displayed a level of loyalty akin to religious fanaticism. 

As the reorganization of the 21st Battalion neared completion, a corporal who had been contemplating it requested a permanent transfer to the 44th. 

One day, while eating, he finally gave in to his curiosity and asked…

“Aren’t you guys scared?” 

“Scared of what?” 

A mutant private with six arms lowered his spoon at the unexpected question. 

He had no idea what the corporal could be scared of. 

Thinking it might be their appearance, he touched his own face, but the corporal waved his hands. 

“No, not how you guys look. I mean following the battalion commander around — isn’t that scary?” 

The conversation stilled the entire hillside. 

Every soldier in the 44th turned their heads and stared at the corporal. 

With dozens of silent eyes glaring at him, the corporal felt like he was about to faint. 

The whites of their eyes gleamed unnaturally, sending shivers down his spine.

“Idiots. You’re scaring the kid.” 

The one who saved the nearly fainting corporal was a white-haired officer with loose hair. 

He smacked the mutant on the head with his mess tin, then sat down beside the corporal and pulled out a piece of raw meat.

It was the heart of an alien species, dripping blue blood. 

Whether tendons or blood vessels, something worm-like was woven through it, spurting out the remaining blood. 

The officer nonchalantly tore into the heart with sharp fangs.

“Company Commander! Loyalty!” 

“Want some?” 

“No thank you, sir!” 

“Suit yourself.” 

As if it was just a formality, the officer went back to chewing the heart. 

Hearing the squelching sounds — reminiscent of alien creatures tearing into human organs — made the corporal’s knees weak. 

Unable to interrupt the company commander who once ripped apart a mid-tier alien species in an instant, the corporal stiffly forced his food down.

“Mm. Mid-tiers taste alright.” 

“Did you enjoy your meal, sir!” 

“Yeah.” 

Finishing the heart — about the size of a human head — in one go, the commander patted his belly and walked off, waving casually. 

His small belly hadn’t changed at all, making it all the more mysterious where the massive heart had gone.

“Earlier you asked if it wasn’t scary.” 

“Ah, yeah. Haha.” 

The corporal awkwardly scratched his head.

“I’m more curious, honestly. Why would it be scary to be with the battalion commander?” 

“Huh?” 

“I wanted to hear your answer to think about it myself. I’ve never felt fear, you see.” 

Judging by his tone, it wasn’t that he had no emotions — he just genuinely had never felt anything negative while serving with Kim Hyunseong. 

Having spent a short time with them, the corporal understood that mutants had a very different way of thinking. 

After pondering a bit, he replied….

“The mission deployment times are too short. Normally, after a week of deployment, you get a week to recover. Humans aren’t robots you can just swap batteries on.” 

“I’m not an officer, so I don’t really know. But if you look at us, we’re fine, right?” 

And it was true. 

The 44th Battalion was mobilized for major operations nearly every other day. 

Yet, there were no desertions or incidents. 

In fact, during downtime, some soldiers got scolded for running around the barracks in full gear because they couldn’t stand the idle time.

“Well… yeah, but…” 

“There’s more?” 

“I heard we’re going to stay on the front lines indefinitely. Even if the body holds up, the mind breaks. Shouldn’t we get at least a month or two in the rear each year?” 

As he realized just how mentally sound the mutants seemed, the corporal’s voice trailed off. 

The six-armed mutant scratched his chin, as if amused.

“I guess that makes sense. You all lack our faith, after all.” 

“Wait, you’re religious? Christian? Buddhist? Muslim?” 

“I respect them, but don’t worship them. And just call me Six-Arms — it’s easier.” 

“Alright, Six-Ajussi. Just call me Corporal Park.”

The image of a muscle-bound mutant carrying around a holy book was hard to picture, and the corporal barely held back a laugh.

“Have you ever seen them?” 

“Of course not. If God really existed and was visible to everyone, it wouldn’t be religion. It’d be like science — common sense.” 

“Hmph. Seeing them every day and not realizing it… You really don’t know what a blessing you’re part of.” 

The other mutants all nodded in agreement, pride written clearly across their faces.

“What are you talking about? Don’t tell me you’re part of the Church of the Sun?” 

“Isn’t the sun just an inanimate object? Tsk tsk… poor soul.” 

“Ah, never mind.”

At some point, conversations with mutants always veered off track. 

Sighing, the corporal fished around in his pocket for a cigarette. 

Six-Arms casually tossed him a pack.

“T-thanks. I wasn’t planning to bum one, though…”


“I’ll owe you next time, then.” 

Chiiiik. 

The corporal, lost in thought, took slow, precious drags and exhaled. 

Six-arm and the other mutants rested, gazing up at the purplish sky.

Suddenly, someone approached. 

Until they were right in front of them, no one had sensed a thing. 

As if it were natural for her to be there—like the sky above and the ground below—the female officer’s presence simply belonged in their awareness. 

Startled, the corporal dropped his cigarette.

With her hands behind her back, the officer smiled kindly as she looked over the soldiers. 

“We’ll return in thirty minutes. Make sure you’ve got everything. No more casualties, right?” 

“Yes, Yeo-buin (Lady).” 

“That title doesn’t suit this setting, does it? We agreed to use that only in private.” 

“My apologies, Company Commander. But this guy will soon…” 

Six-arm gave the dazed corporal a couple of pats on the shoulder. 

Then, the officer gave him a dazzling smile. 

The corporal’s breath caught.

There was no room for petty romantic feelings. 

If he was just a speck of dust, she was the cosmos. 

He felt the vast distance in class between them and said nothing. 

All he could do was admire her features, so ethereal they seemed untouched by human hands.

“Come to the rally point.” 

“Loyalty. Take care, ma’am.”

Her two different-colored eyes were stunning—one as blue as the sea, the other as green as a deep forest. 

Her golden hair, like a sun rising on the horizon, was tied back with a silver hairpin as she disappeared.

Only when Six-arm smiled knowingly and patted his back did the corporal come back to his senses. 

His eyes wide, he grabbed Six-arm’s arm and shook it. 

“Wh-Who was that goddess?!” 

“Trying to get sent to a penal unit for insulting a superior? You’re a real thrill-seeker.” 

“I’ve never seen her before…” 

“She only shows that side when she’s in a good mood. That’s just another face of Company Commander Yuna.” 

“Now that you say it… I guess she does look familiar.”

But why would someone so beautiful hide her looks? 

And wasn’t “Yeo-buin” an old term for a concubine? 

The corporal was thoroughly confused. 

He thought the mutants only followed the Battalion Commander and Company Commander Jung Seol-ah. 

But now, everything seemed muddled.

“That’s enough. This is all we can tell outsiders. We’ve already said too much.”

When Six-arm cut him off, the corporal felt like a ship’s captain adrift at sea—thirsting for answers. 

He knew there were stories bursting with dopamine-level thrill just waiting to be heard.

“Well… I could tell you more…” 

“Please! I’m part of the 44th Battalion now too!” 

“You’ll have to swear absolute secrecy.”

Six-arm’s chilling gaze made the corporal gulp. 

There were no eternal secrets in the army, but he still wanted to live long, even if just scraping by. 

He wouldn’t dare run his mouth and risk getting on those officers’ radar.

“There’s only one sun, but now two moons have risen. Luckily, the kind-hearted moons didn’t invade each other’s realms, so we’re able to serve our own. And judging by the look in your eyes, you’ll be serving the same moon as me.” 

“…Is this Aesop’s Fables? What are you even talking about?” 

“Word from comrades all over the country is that more moons could rise. So we have to conduct ourselves carefully. When that time comes, you’ll want to have chosen your allegiance clearly. Mercy from the moon can be a disaster for the weak.” 

“Are you talking about The Sun and the Moon fairy tale or something? I have no idea what any of this means.” 

“What more could an outsider want?”

Six-arm checked his watch and stood up. 

That seemed to be the limit of what he’d share, so the corporal reluctantly started packing up as well.

“Are you curious why we follow the Battalion Commander?” 

“Yes. I’ve only heard he’s a big deal in the capital, but I’ve spent three years on the front lines, so I don’t know much myself.”

From what he’d seen, the Battalion Commander was a soldier worthy of respect—compassionate yet decisive, kind but never frivolous. 

He always led from the front, and even when severely wounded, stayed until operations were complete. 

He even paid for extra supplies out of his own pocket. 

What more could anyone say?

But the mutants didn’t seem to follow him out of just respect for that.

“Whatever you heard from the capital probably won’t hit the same. But one thing’s for sure—he probably remembers the name of every single soldier in the unit. Even the dead and missing.” 

“…All five thousand? Every time there’s a mission, over a hundred die and new ones come in… and he memorized them all?” 

“I’d bet my life on it.”

The corporal, skeptical, gave a hesitant nod, but Six-arm spoke with calm certainty. 

He’d once seen Kim Hyunseong, in the quiet of dawn while everyone slept, writing out death notices by hand.


“A man like that… of course he’d save us mutants.” 

“Wait, what…?” 

“You didn’t know that either? Wow. You really don’t care about what happens in the rear, huh.”

Shaking his head in disbelief, Six-arm gave only half-hearted replies as he and the tagging-along corporal headed toward the rally point.





 
  Chapter 75: Unit (2)


“You went through a lot. Thanks to you, I was able to take care of that persistent woman without much trouble.”

“I was deeply inspired watching you this time, senior. It’s an honor.”

The commander of the 22nd Division, who had briefly inspected the subjugated Otherworldly Species, smiled in satisfaction and reached out to shake Hyunseong’s hand. 

Her bloodied, lid-sized hand was hardened with scars and calluses—like stone.

Crunch.

Despite the division commander being a hand-to-hand combatant from the shield corps and testing her grip strength slightly, Hyunseong met it calmly. 

Her smile deepened. 

She was even more muscular than Mida, the “stallion slicer” he’d met in Incheon.

“I hope we can meet again without dying first.”

“I’ll do my best to stay alive, just to keep learning from you, ma’am.”

“Good, good! If you knew how much praise our seniors give you, you’d feel obligated to survive. Of course, you would.”

Chuckling heartily, the division commander nodded repeatedly before leading her troops away. 

They left behind simple trenches and cleaned-up terrain, awaiting the arrival of the next unit to maintain the occupation.

“Salute! 1332nd Engineering Battalion reporting!”

“Have you been briefed? All hostile entities within a 7km radius have been neutralized.”

“Confirmed. Um, I know it’s shameless, but… could I ask for your autograph?”

Thinking it might be a joke, Hyunseong glanced at the officer’s face—sincere and almost desperate.

“I don’t have a pen. Is it alright if I engrave it on your helmet with my combat knife?”

“If you’d do even that, it would be an honor for the entire unit!”

He wondered if he also needed to sign the unit flag if just three characters of his name were considered an honor—but even for Hyunseong, the pride embodied in a unit’s flag wasn’t something to take lightly. 

To sign a flag freely, he’d probably need to be a five-star general.

Scratch scratch.

Since they had to wait until a protective unit arrived to guard the engineers starting their work, Hyunseong sat on a rock and carefully engraved his name into the officer’s helmet. 

After subtly checking the officer’s name tag, he even finished with a perfect bit of fan service.

1332nd Engineering Battalion 

“Your hands carry the beginning and the end.” 

—Spring, April. From Kim Hyunseong to Sub Istuvan.

“There it is.”

“OHHHH!! Even if I die, I’ll pass this helmet down for generations! This’ll become a unit tradition! Hahaha! Guys! Look what I got!”

The officer, overjoyed like a girl receiving a confession letter from a longtime crush, ran over and threw himself into the group of soldiers digging nearby.

The soldiers, seemingly used to the officer’s antics, didn’t even look back—until they heard Hyunseong’s name. 

Then, they dropped their shovels, hoisted the officer into the air, and celebrated together.

The officer cried loudly and shouted who-knows-what, while the soldiers humored him with half-hearted responses. 

It was a genuinely heartwarming scene.

“Oppa, we’re done here.”

Yuna approached Hyunseong, who had a cigarette from the division commander in his mouth and was using his ability to provide some mental care.

“Good work. Let’s return in an hour.”

“Got it. I’ll relay that.”

Even though Hyunseong had given her an order, Yuna fidgeted and didn’t leave. 

She hesitated.

“Something you want to say? Casualty reports will be done after we get back.”

“No, it’s not that…”

With a strangely flushed face, Yuna ran her hands along her body, then tightly shut her eyes.

“You seemed really close with the commander, so…”

“The division commander? We didn’t really meet during cadet school due to the difference in our years, but she’s a good person. She takes the lead in high-level Otherworldly Species subjugations, has a clean and straightforward personality, and a strong sense of responsibility.”

She was someone who appeared in the novel a few times. 

But like Hyunseong said, the age gap made it hard to establish a personal connection, and she was already complete—someone who didn’t need Hyunseong’s help at the point of his possession.

People like Jeong Seol-ah, deeply tied to the Paul Moon; Jeya Ilya (Yuna), shackled by family; Jennifer Charliene, full of talent yet mistreated by schemes; and Eris Baal, the revolutionary leader of the “Night of the Longsword.” 

These four heroines were the ones Hyunseong focused on—characters where he could actually shift the flow.

Like in his previous life as a firefighter, he only thought their relationship would go as far as a saved person expressing occasional gratitude. 

He never expected to get this close.

“It’s the first time I’ve heard you praise another woman, Hyun.”

Looking downcast, Yuna lowered her gaze. 

Fortunately, no one else was nearby—otherwise, it would’ve been outright insubordination. 

She knew that, so she kept her voice down.

“I just don’t say it out loud, but do you know how much I praise you all when I meet the seniors?”

Resting his chin on his hand, Hyunseong wondered if he had been too stingy with compliments and offered a cliché bit of reassurance. 

It wasn’t a lie. 

Still, Yuna didn’t lift her head from its downward tilt.

He remembered clearly showering both Yuna and Seol-ah with open support and encouragement, but chose not to bring it up. 

Rationality wasn’t always the answer. 

Empathy, to Hyunseong, was a matter of intelligence—just a difference in degree.

“So… who’s the other ‘you all’ along with me?”

“Seol-ah.”

“Oh…”

Yuna shrank even more, tapping her foot against the dirt.

“Oppa… Do you prefer bodies like the commander’s? I just thought maybe I’m too thin…”

Hyunseong choked and coughed up the cigarette smoke he was inhaling. 

Sure, from a physical and muscular perspective, the commander’s body was top-tier—but unfortunately, not his type. 

Imagining Yuna’s face on the commander’s body, all he could think of was calling her “sir.”

If he dated the commander, their dates would just be gym visits, protein shops, and dojo training. 

Healthy? Sure. 

Enjoyable? Eh.

“Yuna, I like you just the way you are.”

At that desperate reassurance, Yuna’s face lit up. 

She nodded energetically and walked off happily. 

Hyunseong finally exhaled the breath he’d been holding. 

A cold sweat ran down his back.

***


“In the past 11 weeks, we’ve lost 2,234 troops, with 411 sent to the rear. That’s practically a full turnover. As expected for a vanguard unit, the losses are heavy. Luckily, replacements are arriving quickly.”

“Would be asking too much to expect even Esper officers on top of that.”

“That’s actually true. Judging from our performance so far, even if we submitted a request to Command, they’d probably prioritize us without complaint. But… it might draw some attention.”

After the meeting, Hyunseong was having a private conversation with Battalion Commander Kwan.

In the now quiet room, they silently smoked while looking over the list of names densely packed in the documents. 

A pile of burnt-out cigarette butts had formed.

As the silence dragged on, the battalion office filled with thick, acrid smoke. 

Though it had no effect on their enhanced lungs, the bitterness lingered in their mouths and burned their throats.

“Are you going to write all the death notices yourself again? That’ll wear you down.”

Though his current rank was lower, Quan had once cherished Hyunseong as a junior and successor to the Shield ability ace. 

He spoke to ease his worries, understanding his feelings but hoping he wouldn’t drown in them.

“It’s the least I can do. No matter how hard it is for me, it’s not nearly as hard as it is for the families who’ll receive these.”

“We’ve assigned a clerk. If you need help, just ask. The 3rd Company’s admin officer will know.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Though his words were indirect, Hyunseong sensed the concern behind them and responded with a rare show of respect—using honorifics. 

He couldn’t afford to show weakness in front of others, not even to Seol-ah or Yuna.

A commander must always march forward, even alone, when everyone else runs in fear. 

Even in hopeless situations, if the commander remains calm, the soldiers can rally and stand strong. 

It was something he’d learned during his training in the Shield Corps.

[亂生於治, 法生於勇, 弱生於強. 強弱, 形也.] 

[Even in a well-governed army, chaos can arise. Even in a brave army, cowardice can surface. Even in a strong army, weakness can appear. Strength and weakness depend on morale. — The Art of War]

Hyunseong’s unit was made up entirely of volunteers. 

Despite weekly casualty reports, the number of applicants never declined. 

Not just mutants—more and more humans were enlisting.

Even knowing that half the vanguard unit is wiped out each season, their reasons for joining were simple and clear:

-Those who lost family, friends, or comrades to the Otherworlders.

-Those who admired the trust and reputation Hyunseong had built.

-Those with unwavering patriotism, ready to die for their country.

Their morale was razor-sharp. 

They would never retreat without orders. 

Hyunseong was the one who wielded their fury—ensuring it was released upon the right targets.

It was also why no other commander dared covet his unit. 

Only Kim Hyunseong could bear the weight of their wrath. 

Those who couldn’t understand this, and tried to wear weapons they couldn’t wield, had all been purged long ago.

“This is my only peace. I’ll make sure there’s nothing for you to worry about, so don’t.”

“I was out of line, sir. I apologize.”

With a cheerful smile like the ones he used to wear in the Shield Corps, Kwan left the room. 

Outside the window, soldiers were organizing their gear under the moonlight. 

In a nearby pit, Seol-ah was sprawled out without a care in the world, while Yuna was helping the new recruits.

The contrast in their personalities brought a smile to Hyunseong’s face. 

It felt like just yesterday Yuna had been dragging herself out of a battlefield tent like a corpse. 

But now, between her original identity, Jeya Ilya, and her new name, Yuna, she seemed to have found her own balance.

[愛可煩也.] 

[A general who loves his soldiers too much will be burdened with worry.] 

[廉潔可辱也.] 

[One who only pursues purity and virtue may end up humiliated.]

“Hmm.”

Hyunseong held a death notice in his hand and fell into thought.

[視卒如嬰兒, 故可與之赴深溪. 視卒如愛子, 故可與之俱死.] 

[If a commander treats his soldiers like infants, they will follow him into deep valleys. If he treats them like beloved sons, they will be willing to die with him.] 

[厚而不能使, 愛而不能令, 亂而不能治, 譬如驕子, 不可用也.] 


[But if he is only generous, he cannot command them. If he only loves them, he cannot give orders. If disorder arises and he cannot govern, he becomes like a parent of a spoiled child—such an army is useless.]

“Finding the middle path… is truly difficult.”

Once the window closed, only the soft scratch of pen against paper echoed quietly.

The light in the battalion commander’s office didn’t go out until dawn.





 
  Chapter 76: Unit (Completed)


The army, paying a heavy price, pushed the front lines from Harbin City to Qiqihar City in Heilongjiang Province. 

It was a long march covering 270 kilometers in a straight line. 

The rivers were dyed red, and the plains were swarmed by massive flocks of crows feeding on corpses.

Although the straight-line distance between Berlin and Paris, where Nazi Germany forced France to surrender in six weeks, was 880 km, the situation here was different. 

The roads and water quality in Manchuria were poor, and even the remaining roads and supply bases had been destroyed by the Great War.

The Otherworldly Races, having ended their internal divisions, could not withstand the relentless offensive of a unified Korea and were helplessly pushed back. 

The government could not hide its excitement at the prospect that the Gate might truly close, and the Supreme Command, while puzzled by the unusual behavior of the Otherworldly Races, seized the opportunity and drafted a grand strategy to secure positions as close to the Gate as possible.

As they killed and were killed, the harsh winter arrived. 

Even in an era when nuclear clouds bloomed for tactical advantage after the Gates opened, the vast natural world still remained a forbidden zone for humans.

Snow piled up to the shoulders, and the cutting wind made the body shudder. 

Cases of frostbite requiring amputation surged, and deaths from exposure were not uncommon. 

Snow covered uncollected corpses, turning them into mummies.

Having reached the culmination of the offensive, Korea hurried to reorganize its supply lines and took a breather to rotate its troops. 

Supply was war, and war was supply. 

No matter how brave the soldiers were, they could not fight without food and water. 

In a situation where they had to start almost from scratch, the logistics command screamed as they requisitioned vehicles and trains.

“Hello, Hyunseong.”

When they were snowbound in a blizzard, Charliene and the research team arrived.

They requested intact corpses of intermediate or higher-grade Otherworldly Races and the bodies of those killed by them. 

When they brought the corpses of 5th-grade Otherworldly Races hunted by the Ability Officers, the researchers immediately began dissecting and injecting chemicals, filling the record boards with notes. 

Every murmur Charliene made was meticulously recorded by the assistants without missing a word.

“ACC, IG, ECP, AE.”

If the researchers’ electric saws couldn’t cut through, Seol-ah, who had been watching, would step in and split it open with her claws.

When a transparent chemical was applied, the previously tough exoskeleton of the Otherworldly Race would melt into mush. 

Hyunseong, sensing that this was the breakthrough they had been waiting for, watched with shining eyes. 

After finishing experiments on every part they could, the researchers turned their attention to the human corpses.

“EG, ACP, ER.”

After a moment of silence for the fallen, they carefully cut open the affected areas. 

Despite the cold slowing decay, the wounds inflicted by the Otherworldly Races were rapidly rotting, emitting a piercing stench and showing severe mold-like signs.

“Please describe the hunting environment.”

The Ability Officers who had participated in the 5th-grade hunts racked their brains to give as detailed descriptions as possible. 

Charliene nodded along, expressed gratitude for their dedication, and continued her experiments.

Fifty-nine human corpses were dissected, and three large intermediate-grade Otherworldly Races were thoroughly torn apart.

“See you later, Hyunseong.”

After staying awake for a whole week, Charliene’s complexion was haggard.

Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and she staggered from exhaustion, but she fought off sleep with determination, knowing they couldn’t afford to miss this rare chance while the Otherworldly Races were quiet — otherwise, they would have to wait uncertainly until next winter.

After greeting Hyunseong at the pickup point, Charliene collapsed into sleep and had to be escorted back to base.

She didn’t regain consciousness until after Hyunseong had left and regretted not being able to say a proper goodbye.

Back at his place, Hyunseong pulled out notes he had written during the early days of his possession.

“If magic bullets are developed…”

The official name was longer and more complex, but Hyunseong simply called them “magic bullets.” 

If Charliene could complete validation through finite element analysis before winter ended, they could move to mass production.

Once magic bullets were in steady supply, even infantry would be able to damage intermediate or higher-grade Otherworldly Races protected by shields.

A de facto game-changer. 

Unlike the current state, where Ability Officers were the core of the fighting force, everyone would become a weapon. 

The closing of the Gate flickered on the horizon. 

The grim future in the novel, where humanity faced miserable extinction, was starting to change — thanks to the miracle Hyunseong had created and those blessed by it.

[Predictions and Countermeasures for the Gatekeeper]

Hyunseong drafted a report intended to be delivered directly to Baal. 

Although bypassing the reporting chain, Hyunseong trusted Baal would know how to use it appropriately. 

He had written it based on the memory that, just before the Gate closed in the novel, an ultra-high-class entity not classified under the existing grading system appeared.

Since Hyunseong had been the only reader left at that time, he had freely named it the “Gatekeeper.” 

It was a being that emitted waves similar to the mind-control entity they encountered in Busan and possessed overwhelmingly destructive power.

The final death squads, including the commander of the 22nd Division, were wiped out like insects. 

Losing its key personnel, Korea could no longer prevent its fall. 

Hyunseong had been fighting all this time to avert such a tragic future.

As dawn broke, he finished writing the report and asked the supply team that visited every Monday to deliver it.

“Um, I would like to deliver it personally, but…”

“You don’t need to. Just give my name to the transport team, and there should be no problem.”

He stressed that the report must not be lost and that top-level security must be maintained. 

Though the NCO looked troubled, he finally nodded at Hyunseong’s persuasion.

After ensuring the report’s delivery, Hyunseong went out onto the field, where snow had piled up into sheets of ice. 

Crows covered the ground, tearing at any corpses poking out from under the snow.

“It’s been a while.”

Although crows are migratory birds in winter, they had learned that even if they moved south, food would still be scarce, so many remained across Manchuria. 

In Qiqihar, which had been a major battlefield until recently, there was plenty to scavenge, attracting even more crows. 

Hyunseong approached a crow that seemed to be the leader and used [Empathy].

Caw—

The crow perched on Hyunseong’s hand let out a low cry. 

After also taming the crow’s mate using [Empathy], he fed them from the tightly packed sacks of wheat stored in the warehouse. 

Regretfully, he couldn’t spare any of the precious meat rations. 

The leader and its mate, full after a rare feast, cawed happily and flew back to their flock. Watching their departure, Hyunseong soon drifted off to sleep.

“Whoa! Hey, youngest! Go ask the mess crew if we can eat crows!”

“There’s a crazy amount of them.”

The next morning, while soldiers were doing roll call and clearing snow, a small flock of crows flew over their heads as if waiting for someone. 

At first, some soldiers joked about shooting a few to fry and eat, but soon they could only stare in awe. 

The crows circling above the barracks were so mesmerizing that even non-superstitious men felt it was a sign from the heavens.

“Loyalty! Battalion Commander, sir!”

“Ah, it’s cold—hurry inside. You’ve worked hard since dawn.”


“No, sir!”

A soldier recognized Hyunseong, who had come out with his hands behind his back. 

Everyone’s gaze naturally turned to him. 

Dressed casually, Hyunseong leisurely watched the crows, giving off a warmth that felt like an old friend from the neighborhood or a father from back home.

“What’s he trying to do?”

“Maybe it’s the first time the Battalion Commander’s seen something like this too.”

The soldiers whispered among themselves.

After clearing the snow-packed paths with just shovels, the soldiers didn’t immediately head inside but instead lined up beside Hyunseong to watch the crows play. 

Hyunseong never flaunted his authority over the soldiers.

Veteran soldiers who had shared trenches and hardships with Hyunseong knew his personality and started chatting with him without hesitation. 

Seeing this, the other younger soldiers shyly gathered too.

Even the officers, who initially came out to scold them for slacking off, ended up joining the group when they saw Hyunseong standing there.

The noise even drew those still inside the barracks to the windows, peeking out to watch the scene. 

It became an unexpected, heartwarming memory.

“I’m reminded of that summer when a crow pecked at Jaehyun’s eyeballs.”

“Hey, those birds need to eat too. Back in my hometown, we’d leave corpses out in the fields just for the crows. The soul of a body eaten by birds is said to ascend to the heavens with them. (Bird Burial, 鳥葬)”

Hyunseong sometimes chuckled and nodded silently. 

The soldiers, sitting on the ground behind him, continued their chatter.

When Hyunseong’s and the leader crow’s eyes met midair, the leader broke from the flock and swooped down toward Hyunseong.

“W-what’s wrong with them?!”

“Battalion Commander!”

Hundreds of crows swooped down toward Hyunseong all at once, like a black cloud descending. 

The soldiers, startled, scrambled to their feet, some even reaching for their shovels, but noticing that Hyunseong remained calm, they hesitated and simply stood by.

Caw!! Caw!!

The crow leader and its mate perched on Hyunseong’s shoulders. 

The remaining crows, unwilling to disturb someone who had tamed their leaders, surrounded Hyunseong, crying out mournfully. 

As hundreds of crows cried at once, goosebumps rose on everyone’s skin.

Surrounded by crows, Hyunseong stood calmly, gently stroking the leader’s head with his finger. 

He looked like a figure straight out of myth. 

The company flag planted beside him flapped vigorously in the wind stirred by the crows’ wings.

“The path to heaven…”

A soldier who had spoken earlier about bird burials muttered under his breath. 

Remembering his words — that crows carried the souls of the dead to the heavens — those watching fell into a daze.


To their eyes, it looked like the heavenly creatures were blessing their unit and commander, and morale soared. 

It felt like an oracle had descended, reassuring them that even death would be painless. 

Those with religious faith prayed silently, and even the irreligious felt a profound reverence.

‘My 999Ks.’

Hyunseong, who had been taming the crows as a substitute for jammed communications networks, simply smiled joyfully, completely unaware of what the others were thinking.



 
  Chapter 77: Beast’s Cry (1)


While strange myths quietly spread throughout the unit, the cooks were busy dividing rice into leather pouches.

“A generous handful should be enough.” 

“They eat a lot of raw rice, but only a little if it’s cooked.”

The leader crow couple and their chicks were present as observers and test subjects. 

Out of half curiosity, half scientific spirit, the cooks were experimenting with different ways of feeding the crows and recording the results. 

After three days of feeding, they had filled over eight pages of notes.

“I think rice balls mixed with meat powder work best. Just two of them are enough to fill them up.” 

“Hey, cooked food spoils quickly. We don’t know how long operations will last.” 

“Wouldn’t it be fine if we carry two pouches? One with meat rice balls, one with raw rice. Only the squad leaders need to carry them, so there’s no need to worry about resupply with this amount.” 

“Is that so?” 

“They’d rather eat a little less and enjoy something tasty than pick at rotting meat scattered across the fields.”

The cooks freely shared opinions, struggling to find the best combination. 

Even though none had graduated high school, their passion was burning. 

Feeding was another battlefield. 

Cooking wasn’t just about serving food; it was about taming the beasts screaming for meals into eating quietly. 

Their instinctive sense of portions, built from experience, was on a level professional researchers would envy.

“140g of raw rice, 10 rice balls. That’ll last three days easily.” 

“Go call in a few more from outside and feed them. Let’s see how much they eat based on size.” 

“Got it. Rookie, you heard that?”

Grumbling, the rookie took a slap to the back of the head and hurried off. 

Leaving the laughing cooks behind, Hyunseong sat at the head of the dining hall, locking eyes with the crow leaders. 

Staring into their gleaming eyes, he began to see multiple scenes, like CCTV footage.

The crow’s vision was different from a human’s, making him dizzy at first. 

But after enduring it, the headache faded. 

A thrilling sensation spread—he felt connected to the entire flock. 

Whereas before it was just his pet crow Kami, now he faintly sensed over a hundred.

Hundreds of images filled his mind, expanding his cognitive space. 

It was like being surrounded by monitors playing endless footage, having to control all the electrical signals pouring in. 

Feeling like his head might burst, Hyunseong lay flat on the floor, placing the crow couple on his chest.

“Guys.”

As he adjusted, the crows’ vision became sharper. 

Crows lazily napping in nests set up throughout the barracks. 

One crow was wide awake inside a dorm, its surroundings thick with cigarette smoke.

Hyunseong sat up and called out to the kitchen.

“Corporal! Jody Tin Nguyen!” 

“Private First Class! Choi Hyunseok!” 

“Private First Class! Karl Stogen!” 

“Private First Class…”

Exploding reports of names. 

The startled cooks, who had been joking around, dropped their rice balls. 

Hyunseong casually waved a hand to calm them.

“Smoking inside the barracks is fine, but make sure to clean up properly. Extinguish the fire and ventilate.” 

“Yes, sir!”

Since silence wasn’t an option, the senior cook answered for everyone. 

Making an “O” with his fingers to signal OK, Hyunseong lay back down and resumed his staring contest with the crow couple.

The cooks’ eyes bulged. 

Smoking inside was strictly forbidden. 

Even if it didn’t mean direct disciplinary transfer, it could seriously mess up their duty assignments.

‘Which dumbass got caught smoking?’

Under the senior cook’s deadly glare, the cooks formed an “X” on their bellies in protest. 

Hyunseong obviously wasn’t the type to tattle. 

The senior cook, assuming it must be one of them, decided it was time to reassert discipline. 

He conveniently forgot about the times he himself had smoked. 

Hypocrisy was part of the job.

‘He’s not saying don’t smoke, right?’ 

‘You know the battalion commander doesn’t like beating around the bush. He’s basically saying you’ll die if there’s a fire.’ 

‘He’s telling us to be careful, you idiot.’ 

‘Your only flex is that you arrived here an hour earlier than me?’ 

‘Yeah, right. And stop smoking Roses. It stinks worse than hell. Just smoke Esse, you Hongdae hipster wannabe.’ 

‘Where the hell is Hongdae, dumbass? Hey, do you think my Roses smell bad too?’

Hyunseong, blessed with enhanced hearing, caught every mosquito-whispered insult. 

Even in the tense atmosphere thick with cigarette pride wars, the cooks flawlessly kept shaping perfect rice balls by hand.

Amused by eavesdropping, Hyunseong refined his bond with the crows even further. 

He adjusted it so he wouldn’t constantly receive their vision but could trigger it only when needed. 

Since their vocal organs were different, full reproduction of human language wasn’t possible, but a solution was in sight.

“Ga-na-da-ra-ma-ba-sa.” 

“Ga-ah-da-ah-ma-ma-sa.”

Just like how a human can memorize and sing words from a song in a foreign language without understanding its meaning, the crows’ intelligence allowed them to roughly mimic human speech.

“Ah, 2nd Company, 3rd Platoon, 1st Squad. If you can hear this, move toward the crow.”

Inside the mess hall, when Hyunseong spoke to the leader’s mate, a crow that had been dozing in the 1st Squad’s nest roughly repeated his words. 

The soldiers who were cleaning their weapons stared blankly at the crow. 

Wondering if he misheard, the 1st Squad Leader stroked the crow’s head with his finger.

“Hey Jae-uk, this is the Battalion Commander. Can you hear me? Do you understand?”

“Battalion Commander, loyalty! Reception is clear!” 

The 1st Squad Leader, completely spaced out, saluted the crow at a right angle. 

It was funny to watch, but Hyunseong managed to hold back his laughter. 

The 1st Squad crow, who delivered Hyunseong’s message and was leisurely preening its wings, happily cawed.

“The manager of the soy sauce factory is Gan Manager, and the manager of the soybean paste factory is Jang Manager.”

The 1st Squad’s crow worked hard to speak, and Hyunseong could feel it through the link. 


The Squad Leader stared wide-eyed at the crow’s beak, furiously taking notes. 

When the crow closed its beak, the Squad Leader muttered while looking at his notes, then tapped the crow’s head lightly and replied.

“I’m very impressed. Gajagongjang Gojaja is Gojangjang, and Dijagojang is Gojangja Jagongjaja. That’s all.”

“Good work, Jae-uk. Head down to the comms office and pick up hardtack for your squad. Get some rest.”

“Yes, thank you! Loyalty!” 

The 1st Squad Leader saluted the crow again. 

As Hyunseong dimmed the connection, the view turned foggy, but he was satisfied with the result. 

With more pronunciation practice and shorter messages using pre-set codes, operational use would be no problem.

“Having trouble hearing? Ga-na-da-ra-a-ja-ka-ta. Ga-na-da-ra-a-ja-ka-ta. Okay.”

Hyunseong checked every crow and replaced those with poor pronunciation or slow comprehension. 

The slower ones were assigned to a separate nest to be trained specifically as message carriers.

“Attention: one soldier from each platoon, first come first served. One pack of cigarettes. Report to the mess hall.”

After several hours of experimentation, the cooks had almost finished making the pouches. 

Feeling bored, Hyunseong made the leader relay a command to all the crows at once. 

As the crows’ cries echoed through the barracks, the soldiers stormed out in a frenzy.

“Congratulations. As expected, the mobile platoon is the fastest.”

“Thank you!” 

Hyunseong awarded the platoon runners who arrived first with the glory (cigarettes) and returned to the battalion commander’s office. 

He rolled up a blanket into a nest shape in the corner and placed the leader couple inside. 

In front of the nest, he set out bowls filled with raw rice and torn jerky.

“I’m exhausted.”

Hyunseong took a nap, then immediately resumed experimenting with the crows after waking up. 

He devoted himself to their training for a month. 

Unfortunately, he could only manage one flock at a time. 

Due to distance limits, using crows from other units wasn’t possible.

“It’s melting.”

The honorary Korean crows with perfected pronunciation gathered on the trees, staring at the horizon. 

Hyunseong gazed at the melting snow, lost in thought. 

The tacit truce with the Otherworlders was coming to an end.

Once the snow piled up to their shoulders melted and the field weeds sprouted green again, the Otherworlders would advance once more—for the sole purpose of humanity’s extinction.

“Order from Supreme Command: Vanguard units to maintain immediate readiness.”

“44th Battalion, acknowledged.”

The short rest was over, and spring returned. 

Despite steady bombardment and air raids throughout the winter, the Otherworlders’ numbers hadn’t noticeably decreased.

Higher-ups found solace only in reports that the number of high-tier entities had dropped. 


Knowing about the Wave, Hyunseong couldn’t afford to be optimistic. 

He continued doing his best wherever he could.

Promoted to Colonel, forming an independent brigade, and as a summer hotter than fire approached, Baal made a grim announcement at the National Assembly Hall.

During heated debates, the unveiling of Charliene’s magic bullets signaled the start of the Wave. 

The command chose to retreat the frontlines 50 kilometers, accepting political fallout.



 
  Chapter 78: Beast’s Cry (2)


The army, having retreated the front line, managed to withstand the Isekai species’ relentless offensive. 

More troops, larger creatures, and fiercer assaults—though they were being cut down in droves, the Isekai species desperately tried to push humanity further back.

The General Staff, analyzing the accumulated data, sensed that the decisive day was drawing near. 

A simple, brutal contest of strength was about to begin. 

They would rather break than bend.

The High Command redeployed almost all forces that had been checking the Neo-Soviets and the warlords, leaving only minimal garrisons. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent sharp warnings through remaining diplomatic channels to neighboring countries and carried out bombings just along their borders.

A message clear enough: interfere, and you’ll be next.

Sensing the grim atmosphere, the Chinese warlords—already struggling to hold their own cities—promptly withdrew their forces, signaling they had no intention of getting involved. 

The Neo-Soviets, though they sent no official response, visibly reduced their forward deployments.

The troop count near Manchuria swelled from 7 million to 16 million. 

Considering a total population barely exceeding 200 million, it was a staggering number.

Even so, it still fell short of the mobilization rates seen during World War II, when nations staked their survival on the line. 

At that time, Nazi Germany, with 80 million people, mobilized 18 million soldiers, and the Soviet Union, with 190 million, mobilized 34 million.

However, the enemy this time was not fellow humans but an entirely different form of organism. 

Thus, even at the expense of numbers, a minimal standard of troop quality had to be maintained. 

Within the limits of logistics and command, they conscripted nearly every adult they could.

Should this offensive fail, Korea would be like a frog slowly boiling in a pot—cooked alive until the end. 

Having gone all in, only heaven knew what the result would be.

The government asked Hyunseong to deliver a national address, and he willingly headed for Seoul.

“Brigade commander, everything hinges on today’s speech.”

“Do not worry, Mr. President.”

Through compromise between the military and the bureaucracy, the 7th Republic’s third president had emerged from the civil service ranks. 

The president, formerly the Minister of Finance, wiped sweat from his glasses and repeatedly clasped Hyunseong’s hand, pleading sincerely.

After greeting prominent generals and ministers gathered at the Blue House, Hyunseong sat in the front row, waiting his turn. 

Each department head took the stage, explaining how meticulous and precise the planning for this operation had been.

A flood of figures and complex jargon washed over the audience—terms meant not for ordinary citizens, but for the elites holding wealth and power. 

The generals, compared to the bureaucrats, tried to simplify things, but military terms were always alien to the common folk.

A minister, exhausted, gulped down water upon returning. 

Because today’s address targeted the entire nation, information control had been lifted. 

Citizens gathered around TVs placed near ration stations or listened on the radios provided to each household and military unit.

“Greetings. I am Kim Hyunseong.”

As Hyunseong, the final speaker, stepped up, camera flashes and shutter clicks nearly blinded him. 

Appearing at an official event like this was awkward even for him. 

Without calming his mind through his empathic ability, his hands would’ve been drenched in sweat.

“Thirteen years ago, we endured the apocalypse that was the Third World War. Russia and China’s expansionist ambitions committed sins humanity can never wash away. Many nations ceased to exist, and Korea, whose cities were devastated by nuclear strikes, fared no better.”

Had North Korea’s regime not collapsed in a coup, their fate would’ve been sealed.

“The divided Korean people welcomed our forces as liberators, and our compatriots in Manchuria pleaded for protection. So we stood firm and endured. Our once-strong alliances, however, failed to unite amid the chaos and fell into civil war.”

Japan splintered along ideological lines. 

America broke apart into seven major factions. 

Taiwan was swallowed by China. 

Europe descended into hell.

“Even as the Gates opened and humanity’s survival was threatened, man’s greed knew no bounds. The 7th Republic, where bloated pigs ruled unchecked, was a sick patient. Patriots couldn’t survive on meager rations. Military supplies were embezzled for dirty profit, and our brave soldiers, lacking ammunition, had no choice but to retreat rather than fight. Had the revolution failed, we might now be buried in the fields, blaming and hating each other.”

The key figures of the Great Purge gathered at the Blue House nodded in prideful agreement at Hyunseong’s words.

“Today, every citizen of the 7th Republic is invited here to the Blue House. Soldiers who dedicated themselves to their second homeland, mutant soldiers who proved their worth through blood, wounded veterans who lost limbs, defenders who never retreated, and 100 medal recipients stand here as representatives of all frontline sons and daughters.”

“Behind every soldier, there are laborers from the munitions factories.”

“Behind every laborer stand party officials, scholars, medical staff, scientists, engineers, architects, teachers, civil servants, police officers, firefighters, journalists, drivers, miners, technicians, farmers, fishers, legal experts—all representatives from every class giving their utmost in their posts.”

“Even amid this endless struggle, we owe a debt to every one of them. Thousands of bereaved families are also present. Women, youth, and elders have gathered too.”

“In accordance with our constitution, which clearly prohibits discrimination based on wealth, occupation, age, ethnicity, religion, or belief, everyone has come together. Therefore, I say to you standing before me—you are the living embodiment of the Republic, both at the front and in the rear. Is that correct?”

Yes!!

A thunderous reply roared.

“If so, citizens of the 7th Republic, you now speak on behalf of our nation’s will. I have questions for you. Answer on behalf of our warriors who fulfill their duty on the front lines.”

Hyunseong paused, scanning the crowd.

“Defeatists claim that because the Republic is fragmented, there is no hope of victory. I ask you now: do you believe in the united, progressive, and ultimate triumph of the Republic?”

Yes!!

A soldier bellowed.

“I ask again: no matter the price, do you swear to defend the Republic and believe in the eternal victory of humankind?”

Yes!!

A party official shouted.

“Defeatists say that our people are exhausted by this struggle. I ask you: as steadfast supporters of our fighting army, standing behind the front lines— Are you prepared to continue this solemn struggle, unbowed no matter what fate awaits, until victory is ours?”

Yes!! The industrialist shouted.

“The communists claim that the citizens of the Republic no longer wish to produce the war materials demanded by the government. I ask you — do you pledge to work 12 hours, 14 hours, even 16 hours a day if necessary, to dedicate yourselves to the Republic’s victory?” 

Yes!! 

The worker shouted.

“The skeptics claim that instead of resisting the Otherworld species, we should lay down our arms and accept judgment. They say we want death, not struggle!” 

Never!! 

The bereaved family member cried out.

“I ask you — do you desire total war for the Republic? If necessary, do you wish for a resistance even more radical and absolute than anything imaginable?” 

Yes!! 

An inexplicable, feverish delirium spread from person to person. 

Everyone stood from their seats.

“I ask you — is your faith in the Republic stronger, more fervent, and more unyielding than ever before? Are you absolutely and infinitely prepared to give everything — even to the point of blood for blood — to bring victory in this war?” 

Yes!! 

A scream-like cry shook the building.

“I ask you — are you ready to devote every effort to supplying the troops and resources needed to close the Gate on the Manchurian front? And I ask further — you, especially the women here — do you wish, as worthy citizens, to give your all to the war effort, to lighten men’s burdens in every possible way? And for the Republic to ensure that women fill the roles left vacant by the men going to the front?” 

Yes!! 

It felt as if minds were paralyzed and fingertips were aflame.

“I ask you — do you agree to take the most extreme measures against the few criminals who, working in the shadows, exploit the people’s suffering for their own selfish gain? Do you want to see the heads of those who hinder the war effort struck down?” 

Judgment for the wicked! 


A desperate cry.

“I ask you — can you solemnly swear to the soldiers at the front that their loving homeland still cherishes them and will provide everything necessary for victory?” 

Yes!! 

For they were both children and parents.

“I asked, and you answered. You are the people of the Republic, and your answers are the will of the Republic. You have once again confirmed the Republic’s resolve so that no handful of wicked men fall into delusion and fantasy. The people have willingly accepted the heaviest burdens for resistance and struggle. The Republic’s blade is sharp, and its fortress walls stand tall.”

The crowd’s hearts pounded as if they would burst. 

Words surged inside this fevered ritual. 

Those listening by radio were no different. 

With bloodshot eyes, they stood and listened to the speech rushing toward its climax.


“The people’s will shines brilliantly. As the Otherworld species makes its last desperate attack, we are united beneath the Korean flag to end everything, once and for all. Now, we stand at the final war. For victory alone, we are united and will endure any cost. Otherworld, you have failed to break our will in the end! The Republic calls you! People of the great 7th Republic! Rise resolutely and unleash the final storm!”

Even after Hyunseong stepped down from the podium…..

“The Republic commands, and we shall gladly obey!!”

“The Republic commands, and we shall gladly obey!!” 

The shouting did not end for a long time.





 
  Chapter 79: Beast’s Cry (Completed)


“I’m gonna die, seriously.” 

Hyunseong, having successfully finished his speech, immediately boarded the train to Manchuria. 

The decisive offensive, where Korea’s fate would be staked and everything poured in, was fast approaching. 

Before the signals cut off, he sent short messages to old acquaintances like Baal and Charliene. 

When he returned, he found Quan— who handled most of the unit’s actual operations — looking utterly exhausted, the dark circles under his eyes practically drilling into the floor.

“Bro, just hang in there a little longer.” 

“I get it in my head, but my body’s about to explode. I haven’t even gotten an hour of sleep this whole week.”

The plan for Operation ‘Hwarang’ was simple. 

While the main forces held out like an anvil, hundreds of carefully selected Ability Officers would hunt the Gatekeepers and regroup to strike as the hammer. 

It was the full realization of the future knowledge Hyunseong had shared with Baal.

Quan, who had lost both legs and one arm, was of course rejected from the operation.

Setting aside his abilities, the loss of mobility made participating impossible. 

Though he was bitterly disappointed, he seemed to accept it on some level. 

Quan figured he had no further worth as a soldier, so once the Gate was closed, he planned to retire and open a bookstore. 

Hyunseong, knowing Quan’s capabilities, wanted to dissuade him, but Quan’s determination was firm, so he instead promised to invest in the venture.

“Don’t hog all the work yourself — spread it out a little.” 

“With her? Are you serious?” 

Quan, hollow-eyed, glanced wearily at Seol-ah, who was sprawled across the field. 

A crowd of soldiers surrounded her, offering up chunks of Otherworld beast meat. 

Seol-ah chewed lazily while muttering something in return. 

Every time Seol-ah, with her expression of utter boredom, opened her mouth to speak, the crowd erupted in cheers — it looked more like some kind of religious gathering than anything else. 

The sacks of meat brought by the soldiers were steadily emptying, yet Seol-ah’s stomach didn’t swell in the slightest, remaining perfectly round and unchanged.

“What’s she even doing over there?” 

“If you’re curious, go ask.” 

“If I go, even the ones taking a break will all come running.”

That wasn’t an exaggeration. 

During the brief window when broadcast restrictions were lifted, a revolution-themed special had aired, and Hyunseong, practically the main character of the whole affair, had his status shoot through the roof. 

The few human soldiers who had doubted the mutants’ words finally realized it was all true and now treated Hyunseong with the kind of reverence peasants once showed to kings in the Joseon Dynasty. 

Those already used to such things could adjust, but the soldiers who had never behaved that way before now gazed at Hyunseong with bright, starry eyes — so overwhelming that he made sure to keep some distance.

“It’s amazing they only now know about you — don’t they read the news?” 

“They thought I was a made-up figure. If you’re not in the big cities, I guess that makes sense.”

The scars of the Great War still hadn’t fully healed. 

Seoul, Busan, Incheon, Daegu, Daejeon, Gwangju, Suwon, Ulsan, Pyongyang, Nampo, Hamhung. 

The government had deemed full restoration of entire cities impossible and instead funneled funds only into major urban centers. 

Even then, the outskirts of these cities suffered from ration shortages, leading to widespread starvation deaths. 

So it wasn’t surprising that many hadn’t heard all the rumors.

“I heard she tells stories, like old street performers in market alleys, and gets paid in meat.” 

“What kind of stories?” 

“No clue. Go check it out. But the guys seem to love it.”

Curious, Hyunseong peeked out the window. 

Just as Quan said, the soldiers seemed fond of Seol-ah, but their attitude wasn’t one of military loyalty — more like the way people treated an older sister from the neighborhood they’d known forever. 

Yet, despite the easy familiarity, they never crossed the line into rudeness or disrespect, suggesting Seol-ah had done a good job of maintaining discipline and setting boundaries. 

Her carefree nature probably played a big part in keeping morale high; no matter how hard things got, Seol-ah never showed signs of being shaken, which must have been a huge source of strength and encouragement.

Hyunseong, his face wrapped in a digital scarf, donned a duty soldier’s uniform and slipped into the crowd.

“Commander! Here — I’ve brought the severed arm of a grade-7 Snow Slush!” 

“Mi-…” 

Seol-ah, who had been lounging about, narrowed her eyes slightly. 

The soldier who offered the meat dug through another sack like he knew what he was doing. 

Though there were several more attempts, none of the offerings managed to capture Seol-ah’s attention once her hunger was sated.

“T-this is from a grade-8 Chaser!” 

“Hmph. I’m leaving.” 

Seol-ah patted her belly and got up, having lost interest, prompting sighs from the crowd. 

Were they really going to miss out on hearing the ending this time? 

A wave of sorrow, like a nation in mourning, swelled among the soldiers — until a hero stepped forward.

An imposing private strode up and pulled out a hunk of meat dripping with blue blood. 

“It’s from a grade-5 Banshee! Got it during joint ops with the 8th Division!” 

Though it was a much smaller portion compared to the low-grade beast meat, its color and sheen were exceptional. 

To Hyunseong, it looked grotesque, still twitching like it was alive, but the soldiers burst into cheers.

“Damn, this guy’s brought top-tier stuff!” 

“So this is why you kept begging the cooks for ice every day, huh?!” 

“Sorry I doubted you, man! I didn’t understand your deeper plan!” 

As confessions and apologies poured in from every direction, the private, tears brimming in his eyes, wiped his nose with a hand. 

He then humbly got on both knees and crawled forward, raising the meat high above his head. 

Seol-ah, the center of all this attention, looked as blank as ever — but it seemed an unwritten WWE-style ritual had taken hold among the troops, with their own rules to make sure “storytime” was preserved as one of their few pleasures.

Every time a mission ended, a comrade would disappear, and during their rest time, there wasn’t much else for them to do — so how entertaining this moment must be for them. 

Besides, none of them had ever seen a woman prettier than Seol-ah. 

Hyunseong, who had served in Manchuria, could understand their reactions.

“Would you accept this?” 

“Mm.”

Seol-ah slightly lifted her body and swallowed the 5th-class otherworldly meat whole without even chewing. 

Her throat bobbed once as she gulped it down into her stomach, and a cheer erupted as though witnessing a miracle at Siloam.

“Waaaah!!” 

“Confess! Confess! Confess!”

As Hyunseong watched the scene with a sour face, a mutant soldier standing next to him, arms crossed, tapped him on the shoulder.

“You, first time here?” 

“Yeah. Came after hearing the rumors.”

The soldier gave Hyunseong a once-over before lowering his voice.

“What company you from?” 

“14th Company.” 


“There’s no sergeant in 14th Company though.”

Hyunseong, dressed in a duty soldier’s uniform, froze for a moment.

“22nd Division. Transferred.” 

“14th Company has shrunk a lot, I guess. Anyway, welcome. You came at the right time.”

“What’s going on here? And what’s with that ‘confess’ chant?”

There was a suspicious glance toward the ‘sergeant’ who seemed to know nothing despite claiming to have heard rumors, but the mutant generously let it go.

“You know, right? That Major Jung Seol-ah and Brigade Commander Kim Hyunseong are an inseparable, eternal pair?” 

“Uh… right?” 

“Their devotion to the nation and to each other is so deep that, while they haven’t held a ceremony yet, it’s practically an established fact. We offer meat as tribute in exchange for hearing old stories of the Major and the Brigade Commander.”

The mutant was dead serious. 

Hyunseong fought off the dizziness creeping over him.

“What kind of stories does she tell?” 

“Today’s the part where the Brigade Commander rescued the Major from those insane cultist hybrids. You can’t even imagine how much meat was offered just for this day.”

“Uh… well, thanks.” 

“No need to thank me. This tradition has been ongoing in our unit for half a year. Just do your part so it continues for the juniors. Even if we die, the spirit must be passed on.”

“If you want the written version, ask the admin staff on the third floor for the ‘forbidden book.’ There are only two copies, and if you lose one… well, nothing good will come of it.”

The mutant pointed with his chin at a soldier who was diligently writing something.

“Everyone, quiet!!”

A loud-voiced soldier turned and shouted. 

As if water had been splashed over the crowd, the field fell silent. Seol-ah, resting her chin in her hand, began to speak.

“I opened my eyes. There were corpses everywhere. More meat than a butcher shop. But I was fine. Even though everyone around me was dead, I didn’t feel anything. Don’t know why. Hyunseong said he killed them all. And then he hugged me.”

Seol-ah furrowed her brows as if pondering deeply.

“No, wait. I got beat up a lot. By the nun and the cultists. They hit me a lot. Tortured me. Experimented on me. It hurt. Cut me. Stitched me. Tore me. Blew me up. Ripped me apart. And put me back together. Yeah, that’s right.”

“D-Did the Brigade Commander assault you, ma’am?!”

A soldier asked, mouth agape.

“No. Hyunseong didn’t hit me. The cultists and the nun did. When Hyunseong hits me, it feels good. Lately, he doesn’t hit me, and I’m kinda sad. Guess I have to be patient since he’s busy. Where was I? Oh yeah, Hyunseong saved me. Then he hugged me. And then he confessed. Said he’d only love me. I’ll do the same. Uh, and you guys, if I have energy left, I’ll save you too.”

Finishing her one-sided exposé — full of embellishments and open to endless misinterpretation — Seol-ah said she was hungry and headed to the mess hall. 

Naturally, the gathering dispersed.

As Hyunseong stood frozen in place, a red-eyed mutant soldier threw an arm around his shoulders with an understanding look.


“That’s our Brigade Commander for you. What a great story. Don’t you think?”

The mutant rambled on for a while, recalling his favorite parts and the lines that touched him. 

Hyunseong, after everyone had left, eventually returned and sought out Quan to consult his troubles.

But Quan, laughing until his sides split, was no help. 

In the end, Hyunseong tossed and turned in his sleep all the way until the day of the offensive.



 
  Chapter 80: No Retreat (1)


Day of the Offensive. 

04:00 

Behind Hyunseong, facing the warriors of the 44th Independent Brigade, stood Seol-ah, Yuna, and the rest of the brigade’s special forces, lined up in formation. 

These were the warriors tasked with the heavy duty of holding the line as an anvil until the special forces returned from their hunt for the Gatekeeper. 

Even Hyunseong, the possessed one, had only sparse information about the Gatekeeper — just a few lines of description and a single scene from the novel. 

The situation was quite different from back then. 

Still, it was precious enough that the staff accepted Hyunseong’s report and built their operation around it. 

Yet, the field was full of unknowns, and they even drafted contingency plans in case the special forces were wiped out. 

Unlike the digital combat suits, the soldiers were issued gear crudely patched together with special alloy plates and various devices for extreme protection. 

Hyunseong, who had been silently watching the soldiers for a long time, finally nodded at the transport officer’s cautious request to move out. 

Most of the soldiers who had been with him from the beginning had died in battle, but new soldiers, inheriting their will, now filled their ranks. 

Feeling the cruel hand of fate, Hyunseong cleared his throat.

“It has been an honor to fight alongside such brave and fearless men. Thank you for following my lacking leadership so well, and if there are wounds I failed to tend to, I ask for your forgiveness.”

He didn’t want to say much more. 

Saying too much would only make it sound like they were heading to their deaths.

“We will leave your side to go and cut off the head of the alien leader. And I trust that you — the men I believe in — will not let us die by making our home unreturnable after we’ve hunted down their boss.”

The grand strategy was simple. 

Even if they succeeded in killing the Gatekeeper, they would suffer heavy losses. 

While the anvil unit held on, they would regroup and annihilate the remaining alien forces. 

Manchuria would be stabilized. 

Everyone has a perfect plan — until the first gunshot shatters it. 

Well, this was basically a suicide squad. 

Even the top psychics had been swatted down like bugs. 

Still, Hyunseong didn’t want to crush the morale of the soldiers who trusted and followed him by whining or showing fear right from the start. 

He had learned from watching the great comrades who perished on the front lines, and he couldn’t disgrace them. 

So, Hyunseong showed the mischievous, grinning face he reserved only for Seol-ah and Yuna.

“So, you little punks. Just grit your teeth and hold out until I get back, yeah? We’ve been together for months now — this isn’t hard for you guys, right? Ain’t that so!”

Even though everyone stood at attention and no answer came back, Hyunseong turned away, still grinning like a rascal. 

As the special forces, suppressing their tangled emotions, boarded the transport in turn, the transport officer banged on the deck to signal departure.

“Let’s set a date and get drunk properly when we get back.”

Finishing his words, Hyunseong pressed his helmet on without a backward glance. 

The transport lifted off, slicing through the sky.

Outside the window, several other transports flew in formation. 

Surely, those too carried comrades who would share life and death with them today.

“Descent commencing, descent commencing. Good luck.”

With the pilot’s clearance, they felt a brief jolt before disembarking from the transport, stepping into a crowd of soldiers in the same uniforms. 

There were familiar faces and complete strangers alike. 

But no one stood out more than the woman chewing on a cigar with a face so stoic, even a needle prick wouldn’t draw blood. 

As Seol-ah, claiming she needed to conserve her strength before the battle, sprawled out on a mat and lay down, Yuna fidgeted nervously beside her. 

Hyunseong told Yuna he’d be right back and approached the woman. 

Sensing his presence, the woman glanced away from her pocket watch.

“Cadet Kim Hyunseong, you’re late, aren’t you?” 

“Colonel, I hope you’ve remained ever vigorous after the flight.” 

“Impudent boy. I have not.” 

“Who dared trouble you? Let me punish them on your behalf.”

At Hyunseong’s cheeky reply, Baal let out a brief snort.

“You’re the only one who treats me like a woman. You have no idea how hard it’s been, surrounded by those old men with bellies full of snakes.” 

“How could I, a lowly man, dare treat you, Colonel, as merely a woman? Though you’re now a Lieutenant General, to me, you’ll always be Colonel.” 

“Flatterer.”

It felt like just yesterday they were cadets together, and Hyunseong also got lost in nostalgia. 

The special forces, standing at the brink of their final battle, each calmed their hearts in their own way — praying or chatting to ease the tension. 

Smoke drifted from Baal’s lips like a cloud. 

After a long silence, Baal seemed to make up her mind, placing a hand over her chest and speaking with a steady voice.

“I wanted to see you.” 

“So did I.” 

“…Do you mean it?” 

“Yes. You don’t know how reassuring it is to have you here.”

Hyunseong couldn’t help but feel that with Baal, Seol-ah, and Yuna, maybe they could cripple the Gatekeeper. 

But Baal’s response wasn’t what he expected.

“A little more seriously…!”

Her eyes suddenly narrowed, dark and hungry like a raven ready to strike. 

The sharp sting of resentment and bitterness pierced through.

Grind— 

Baal clenched her teeth. 

Seeing Hyunseong’s baffled face, she let out a deep sigh and turned her head toward the sky.

“Forget it. Let’s meet again alive. That will be enough.” 

“But isn’t there still time? I’d like to talk a little mo—” 

“You should be thankful my patience is as vast as a lake, or I would’ve killed you already.”

Baal’s clear dismissal left Hyunseong feeling utterly wronged. 

Even as he replayed the conversation in his head, he couldn’t figure out what he’d done wrong.

‘Was I supposed to be more formal? Well, I guess with people watching, it wouldn’t look right for a mere Colonel to get chummy with a three-star general.’

Maybe if they were alone, it’d be different. 

Baal had her social standing and authority to consider — yeah, maybe he was rude.

“Hyunseong, come here.”

When Hyunseong returned after reflecting, Seol-ah—resting her head against Yuna’s stomach with an enlightened look—opened her eyes and gestured to him. 

The sight looked so comfortable, like a down feather bed, that Hyunseong felt a sudden urge to lie down too. 

“You did well. Keep it up like that.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Not knowing makes you even kinder.”


As Seol-ah smiled proudly and patted his head, a wave of injustice surged through Hyunseong. 

Even though Yuna’s lips kept twitching and Baal was sulking, the promised time continued to tick by.

It began with a whistle, like the cry of a nightingale. 

Far away, the sky flashed once, followed by a deafening explosion that shook the heavens.

Artillery fire, then bombing, then psychic-powered attacks—all would end before the special ops team moved in.

“45 minutes until engagement!”

The die had been cast. 

The special ops, burdened with their heavy mission, could only play their part as pieces on the board.

***

After the report that they had encountered the Gatekeeper, the special ops’ radio went silent. 

By now, the battle must be in full swing. 

Quan, recalling his junior who had risen to brigade commander, looked up at the sky.

The once clear, cloudless sky was now stained red, resembling hell. 

The air force, which claimed they had no spare aircraft, filled the sky with fighters and bombers, making their sincerity questionable.

Bombers, having dropped all their payloads, returned to base unescorted for resupply.

Fighters, having emptied their machine gun rounds, scraped the ground in strafing runs before pulling up.

The front was so packed with alien species that there was no need to aim—firing guaranteed a hit.

With alien interference disrupting systems, pilots guided their dying planes into enemy clusters, taking many with them in their final plunge.

“Don’t forget why we fight!”

It was a savage brawl with no regard for survival. 

Even the alien species had artillery-like creatures.

As in modern warfare, artillery remained the god of battle.

The gods of each side had now chosen to strike down their rival deities rather than their creations.

The acid projectiles that once rained into trenches now arced toward distant artillery positions—they had recognized each other’s presence.

Even though things had eased slightly, tension remained high. 

It was always the lower-tier creatures that killed the most infantry.

Units near the Jaiqing River, Zhiyan, and Qiuyuan Mountain reported that combat had already begun.

The 44th Brigade, less than 10 km away, would soon be next.

Looking around, all he saw were his own comrades. 

Every available soldier had been thrown into this battle.

Even so, they barely matched—or slightly fell short of—the enemy’s numbers.

Because this offensive wasn’t just humanity’s gamble.

“This is the last one! Today decides the republic’s future! Bring any fancy unit you want—they can’t beat my boys! Why?

Because you guys are the republic!”

Quan, deliberately revealing his prosthetic leg and missing arm—usually hidden—shouted.
Soldiers, hands slick with cold sweat as they gripped their triggers, looked at Quan.

“You fierce, soft-hearted mutant punks, you fanatic freaks who worship my junior, you hopeless blockheads—even with all that, you get the job done and die right, and that makes me damn proud!”

As the alien horde closed in, it looked like a mountain moving. 

A black wave was rolling toward them.

“Let’s guess why you didn’t salute your juniors when saying goodbye today! Because today isn’t the end! You wanna come back alive, all limbs intact, and meet them again! Am I wrong?!”

Hyunseong’s trained crows moved, spreading his final orders.

“My junior says he wants a drink after this! You know damn well he means it! We’ll order a mountain of snacks and bleed that bourgeois brigade commander’s wallet dry! Let’s make sure my junior never has to write another death notice for you sorry bastards— Let’s all live and meet again!”

With the soldiers’ roars swelling behind him, refusing to be outdone by the alien screeches,
Quan unfolded the message a crow had brought.


[No retreat]

It was a familiar handwriting.

Maybe from writing those notices every dawn, but the penmanship wasn’t half bad.

“He’s the kind of guy who’ll always take care of your families.”

Folding the paper neatly and stuffing it into his pocket, Quan stared at the oncoming alien tide, finally letting go of the last lingering attachment he held.
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All the pinnacle technologies developed by human hands were deployed. 

War — the place where technologies, evolved solely to kill the enemy more effectively, collide.

Within the barrier spread by multiple support units, the special forces stood face-to-face with the distant Gatekeeper. 

The surrounding alien species were all disassembled without regard to rank — high, mid, or low. 

Only the Gatekeeper remained unmoving in its place.

The final firepower was unleashed. 

Tactical nukes detonated at precisely calculated altitudes. 

Blinding flashes and explosions that could disintegrate bodies at the molecular level slammed against the barriers. 

Amid the chaos, only the Gatekeeper and the special forces remained.

There would be no more outside intervention now.

Crackle—!

The visibly tattered body of the Gatekeeper restored itself as if nothing had happened. 

Half of the espers had pushed their powers to the limit to break through the otherworldly veil and maximize the effect of the firepower weapons. 

Yet, for some unknown reason, the tactical nukes’ damage was halved.

But the special forces were neither disappointed nor despairing — this had always been part of the plan.

If alien species could be subdued by firepower, no Gates would have remained open until now. 

Even if they had to abandon territory, they would have flooded the area with nukes and closed them long ago.

They were satisfied just to sap its strength before the real hunt. 

Just as soldiers plant flags to claim land, it was espers who could hunt the alien species.

“Form up into battle formation.”

Baal ordered in a flat tone. 

The operation plan only covered formations. 

No one had experience fighting this kind of final-form battle before. 

They had gathered only those capable of adapting to unpredictable, chaotic variables on the field. 

Sink or swim, they had to respond to this unknown without any prior information.

“After the first volley, act on individual judgment.”

It was a very basic formation — melee fighters in front, espers in the middle, support and some melee at the rear. 

Pure force against force, no tricks. 

As they began chanting their powers, the Gatekeeper rose from its crouched position. 

Its many arms, previously severed by nukes, hung loose.

The sound was like nails scraping against metal plates. 

The Gatekeeper had no vocal cords, yet it spoke with clear intent. 

Several of the weaker-minded had their heads burst open at the sound — instant death. 

Still, the chanting accelerated.

The over-seven-meter-tall Gatekeeper loomed over the humans. 

Its many hands dangled like leaves on a branch. 

Emaciated like a moldy tree trunk, yet the oppressive aura it exuded was suffocating.

It looked down at them like a human observing ants. 

Occasionally, it muttered as if amused by a silly little show. It made no move to interrupt the chanting. 

But every time it uttered a sound, someone’s head exploded like a balloon.

Those were the weak-minded melee fighters, the espers whose barriers had been broken mid-chant, and the supporters who had abandoned their own shields to protect others. 

When the chanting ended, the combined, terrifying power struck the Gatekeeper’s core.

“Brace for impact!”

An explosion just shy of tactical nuke scale erupted. 

Only then did the Gatekeeper react. 

It had thought of humans as mere insects. 

Clutching its torn heart, it wailed like a wounded child. 

Those who couldn’t withstand its cry vomited out their guts, some even retching out their intestines before collapsing.

-!!

Its many hands swept through the melee formation. 

As it clenched its fists, worm-like veins bulged out, and the fighters caught in its grasp popped like mosquitoes. 

Like a tantrum-throwing infant, it slammed the ground and wailed. 

The Gatekeeper was a baby — fragile, pitiable, merely wanting to play with us.

Do humans feel guilt when killing ants? 

Could the Gatekeeper even be called evil? 

Humans had no real reason to hate the alien species. 

When humans slaughter livestock for food, what excuses do they give?

‘We must be grateful and leave nothing to waste.’ 

What a ridiculous justification. 

Animals are bred and butchered solely because of humans.

This is nothing but a vile, self-serving delusion born of human-centered thinking.

Do animals lack intelligence? 

No. 

They communicate, form groups, and feel joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure — emotions humans claim as uniquely theirs. 

Are humans any better?

By the law of the jungle, humans dominated animals only because they were stronger. 

They enjoyed the benefits of natural law, but when their supremacy was threatened, they branded the alien species as evil. Pathetic and laughable.

Why? 

Because the alien species were superior now. Just as we subjugated other creatures, perhaps it was now our turn to accept the fate of livestock under a new order. 

We should adapt. 

Humans once ruled Earth’s order — now they fall to their own hubris.

[You are entering the Final Chapter.]

Seeing the humans lose their will to resist, the Gatekeeper smiled with glee. 

Clapping in joy, it turned their bodies from the frontlines into twisted pretzels. 

Their insides and blood served as the sauce. 

Those without enough physical resilience didn’t even get twisted — they just burst and liquefied.

[Mental resistance check begins]

The only ones still standing on two feet were Hyunseong and the Gatekeeper. 

Hyunseong felt countless souls seep into his heart. 


The dice rolled. 

Once, all this had seemed strange and grotesque, but facing the Gatekeeper, he finally understood.

[Dice roll: extreme! Calculating. Stat difference is overwhelming!]

At first, he believed in the existence of gods. Perhaps this was divine intervention.

After all, he’d been suddenly isekai’d into a novel — surely the work of some higher being. 

But hearing the whispers of the souls, he realized the cause was clear. 

He even sensed the same power within the Gatekeeper’s core.

“Let’s end this. It’s dragged on long enough.”

This wasn’t the game of gods. 

It was the ceaseless clash of wills — the will of the alien species and the will of humanity. 

All the dead had not left this world; they remained to protect those still alive.

The alien species were not some alien invaders — they were born from humanity’s own grudges and hatred. 

They were a disaster of human origin. 

So naturally, their sole purpose was human extinction.

The Gates were judgment. 

Had humanity united as one, every Gate would have been closed long ago. 

But they bickered and fought among themselves, failing to stand together — and thus failed the trial.

Neither the Korea of this novel nor the entire world realized this simple truth.

“So it turns out… this wasn’t just a novel after all.”

When he used Life and Death Observation on Jeong Seol-ah back in the chapel, she had said, ‘You’ll realize later this isn’t just fiction.’ 

Hyunseong smiled bitterly. 

The will of the fallen, risking annihilation, had shown him — their only hope — a glimpse of the future. 

Jeong Seol-ah had read that fragment and told him so.

[■■ strokes you gently.]

The spirits of those who died for their descendants soaked into Hyunseong. 

Many were familiar — special forces who had just perished, soldiers once under his command, comrades from friendly units, even officers who had entrusted him with their standards.

Even in death, they dedicated themselves to their homeland. 

Their wills remained brilliant, even as ash.

[Resistance check successful!]

Hyunseong alone, from the beginning, had never been affected by the Gatekeeper’s influence. 

Through the hole torn in the sky, countless souls poured into his heart. 

His head felt like a molten furnace, his heart pounded so fast it seemed ready to burst — but still, he stood firm.

[You confront the Origin.]

Like lying asleep in a sunlit forest, a faint energy surged and spread from Hyunseong’s heart. 

One by one, people regained their senses and faced the source of their fear. 

The Gatekeeper raged at Hyunseong, who had disrupted its game.

The once overwhelmingly terrifying and irresistible Gatekeeper now felt like an immature child when confronted with Hyunseong. 

Though the special forces had been drastically reduced, with two-thirds perished, their morale soared to unprecedented heights when they saw Hyunseong standing firm, as if he had been waiting for this moment.

!!

The Gatekeeper decided it could no longer leave this small human alone. 

Hyunseong alone was enduring the full brunt of its psychic interference directed at humanity. 

The distortion caused all of the interference to focus entirely on Hyunseong, effectively forcing the Gatekeeper to resort to close combat.

[Last Flicker (回光返照)]

The newly-born Gatekeeper was furious. 

This troublesome human man was absorbing and deflecting interference power equivalent to hundreds all by himself. 

Despite bleeding from every pore and unable to move due to resistance, he refused to kneel, which the Gatekeeper found infuriating.

-!

It gathered all its hands to crush him into a pulp, but what it felt was not the sensation of crushing flesh, but the hard resistance of metal.

“Long live the Republic!”

The small humans, who had been crawling helplessly just moments ago, now stood in the way, blocking attacks aimed at the troublesome human. 

Because that human had interfered. 

The Gatekeeper grew anxious, seeing that the troublesome human was getting farther away as more humans surrounded it.

It overpowered them, snapping tendons and bursting the small humans holding metal weapons. 

As it bent its legs to charge, its ankles were severed. 

Other humans came again to block its path.

“Our Father who art in heaven, forgive us our sins.”

—!!

Even as the Gatekeeper screamed and unleashed psychic attacks, the humans only grimaced; its previous overwhelming effect was gone. 

All of this was because of that troublesome human. 

It killed more humans blocking its way. 

But no matter how many it killed, more charged at it.

Boom! Crack!

Its entire body ached. 

Several of its arms lay severed on the ground. 

Grabbing the dismembered limbs, the Gatekeeper hurled them at the distant humans mocking it. 

More humans in the back died, but their attacks only intensified.

The battle descended into chaos. 

Formations collapsed. 

Everyone fought and dodged as best they could. 

When all six of the Gatekeeper’s eyes were burst, it covered its face with its hands and shrieked. 

The special forces had been whittled down to just a tenth of their original number.

“It’s still dangerous!”

The healer colonel tried to stop Hyunseong, who was regaining consciousness. 

His condition was barely different from the dead; the fact that he was alive was a miracle. 

His muscles were breaking down, his tissues rotting — the price for bearing the Gatekeeper’s alien radiation alone.

“I have to go.”

The healer couldn’t say a word as he saw Hyunseong force his broken body upright. 

The healer — no, the entire special forces — now understood Hyunseong’s sacrifice. 

Even if he were the only survivor, no one would blame him. 

This man had achieved immortal glory.

“Where is Director Yoo Jinhee?”

As he cut off his stone-like thumb, the image of the 22nd Division commander flashed through his mind. 

Possibly the strongest warrior after Yuna — one of the protagonists of not a novel, but reality.

“Did she die?”

“…She fought bravely to the end.”

So she must have fallen first, despite telling him not to die, out of guilt toward her senior.

“I see.”

One familiar soul chuckled and sank into his heart. 

Dragging his ruined body, Hyunseong headed toward the battlefield again.

Those who recognized him tried to stop him, but instead shut their eyes tightly.

His mana was depleted, scraping the bottom, but the countless souls gathering around him fueled him anew.

Even at this moment, everyone was giving their all in their place.

Hyunseong carried their wishes forward.

A cry, knotted deep within, transformed through his heart into a single power.

“Not a single step back!!”

[Unyielding Resolve (必定不退)]

With his heart set, he would never retreat.

Whether it was Seora, Yuna, Charliene, or Baal — Hyunseong’s goal had always been the same.


Salvation.

But this time, he desired a little more.

The happiness of his people.

He vowed to achieve it.

No matter the price.
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Hyunseong, dragging his battered body, stepped out to survey the battlefield.

It was a deadlock.

The Gatekeeper, now stripped of its senses, wasn’t so much attacking as rampaging. 

It rolled on the ground, smashing and throwing whatever it could grab. 

Even so, its power couldn’t be ignored — anyone too slow to dodge was killed on the spot.

Time wasn’t on humanity’s side. 

The Gatekeeper was the gate. 

More Otherworld creatures would soon be summoned. 

And even with its protective barrier gone, leaving it exposed to radioactive fallout, the Gatekeeper’s body was already starting to regenerate.

“Baal, listen carefully.”

Hyunseong grabbed Baal’s shoulder as she gasped for breath after her last attack. 

Her body, dulled by exhaustion, hadn’t sensed him approach, but once she recognized him, she relaxed.

“You’re the key. We need to amplify the otherworldly wave — make it so intense even the Gatekeeper can’t withstand it.”

“…How am I supposed to do that?”

“Resonate your mana with the Gatekeeper’s core. Sync up the frequency — don’t resist the Otherworld’s energy, but accept it.”

He could feel death closing in. 

His hands were numb, and knowing this might be his last act, Hyunseong wiped the blood from Baal’s cheek. 

At this point, there was no room for shame.

“What do I do after that?”

“You’ll know. If you’re unsure, trust me. I don’t say things I don’t mean.”

Baal had once used this ability to critically wound Seol-ah. 

Seol-ah, unable to recover from that blow, had perished along with the division in a mutual kill. 

Only Hyunseong knew this future, and now they were fighting side by side — an irony of fate.

Patting the dazed Baal’s shoulder, Hyunseong moved forward. 

A special ops soldier, his abdomen pierced wide open, came crashing down near him. 

The man twitched, then went limp.

—!!

The Gatekeeper roared, bursting eardrums and sending blood streaming from ears. 

The muffled, underwater pressure was agonizing. 

Hyunseong winced and waited for Yuna.

Thunk, thunk.

Yuna blocked the Gatekeeper’s attack with her sword, but the recoil sent her flying, rolling across the ground. 

Her bloodshot eyes burned as she tried to charge again, but Hyunseong stopped her.

“O-Oppa! Are you okay? Medic, get a medic here—”

“I’m fine. When the sky darkens, the Gatekeeper will react. That’s your chance — freeze its core instantly. Tell everyone.”

Yuna’s rage twisted into shock as she got a closer look at Hyunseong’s condition. 

Not that she herself was in any better shape.

Her limbs were broken, bones protruding through skin. 

Internal damage had caused blood to swell grotesquely beneath her flesh. 

Her left cheek was torn open, exposing shattered teeth.

Outwardly, she looked far worse — like the critical patient, while Hyunseong seemed merely feverish.

“You can do it, right?”

“…I will.”

Like a stinger, Yuna leapt and shot toward the Gatekeeper. 

Hyunseong, gathering his scattered spirit, waited for the moment. 

A man without combat skills could only hinder the others if he interfered now.

—!!

The anomaly came. 

Baal’s mana erupted like an explosion, engulfing the area. 

Like cancer cells multiplying to kill their host, the Otherworldly wave resonated with itself, forming thousands of rings that spun and shifted the rhythm. 

The Gatekeeper’s flesh rippled like a drowned corpse.

【Total Lunar Eclipse】

A violet sky descended. 

All senses—sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch—were heightened to such extremes that even a passing sand grain felt like unbearable pain. 

Hyunseong smiled. 

Baal had succeeded.

Unlike the battle-hardened special ops, the newborn Gatekeeper wasn’t accustomed to pain. 

Every movement felt like its limbs were being torn apart; every scream scorched its throat with acid. 

It flailed awkwardly, unable to sit or stand.

Crack!

In its panic, Yuna’s sword struck true, driving deep into the Gatekeeper’s core. 

The freezing energy from the blade solidified it instantly. 

Pushing her sword deeper, Yuna finally succumbed and fainted.

Having attacked eight times, Yuna’s mental resilience was among the best. 

The special ops, clinging to fading consciousness, squeezed out their last strength before collapsing. 

Now, no one — neither human nor Otherworld creature — was left standing.

Hyunseong, barely holding on, glared at the Gatekeeper. 

One final blow was needed. 

Two decades of bitter enmity had reached its end. 

Whether he delivered the finishing strike himself didn’t matter.

“Tada~! Missed me, didn’t you? Bet you didn’t expect me to wake up just to clean up this mess.”

Baal’s eclipse had unsealed the core. 

Hyunseong wasn’t surprised — it was his plan.

Twin curved black horns, snow-white hair cascading like snowfall to her waist, wings spread wide like a dragon’s, and golden eyes glowing softly like a sunset.

Seol-ah. 

Or more precisely, the old persona of Jeong Seol-ah, sealed in the chapel’s core. 

She crouched in front of the exhausted Hyunseong, chuckling behind her hand.

Her cheerful tone, so mismatched to the scene, made Hyunseong let out a breathless laugh.

“Well, well… I bet you’re going to ask me to kill that thing, right? Quite the grand welcome. I like it.”


“That’s… good.”

Watching the Gatekeeper slowly rise again, Jeong Seol-ah flashed a mischievous grin.

“But no thanks. Why would I? It can’t kill me anyway. If you tell it you’ll let it have everything except you, I bet it’d agree.”

“Heh…”

Only the sound of air wheezing from his punctured lungs came out.

“Think about it — just the two of us left in this big, wide world. We’d live quietly, have lots of kids, and when we’re hungry, we just go out and hunt them down. No one to interfere. Isn’t that the best?”

“…That’d be boring.”

“What fun? I feel like I only need you. If we just let that thing rampage, it’ll kill all the humans, right? Then there’d be nowhere else for you to go but back to me, so I wouldn’t even have to bother managing things.”

Jeong Seol-ah tilted her head.

“We need to make glass beads. All together.”

It was a nonsensical statement. 

No one but the two of them could understand it. 

But it was the right answer — the words Jeong Seol-ah most wanted to hear. 

That’s why, even though she didn’t mean it, she played along with Hyunseong’s little ‘game.’

“Three females is the max. If you make more, I’ll rip apart every bug within a 1 km radius and ferment their guts for sauce, so keep that in mind.”

Yawning, Jeong Seol-ah stretched and arched her back. 

The Gatekeeper, sensing the gathering torrent, screamed. 

Lying collapsed, Hyunseong asked:

“When can I see you again?”

“Hmmm, not sure. Maybe like… one minute a day for now? It’ll increase over time, and I’ll negotiate with baby Seol-ah inside me. Staying out like this is still pretty hard.”

The lunar eclipse began to fade. 

As she grew distant, Hyunseong finally voiced the words he had held in his chest.

“Thank you. I mean it.”

“If you mean it, then make sure you handle things right.”

Pfft—

With a smile, Jeong Seol-ah flew straight at the Gatekeeper and tore out its core. 

Blood clotted inside the Gatekeeper’s body and erupted in explosions as it convulsed. 

Hyunseong’s consciousness dimmed.

All of it.

Perched calmly atop the Gatekeeper’s corpse, munching on its core, Jeong Seol-ah noticed Hyunseong’s fading gaze and mouthed:

‘Gla-ss Be-ads.‘

Hyunseong’s final memory was of Jeong Seol-ah, grinning widely and waving her blood-smeared hand.

***

All at once, the crows turned their heads and fixated on a single point.

Commanding the troops, Quan sensed something was off — the alien species no longer carried the same energy as before.

They were disoriented, like children who’d lost their parents, unsure whether to charge forward or retreat, hesitating in confusion.

A communications officer, face alight, came running and handed Quan the radio. 

Quan snatched it and pressed it tightly to his ear.

[Supreme Command broadcast to all units: Hwaryang, success. Repeat, Hwaryang, success. Supreme Command confirms — Hwaryang, success.]

Thump, thump.

Quan’s heart pounded. 

His hand trembled as he held the radio. 

It would be a lie to say he hadn’t hoped for this. 

Was it real? 

No, the very fact that communication was possible meant the Gate had closed.

“The Gate…”

Thanks to the disarray among the alien species, the soldiers finally had a moment to catch their breath.

Attention turned toward the Buyo commander, who was suddenly in tears.

The always-disappointed commander was now crying like a little girl.

Even the wary gazes of the battered soldiers felt joyous. 

Quan grinned ear to ear and forced the words, caught in his throat, to burst out.

“The Gate is closed! We did it! The special forces did it!”

For a moment, the soldiers couldn’t believe it. 

Their ranks had been devastated by the grand offensive.

They wondered if this was a lie to boost morale.

After all, they could no longer imagine life without the alien species. 

The war had left scars so deep their hearts surged, but their minds refused to accept the truth.

“Long live the Republic! Long live Kim Hyunseong!”

But neighboring units and support squads were all shouting the same, embracing and weeping together.

The alien species, now leaderless and in chaos, turned on each other in a frenzy, trying in vain to fill their insatiable hunger.

“It’s really… over? All of it…?”

A mutant soldier, without thinking, dropped his rifle. 

He pinched his cheek — painfully real. Even the officers, who should’ve been shouting orders to keep firing, were leaning against the trenches, lighting cigarettes.

“Ahhh…”


The loathsome alien species was now turning to dust, disappearing. 

As if everything had just been a midsummer night’s dream, the mutant collapsed into his seat.

“Hurrah, long live the Republic. Long live the Savior.”

Shouting the chant, the mutant soon realized that crying out of happiness wasn’t an exaggeration at all.

Today, in Korea at least, the war was over.
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“…Excuse me?”

“I permit you to call me ‘Baal’ again, as before. Or if you find that crude and disrespectful, you may even call me ‘noona’ (older sister). I won’t mind if you don’t hold back.”

Baal finished in a voice as faint as an ant’s crawl.

Just before the grand offensive, Hyunseong hadn’t even guessed her inner thoughts — yet now, he found himself neither surprised nor flustered.

It almost felt like this wasn’t the first time.

Then, from deep in his subconscious, the memories surfaced, and the corner of Hyunseong’s lips twitched.

“Yes… I remember now. You came every dawn while I was unconscious… and cried a lot, didn’t you? A shame I couldn’t see it with my own eyes until now.”

“I bared my heart with difficulty, and yet you mock me.”

Baal visibly wilted, as if deeply wounded.

“It still feels awkward saying it out loud while sober… but we can take our time, can’t we? Baal.”

Hyunseong placed his hand over the back of hers.

Baal, face flushed bright red, lowered her head.

Having zero experience with men, Baal suddenly found the room stiflingly hot.

Her breath turned shallow, and with her heart swelling up oddly, she instinctively started removing her outerwear — only to quickly compose herself and stand up when she heard someone approach.

“I can’t take up too much time, so I’ll go now. Let’s meet again later.”

“Yes, I’ll visit you soon.”

Hyunseong heard the sound of footsteps.

A bat formed of mana wrapped around Baal, and she vanished without a trace.

Then the door burst open, and Seol-ah and Yuna entered. 

Behind them, Charliene staggered in, arms laden with huge boxes, panting heavily.

“O-Oppa… h-hic… I thought I’d l-lose you again…”

Yuna, rushing forward in a single leap, hugged Hyunseong tightly.

But as she realized only one arm wrapped around her, she became acutely aware of his condition again and burst into fresh tears.

Hyunseong patted her back with his right hand to console her, but Yuna’s tears showed no sign of stopping. 

Charliene, from behind, only looked on with envy.

“Huaaah… You said you’d protect me… said you’d free me from the clan…”

“Enough. I told you I wouldn’t die.”

Seol-ah, with a sullen face, scolded Yuna as if she were pathetic.

“If Hyunseong dies, I die too. If I’m alive, he’s alive too.”

Seol-ah reached for Hyunseong’s chest, and a red thread emerged. 

It was connected to Seol-ah’s own heart. 

Yuna’s jaw dropped in disbelief.

“You idiot.”

“W-When did you do something so… outrageous… sis?”

“Shut it.”

Seol-ah smacked Yuna on the head, then naturally perched herself on the bed. 

Fortunately, being light, she didn’t tip it over.

“You slept too long. I was a little worried too.”

“Sorry.”

“If you’re sorry, then do better.”

“I will.”

“Yeah.”

The conversation was over.

Yuna and Charlien, who knew about the two’s relationship, glanced at each other awkwardly at the brief exchange.

But the truth was, there was no need for many words — through the red thread, they could feel each other’s hearts and thoughts completely.

“The horns… I can’t hide them anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

With the core seal broken, Seol-ah’s true form could no longer be concealed. 

According to Charlien’s explanation, it had already integrated with her body — veins, nerves, everything.

“The kids like it.”

“Of course they would.”

Seeing Seol-ah’s true form, the members of Myurant (who until now only half-heartedly revered her as the prophet’s lover) had now become genuine devotees.

Seol-ah herself seemed satisfied, and that was enough.

“You got taller too.”

“Growth spurt.”

“Still?”

“Just started. Growing here and there.”

Recalling the days in the chapel before her seal, Hyunseong thought that actually sounded about right.

Seol-ah, proud, lay down next to Hyunseong and quickly fell asleep. 

Yuna, too — after being comforted for a long while — dozed off in a chair.

Once the two fell quiet, Charlien finally approached, having been diligently reading something, and pulled out a box.

“What’s this?”

“A prosthetic. Made with the best materials and the best artisans. It’s the pinnacle of biomechanics, so don’t worry. It’ll feel like your real limb.”

Charliene, checking Hyunseong’s amputation site, looked teary but quickly composed herself like the scientist she was and attached the device.

“…It really feels like my own body.”

“Of course. It’s custom-designed based on your data — not even a nanometer off. 

I refined it hundreds of times. Hehe.”

“Data?”

“Uh? Ah, ahh, y-yeah, from when you were hospitalized! So don’t get any weird ideas, okay? Right, that’s it.”

Seeing Charliene’s nervous, shaking smile, Hyunseong decided not to press further.

“Thanks. So, what’ve you been up to? I haven’t been able to visit.”

“Huh? Oh, no no! You’ve been busy! Heh, recently I started researching hair loss treatments…”

That seemed like a healthier focus for her mental state.

***

“Chairman, you’ve arrived.”

“Haha, please treat me as before. And Prophet, I trust you’ve been well?”

“More or less.”

Hyunseong shook hands with Mu-myeong while still lying down.

“Seeing you like this makes an old man’s heart uneasy.”


“Come on, I did this by choice.”

“That prosthetic you’re wearing — is that the one the doctor herself crafted?”

“Yes. So you’ve heard?”

“The doctor’s recruitment call for engineers made it famous. I even chipped in some funding myself.”

Recalling Charliene’s advice to move around often to adjust, Hyunseong sat up a little.

“No need to worry. Feels just like my real body.”

“Good to hear. I’m glad I bought these gloves in advance.” 

Mu-myeong carefully slipped on a pair of finely crafted gloves onto Hyunseong’s hands.

“Got them from a department head called Kang Cheol at the Magpie Market. Said it was a gift for the Prophet and sold it dirt cheap.”

A man named Kang Cheol — probably Ivan, the tough Russian guy from the Magpie Market.

“So he’s a department head now, huh.”

Hyunseong chuckled.

“I’ll make good use of them.”

“The commander of the Capital Corps says you’re still worrying about the nation, but you can rest easy now. Everything’s prepared. If they can’t even harvest fallen fruit, they have no place in politics.”

“You’re talking about Baal, right?”

“Yes. She was a leading candidate for chief of staff, but she declined. You didn’t know?”

Mu-myeong asked, a bit puzzled.

“Seems she didn’t tell me, out of concern.”

“Everyone has their reasons.”

The two talked for a while.

Starting with reminiscing about when Hyunseong first came to the union, they even touched on the heavy subject of international affairs. 

But thanks to Mu-myeong’s considerate tone, it stayed light and pleasant.

As the mood settled, Mu-myeong carefully suggested:

“Perhaps it’s time you made an appearance. Everyone is worried.”

“My condition isn’t quite fit to be seen yet.”

“But your achievements have already spread, and the special forces’ sacrifice is forever honored. No one would dare slander you. In fact, they’d be happier to see you just as you are.”

After some thought, Hyunseong accepted Mu-myeong’s help and slowly stood up.

Step by step, as he walked, passing medical staff bowed deeply in respect.

He pushed open the tightly shut doors.

Bright light flooded in, making him squint.

“Oh—over there!”

The crowd, who had been waiting day and night, turned their heads in unison to look at him.

Even the women who had thought he’d left — they stopped chatting among themselves and turned to face him.

Hyunseong cleared his throat, feeling a lump in it.

His life, long and yet passing in a blink, flashed before him.

Looking back, it was an epic saga woven together with the four women now standing before him.

Without them, he wouldn’t be who he was now.

Mu-myeong patted his shoulder and handed him a mic.

What should he say first?

After a brief thought, he decided to just speak from the heart.

After all, this wasn’t a country that would crumble just because he stepped back.

He no longer wanted to be Kim Hyunseong the Prophet or the grand symbol of revolution — just Kim Hyunseong, the man.

Back when he first got transported into this novel world, he had this grand plan: to raise heroines and survive.

Starting with that might be best.

Under everyone’s watchful eyes, as crows circled above, Hyunseong slowly looked around, taking in each and every face.


He called upon those still vivid memories, ready to set them free.

No more running away — and nowhere left to run.

“I raised heroines. Haha, I know — that might sound strange.”

Smiling, he began what would be his final, and forever-remembered, reflection.
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“…Excuse me?”

“I permit you to call me ‘Baal’ again, as before. Or if you find that crude and disrespectful, you may even call me ‘noona’ (older sister). I won’t mind if you don’t hold back.”

Baal finished in a voice as faint as an ant’s crawl.

Just before the grand offensive, Hyunseong hadn’t even guessed her inner thoughts — yet now, he found himself neither surprised nor flustered.

It almost felt like this wasn’t the first time.

Then, from deep in his subconscious, the memories surfaced, and the corner of Hyunseong’s lips twitched.

“Yes… I remember now. You came every dawn while I was unconscious… and cried a lot, didn’t you? A shame I couldn’t see it with my own eyes until now.”

“I bared my heart with difficulty, and yet you mock me.”

Baal visibly wilted, as if deeply wounded.

“It still feels awkward saying it out loud while sober… but we can take our time, can’t we? Baal.”

Hyunseong placed his hand over the back of hers.

Baal, face flushed bright red, lowered her head.

Having zero experience with men, Baal suddenly found the room stiflingly hot.

Her breath turned shallow, and with her heart swelling up oddly, she instinctively started removing her outerwear — only to quickly compose herself and stand up when she heard someone approach.

“I can’t take up too much time, so I’ll go now. Let’s meet again later.”

“Yes, I’ll visit you soon.”

Hyunseong heard the sound of footsteps.

A bat formed of mana wrapped around Baal, and she vanished without a trace.

Then the door burst open, and Seol-ah and Yuna entered. 

Behind them, Charliene staggered in, arms laden with huge boxes, panting heavily.

“O-Oppa… h-hic… I thought I’d l-lose you again…”

Yuna, rushing forward in a single leap, hugged Hyunseong tightly.

But as she realized only one arm wrapped around her, she became acutely aware of his condition again and burst into fresh tears.

Hyunseong patted her back with his right hand to console her, but Yuna’s tears showed no sign of stopping. 

Charliene, from behind, only looked on with envy.

“Huaaah… You said you’d protect me… said you’d free me from the clan…”

“Enough. I told you I wouldn’t die.”

Seol-ah, with a sullen face, scolded Yuna as if she were pathetic.

“If Hyunseong dies, I die too. If I’m alive, he’s alive too.”

Seol-ah reached for Hyunseong’s chest, and a red thread emerged. 

It was connected to Seol-ah’s own heart. 

Yuna’s jaw dropped in disbelief.

“You idiot.”

“W-When did you do something so… outrageous… sis?”

“Shut it.”

Seol-ah smacked Yuna on the head, then naturally perched herself on the bed. 

Fortunately, being light, she didn’t tip it over.

“You slept too long. I was a little worried too.”

“Sorry.”

“If you’re sorry, then do better.”

“I will.”

“Yeah.”

The conversation was over.

Yuna and Charlien, who knew about the two’s relationship, glanced at each other awkwardly at the brief exchange.

But the truth was, there was no need for many words — through the red thread, they could feel each other’s hearts and thoughts completely.

“The horns… I can’t hide them anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

With the core seal broken, Seol-ah’s true form could no longer be concealed. 

According to Charlien’s explanation, it had already integrated with her body — veins, nerves, everything.

“The kids like it.”

“Of course they would.”

Seeing Seol-ah’s true form, the members of Myurant (who until now only half-heartedly revered her as the prophet’s lover) had now become genuine devotees.

Seol-ah herself seemed satisfied, and that was enough.

“You got taller too.”

“Growth spurt.”

“Still?”

“Just started. Growing here and there.”

Recalling the days in the chapel before her seal, Hyunseong thought that actually sounded about right.

Seol-ah, proud, lay down next to Hyunseong and quickly fell asleep. 

Yuna, too — after being comforted for a long while — dozed off in a chair.

Once the two fell quiet, Charlien finally approached, having been diligently reading something, and pulled out a box.

“What’s this?”

“A prosthetic. Made with the best materials and the best artisans. It’s the pinnacle of biomechanics, so don’t worry. It’ll feel like your real limb.”

Charliene, checking Hyunseong’s amputation site, looked teary but quickly composed herself like the scientist she was and attached the device.

“…It really feels like my own body.”

“Of course. It’s custom-designed based on your data — not even a nanometer off. 

I refined it hundreds of times. Hehe.”

“Data?”

“Uh? Ah, ahh, y-yeah, from when you were hospitalized! So don’t get any weird ideas, okay? Right, that’s it.”

Seeing Charliene’s nervous, shaking smile, Hyunseong decided not to press further.

“Thanks. So, what’ve you been up to? I haven’t been able to visit.”

“Huh? Oh, no no! You’ve been busy! Heh, recently I started researching hair loss treatments…”

That seemed like a healthier focus for her mental state.

***

“Chairman, you’ve arrived.”

“Haha, please treat me as before. And Prophet, I trust you’ve been well?”

“More or less.”

Hyunseong shook hands with Mu-myeong while still lying down.

“Seeing you like this makes an old man’s heart uneasy.”


“Come on, I did this by choice.”

“That prosthetic you’re wearing — is that the one the doctor herself crafted?”

“Yes. So you’ve heard?”

“The doctor’s recruitment call for engineers made it famous. I even chipped in some funding myself.”

Recalling Charliene’s advice to move around often to adjust, Hyunseong sat up a little.

“No need to worry. Feels just like my real body.”

“Good to hear. I’m glad I bought these gloves in advance.” 

Mu-myeong carefully slipped on a pair of finely crafted gloves onto Hyunseong’s hands.

“Got them from a department head called Kang Cheol at the Magpie Market. Said it was a gift for the Prophet and sold it dirt cheap.”

A man named Kang Cheol — probably Ivan, the tough Russian guy from the Magpie Market.

“So he’s a department head now, huh.”

Hyunseong chuckled.

“I’ll make good use of them.”

“The commander of the Capital Corps says you’re still worrying about the nation, but you can rest easy now. Everything’s prepared. If they can’t even harvest fallen fruit, they have no place in politics.”

“You’re talking about Baal, right?”

“Yes. She was a leading candidate for chief of staff, but she declined. You didn’t know?”

Mu-myeong asked, a bit puzzled.

“Seems she didn’t tell me, out of concern.”

“Everyone has their reasons.”

The two talked for a while.

Starting with reminiscing about when Hyunseong first came to the union, they even touched on the heavy subject of international affairs. 

But thanks to Mu-myeong’s considerate tone, it stayed light and pleasant.

As the mood settled, Mu-myeong carefully suggested:

“Perhaps it’s time you made an appearance. Everyone is worried.”

“My condition isn’t quite fit to be seen yet.”

“But your achievements have already spread, and the special forces’ sacrifice is forever honored. No one would dare slander you. In fact, they’d be happier to see you just as you are.”

After some thought, Hyunseong accepted Mu-myeong’s help and slowly stood up.

Step by step, as he walked, passing medical staff bowed deeply in respect.

He pushed open the tightly shut doors.

Bright light flooded in, making him squint.

“Oh—over there!”

The crowd, who had been waiting day and night, turned their heads in unison to look at him.

Even the women who had thought he’d left — they stopped chatting among themselves and turned to face him.

Hyunseong cleared his throat, feeling a lump in it.

His life, long and yet passing in a blink, flashed before him.

Looking back, it was an epic saga woven together with the four women now standing before him.

Without them, he wouldn’t be who he was now.

Mu-myeong patted his shoulder and handed him a mic.

What should he say first?

After a brief thought, he decided to just speak from the heart.

After all, this wasn’t a country that would crumble just because he stepped back.

He no longer wanted to be Kim Hyunseong the Prophet or the grand symbol of revolution — just Kim Hyunseong, the man.

Back when he first got transported into this novel world, he had this grand plan: to raise heroines and survive.

Starting with that might be best.

Under everyone’s watchful eyes, as crows circled above, Hyunseong slowly looked around, taking in each and every face.


He called upon those still vivid memories, ready to set them free.

No more running away — and nowhere left to run.

“I raised heroines. Haha, I know — that might sound strange.”

Smiling, he began what would be his final, and forever-remembered, reflection.
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