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  Chapter Became a failed experimental subject Prologue

Prologue  

“In the end, is this a failure?”  

“…Do you know how much money was poured into that thing?”  

A rampaging monster on the screen.  

The people observing the creature that had just blown up an entire research lab let out deep sighs filled with regret.  

“Dispose of Lab 3 as it is. Those idiots, who would’ve thought they couldn’t even properly regulate the sedative dosage.”  

“Is this really the time to blame Lab 3? This wouldn’t have happened if the command hierarchy had been properly ingrained. This is Lab 2’s fault.”  

“Even if it’s the first successful synthetic specimen, what good is it if it doesn’t obey orders?”  

“Administer the gas—lethal dose.”  

As the researchers manipulated the control panel in the corner of the screen, tinted smoke began to obscure the monster on display.  

The creature, having inhaled a heavy dose of the sedative-laced gas, gradually shrank in size before finally collapsing into a humanoid form.  

A man stained with green and blue monster blood—on one side of his neck was a barcode as if branded onto an object, and above it, the letters CXI were prominently displayed.  

He was an experiment—a test subject of this lab.  

“Still refuses to die, huh? Its durability alone is almost on par with the target specs…”  

“If it won’t obey orders, it’s useless. Let’s dispose of it like the others.”  

“Combat data collection… Tch.”  

The researchers, hidden in the shadows, signed the electronic documents and issued the disposal order.  

Stamped boldly across the papers was the word— ‘Failure’.  

“Next in line—W-City.”  

The man was a failed experiment.
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Ch.1 Abandoned   

‘Help them… Help the people… Mom will be fine now, so save that person…’  

“…Hey.”  

A voice in my ear pulled me out of my dream.  

A recurring dream—the moment just before I was left alone in this world.  

The sounds around me felt unfamiliar.  

The wind, sounds of vehicles that brought back distant memories, people talking.  

No mechanical hum, no whirring of electric motors, no scanning devices probing beneath my skin.  

When I opened my eyes, bright light flooded my vision.  

“Hey, you can’t sleep here.”  

…Did they lock me up this time with a test subject that causes some kind of illusion?  

If you want to bite me, go ahead. If you want to hit me, do it. I sighed and curled up.  

Then, in the gaps of my senses—something real, not an illusion—I felt a presence.  

“Hey~ Listen, you can’t sleep here…?”  

Something poked me. The sensation was too real to be fake. I grabbed the stick.  

Solid. Not an illusion.  

Only then did I look at the person in front of me. He was wearing the same uniforms as the policeman in my memory.  

“W-what the…? A hero? Or a villain? Do you have a superpower?”  

Superpower. A familiar word. I opened my hand, and a bent telescopic baton fell to the ground.  

Was a baton always this flimsy? Curious, I pressed my hand against the cement ground—it felt like wet cardboard.  

A light press left a clear handprint.  

“W-wait, are you a hero? Or… Uh, show me your face. The scan says… Unregistered…”  

Slowly, I got up. The tattered blanket covering me tore apart.  

The officer, now on high alert, drew his gun as I stood.  

“Freeze! Don’t move! This is District 12, W-City Police! Requesting backup! Unregistered esper spotted—unknown if it’s a villain or not!”  

His trembling voice, the walkie-talkie chatter—suddenly, a hazy memory surfaced.  

The daily injections, the drugs that sapped my strength until my body adapted.  

And then, I killed all the researchers in the lab.  

The green smoke—no, the sedative gas—that followed.  

The sign I saw when I smashed through the lab door, ‘Lab 3, Sector A’.  

So… There were other labs. Did they abandon me?  

“Guh—”  

At that moment, something stabbed into the back of my neck.  

I grabbed it and yanked it out—a round, suction-cup-like device came out.  

A disgusting sensation surged through my body, my skin prickling as if about to burst.  

It felt like the cocktail of stimulants they injected into me before making me fight against other monsters.  

But this much…? Pathetic. I’d already adapted to sedatives. Did they really think this would work?  

Yet the veins in my arms bulged, throbbing. The officer in front of me panicked, aiming his gun.  

“W-what the—?! D-don’t come closer! Freeze! Wait—!”  

BANG!  

A gunshot echoed through the alley. The bullet flattened against my shoulder and fell to the ground.  

I caught the deformed lump of lead midair and crushed it between my fingers.  

The texture of a hard-boiled egg… I dropped the crumpled metal. The officer stumbled back in terror.  

“H-huh?! The bullet—?!”  

“Sigh…”  

Suppressing the boiling energy inside me, I left the officer behind and surveyed my surroundings.  

This was a dump between buildings. Ignoring the fallen officer, I stepped out of the alley.  

Different, but… In the distance, beyond the structures, I saw a familiar sight.  

The steel tower symbolizing W-City. The communication spire, rebuilt countless times no matter how many times it fell.  

“…So this is W-City.”  

People nearby, startled by the gunshot, turned to stare.  

I caught my reflection in a glass window.  

How long has it been since I last saw myself?  

I looked nothing like I remembered.  

Towering over everyone like a child, a muscular frame, disheveled hair, and… The identification code on my neck.  

CXI.  

That was my designation.  

My name… I couldn’t remember.  

“Outside…”  

Seeing my reflection made it real.  

Outside. Not the lab.  

My city. W-City.  

With that realization, a place I’d wanted to go surfaced in my mind.  

But like this… In this state, I couldn’t.  

I turned back to the officer, who was crawling out of the alley and reached out.  

“Eek?!”  

“Can I borrow some money?”  

***

The cash the officer had was pitifully insufficient.  

Left with no choice, I rummaged through a nearby used-clothing bin and threw something on.  

Getting dressed was surprisingly difficult.  

Like trying to wear tissue paper—the slightest tug tore it apart.  

Since nothing fit properly, I ended up looking like some exhibitionist who’d just finished working out in scandalously revealing clothes.  

But it didn’t matter. Better than being naked.  

My destination, reached on foot, was crowded.  

A massive gravestone, with countless names engraved on its surface.  

Among them, I found one. Standing far from the tombstone, I closed my eyes quietly.  

That day, it had rained.  

A world before the spread of monster spores, when everyone looks as large as telephone poles.  

Even as a child, I knew something was wrong.  

I don’t see him every night, but whenever my father came home he was always exhausted.  

Sometimes, before bed, he’d drink, muttering about how hard it was to sleep.  

If I woke up and went to the living room, he’d laugh, rubbing his rough beard against me, smelling of smoke.  

“When you grow up, we’ll drink together.”  

I liked him.  

His photo, framed in black, was held in my mother’s hands.  

“When is Dad coming home?”  

Men I’d seen a few times before cried at my innocent question.  

But Mom stood firm, like a telephone pole.  

“Dad is… Tired. He’s resting for a while.”  

Dad was always tired when he came home.  

So he was sleeping again. I’d ask him to play when he woke up.  

But I never got to play with him again.  

My father was a firefighter.  

He died saving others.  

And my mother said she was proud of how he lived.  

That it wasn’t a wrong death.  

Even when she was crushed under a building toppled by a monster, her last words were—  

“Help people.”  

To the very end.  

This was the public cemetery where she was buried alongside other victims.  

After paying my respects, I suddenly remembered where her belongings were stored.  

Careful not to touch anyone—people avoided me anyway because of my outfit—I headed to the keepsake storage.  

I tried entering the passcode I remembered, but ended up breaking the lock.  

With no choice, I slowly pushed my fingers in, and the metal safe crumpled like dough.  

Inside: a family photo, my mother’s necklace, and my father’s firefighter gear.  

I put on his fire-resistant pants.  

What had seemed so large in my childhood now fit me perfectly.  

The material was sturdy—nothing like the tissue-thin rags I’d worn before.  

Finally, I carefully picked up the necklace.  

Surprisingly durable.  

Dad had once said he’d melted broken firefighting tools into it as a memento.  

Must’ve been a special alloy—even now, it felt solid in my grip.  

Relieved I could carry it, I wrapped it around my wrist.  

The family photo… I tucked it into my pocket.  

Leaving the storage room, I sat by a nearby tree, lost in thought.  

Now… What should I do?  

Even though the lab abandoned me—no, released me—I felt empty. No drive, no desire.  

Nothing I wanted to do.  

Take revenge on the researchers who experimented on me?  

Killing those inhuman bastards was tempting, but to get to them, I’d have to fight their obedient test subjects.  

Unlike me, they followed orders.  

I wasn’t keen on that.  

Unless the opportunity came to me, I might never find them anyway.  

I had no idea where they’d kept me, or where the other labs were.  

The one thing that did stir something in me was impossible.  

As a human—no, as nothing—this world felt unbearably hollow.  

Even the researchers knew I was drowning in emptiness.  

That’s why they ordered me to destroy. Kill humans. Devour everything.  

Why? I didn’t want to.  

Even now, the urges boiling inside me—the aggression toward humans—none of it appealed to me.  

That’s why they called me a failure.  

If I had no desires in the lab, how could I have any now, after reaching the one place I’d wanted to go?  

Now… I just don’t want anything.  

Absolutely nothing.  

Then—I felt it.  

“…Hm.”  

Even in my numbness, a sharp sensation pricked at me.  

Killing intent, seeping through the cracks of my hollow mind.  

Direction: left. Distance: moderate. 

A horde of monsters, emerging from underground.  

The cemetery was packed with visitors.  

Humans were prey. Monsters loved crowded places.  

So of course they’d come here.  

Sirens blared as people scrambled.  

“Monsters!”  

“R-run! To the shelters!”  

I watched them flee, still sitting by the tree.  

The perimeter sensors detected the monster cores, triggering emergency protocols.  

People rushed into capsule shelters—temporary safe zones.  

Just as the subterranean monsters burst from the ground, heroes with powers swooped in.  

Earth dragons mutated into monsters—Terror-class.  

Strong enough to kill humans easily.  

“Earth dragons! Watch out for their acidic slime!”  

“Got it!”  

“Form a barrier! Don’t let them near the civilians!”  

Probationary heroes and full-fledged ones charged at the emerging monsters.  

Fire, swords, electricity—they’d wipe them out soon.  

The fleeing people knew that.  

But monster attacks always had casualties—one, two, sometimes ten.  

Until the heroes finished the job, people hid.  

To avoid becoming unfortunate prey.  

“Suhee!”  

“Waaaah! Mommy!”  

I’d been idly watching the heroes fight when the crying reached my ears.  

A child tripped over a rock at the edge of the hero’s barrier.  

The ground trembled.  

A weaker monster, lagging behind the horde, zeroed in on easy prey.  

An earth dragon surged from the ground, its circular maw dripping with slime, lunging for the child.  

The mother screamed, running.  

The heroes were too far. 

The unlucky prey—  

Before I knew it, my body moved.  

The lab’s experiments, the power they forced into me—the massive monster core embedded near my heart.  

Violence surged, overriding my thoughts with a beast’s instincts.  

What I needed now—speed, overwhelming firepower to vaporize even toxic slime—  

No, the ability to devour it whole.  

My body twisted. Fur sprouted, bones reshaped.  

A beast’s form—a wolf-like head, raptor-like torso, tiger’s lower body.  

In the gap between screams, I crossed the distance in an instant, slamming my paw down on the monster’s maw.  

“Grrrr…”  

“Screeee!”  

Lightning crackled from my claws, incinerating the earth dragon in a single blast.  

I unleashed the power of a tiger that swallows lightning.  

I looked down at the mother and child. 

“Eek?!”  

“Waaaah!”  

Trembling in terror before something far worse than an earth dragon.  

And then—a siren louder than before blared.  

Through the monster’s senses, I tasted fear—delicious and intoxicating.  

I turned.  

Among the fleeing earth dragons, a pale-faced hero stared at me.  

“D-despair-class! A Despair-class has appeared! Requesting immediate backup!!”  

The lead hero, likely an instructor, shouted into his comm.  

I adjusted my stance, lowering my body, ready to pounce.  

Despair-class.  

That was their assessment of me now, with my monster core fully active.  

Monster ranks: Terror-class, Crush-class, Disaster-class, Despair-class, and finally, Annihilation-class.  

For superpower humans, Despair-class was like an S-rank.  

If no heroes of equal strength were present, cities were abandoned to avoid futile battles.  

Annihilation-class? That required sacrificing entire nations.  

As the sensors blared, the heroes tensed.  

I watched them—then leaped over their heads in a single bound.  

“Huh?! I-it’s running?!”  

I never intended to fight.  

I never wanted to turn into a monster.  

Behind me, frantic backup requests echoed.  

Before things got troublesome, I left the cemetery behind.
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Ch.2 Delicious

“This should be enough, right?”  

After fleeing and evading pursuit for a while, I released my monster form once I could no longer sense the presence of the heroes.  

The unpleasant sensation of returning to human form, the hunger from not tasting blood—my stomach growled noisily.  

“Huu…”  

The first thing I checked upon returning to my original form was whether my pants and necklace were intact.  

Given how massive I had become as a monster, it would’ve been natural for them to be ruined, but both were perfectly fine.  

Perhaps it was because, unconsciously, I had wished for them not to break.  

A monster’s abilities defy the laws of the world, allowing physical impossibilities to occur.  

Though I hadn’t consciously protected them, I was relieved. I finally checked my bare upper body.  

Well, there was nothing I could do about that. Barefoot, shirtless, and wearing only firefighter pants, I rummaged through my pockets.  

Fortunately, the money inside was still there, untouched.  

If I were to transform into a monster again, everything except these pants and necklaces would likely tear apart.  

If I could control my abilities in detail, it might be different, but I don’t even know how to do that.  

I vaguely remember being subjected to various experiments in the lab, but I never once thought about controlling a monster’s abilities.  

“I’m hungry…”  

The side effect of monster transformation—an endless hunger—wrenched my stomach.  

From a monster’s perspective, they are always starving.  

The desire to devour humans, the urge to grow stronger—they suffer endlessly from these impulses.  

As if that were the very purpose of a monster’s existence.  

Because of this, even after reverting to human form, the hunger remained.  

Desperate to fill my stomach, I sharpened my senses further.  

The faint scent of food in the distance, I followed it and found a convenience store by the roadside.  

Standing in front of the store, even the glass door seemed like sugar art to me. I stood frozen, unable to open it.  

Seeing me blocking the entrance completely, the clerk frowned and opened the door.  

“Uh… Sir? What are you doing?”  

“…Here.”  

Carefully, so as not to crumple or tear the bills, I pulled out the cash and dropped it on the floor.  

Because the clerk wouldn’t take it from me.  

“Food. Anything that matches the price.”  

“…Haa.”  

The clerk seemed momentarily angered by my absurd rudeness but clamped his mouth shut after looking me up and down.  

He grabbed a few triangle kimbaps, fried snacks, and a hotdog, placing them in my hands.  

As I nodded and turned to leave, the clerk muttered while closing the door behind me,

“Damn it… What kind of lunatic… Oh, come again!”  

A quick glance—he immediately bowed his head in greeting.  

I felt a little guilty, but since I didn’t know how to apologize properly, I just walked away and ate the food.  

“Hmm…?”  

Is this what they mean when they say something isn’t even worth a bite?  

But… It was surprisingly delicious.  

Especially the hotdog… The bread, sausage, ketchup, and mustard… Was it always this tasty?  

It was on a completely different level from the mysterious porridge packed with various drugs back in the lab.  

At that moment, a single purpose rose from the endless void inside me.  

I want to eat something delicious.  

Something delicious—other than humans.  

To do that, I need money.  

“Money…”  

What kind of work do I need to do to earn money?  

Having no experience at all, I had no idea what to do.  

Would a part-time job like the convenience store clerk be good?  

But… No matter what I do, there’s a big problem.  

In my monster form, before activating the monster core, my body is just slightly stronger than an average human—but by human standards, it’s a bit extreme.  

Even now, walking feels like treading on ice. Metal barely feels as solid as a cookie.  

Is there any job I can do with this body?  

More fundamentally, can I even live among humans as one of them?  

Deep down, I already know it’s impossible.  

Even now, the delicious scent of humans in the distance makes my monster senses salivate.  

If I were to work, I’d inevitably bump into humans frequently.  

I’m not confident I wouldn’t crush them like cookie dough.  

I am no longer human.  

***

“So, what I’m asking is, why the hell did a Despair-class monster appear there?”  

Inside the government’s Monster Response Division in W-City.  

The high-ranking heroes gathered there all clutched their heads at the thunderous news.  

A Despair-class monster—one so dangerous that abandoning an entire city is considered wiser than fighting it—had appeared in W-City.  

And then it fled.  

“Wait… First of all, why would a Despair-class run away? Are we sure it was Despair-class? Could the sensors be malfunctioning?”  

“Its escape speed was definitely Despair-class. No matter how hard we chased, we couldn’t close the distance.”  

“Hey, this isn’t the time for jokes.”  

Most of the heroes present had been urgently dispatched to the cemetery, along with W-City’s strongest forces.  

They exchanged eyewitness accounts, trying to devise a strategy against the powerful monster.  

But no matter how much they discussed, no answers emerged.  

The confusion started with whether the monster was truly Despair-class.  

“This doesn’t make sense… First of all, the cemetery isn’t even a densely populated area where a Despair-class would appear…”  

“It’s a sensor malfunction.”  

“Even if it’s not Despair-class, the way it effortlessly killed a Crush-class suggests it’s at least Disaster-class. But for something like that to appear in such a low-population area defies all logic.”  

“Since when do monsters follow logic?”  

“Even so, for a monster of that level to appear, do nothing, and then run away—it’s incomprehensible.”  

The actions of the Despair-class monster, temporarily designated Code 0, made no sense at all.  

Its form was beast-type, and it fled on the ground, ruling out gaseous or energy-based movement.  

In this era where monster detection sensors are installed everywhere, beast-types are the easiest to track.  

Yet, why did no other sensors detect it before its appearance? And why was there no trace of it afterward?  

It didn’t fall from the sky—if it could fly, it would’ve escaped that way instead of running.  

Footage from the heroes’ body cams showed a completely unrecorded morphology.  

An anomalous monster, possibly a new species—hiding somewhere in W-City.  

They needed to find and eliminate it or issue an evacuation order.  

But so far, the monster has caused no damage.  

That fact left the heroes utterly baffled.  

“Has there ever been a case where a monster didn’t attack humans?”  

“No. All monsters attack humans.”  

“No exceptions? Most monsters are mutated animals, right? Like zoo specimens?”  

“Old records mention a pet dog that mutated—it immediately devoured its owner. Attacking humans is a monster’s instinct.”  

“Then why did this one run away without fighting? If it was really Despair-class, it would’ve killed them all instantly.”  

“I told you, it’s not Despair-class. The sensors malfunctioned.”  

The hero who kept insisting it wasn’t Despair-class wasn’t helping, but the others secretly wished he was right.  

However, the sensors had correctly detected the swarm of lesser earth dragons just before Code 0 appeared.  

So a malfunction was unlikely… Meaning the truth was as bleak as it sounded.  

“A new species… Or perhaps a special variant.”  

Some monsters, those that surpass a certain threshold, exhibit behaviors beyond their instincts.  

The sky-roaming Heavenly Dragon, the Eight-Tailed Fox that built a shrine deep in the forest, and the Draken floating on the ocean’s surface—all were Annihilation-class.  

Perhaps it was a monster straddling the line between Despair-class and Annihilation-class.  

“We have no countermeasures right now… We can’t evacuate all of W-City’s residents to another city.”  

Humans are monsters’ prey. A mass exodus could provoke unpredictable behavior.  

And if the monster had already moved to another city, evacuating would just be delivering humans to its jaws.  

For now, since Code 0, the Despair-class monster was lying low… W-City could do nothing.  

“Report to higher-ups and maintain a hotline for updates. If a Code 0 reappears, it’s top-priority.”  

Top priority meant abandoning any other monster attacks to respond.  

The level of devastation a Despair-class could unleash justified leaving entire districts to be devoured.  

Hearing the decision from W-City’s mayor and government officials, the heroes all sighed.  

Among them, a woman with fiery hair buried her face in her hands and muttered,

“Haa… Guess I won’t be sleeping anymore…”  

With the Despair-class monster in hiding, she was now on 24-hour standby until it reappeared.  

W-City’s strongest S-rank hero—Yoo Anna.  

The only one in the city capable of facing a Despair-class alone.  

***

To the outside world, W-City appeared normal.  

But behind the scenes, the heightened movements of high-ranking heroes had police and other heroes on edge.  

Though classified, rumors spread—a Despair-class had appeared.  

And not just any monster—a special variant, lurking somewhere in W-City, its actions unpredictable.  

The heroes privy to this information were mentally exhausted from the constant tension.  

Meanwhile, the monster they were all searching for was currently in the city center.  

“Mmm… Delicious.”  

To be precise, I was rummaging through a trash bin.  

Living among humans risked accidentally killing them, so I gave up on finding work.  

But I couldn’t give up on delicious food.  

trash bins were magical boxes.  

Free, delicious food appeared daily.  

Even in this monster-infested era, people still wasted food without a second thought.  

Opening a cardboard box, I filled my stomach with slightly stale pizza slices.  

Though I hadn’t been trash bin-diving for long, I’d already identified a few hotspots.  

First, the trash bins right beside restaurants—other homeless people targeted these, so it was best not to overindulge.  

They avoided me because of my size, but the atmosphere turned hostile if I lingered too long.  

Next, fast-food joints—occasionally, half-eaten burgers turned up.  

And then, the park trash bins near apartment complexes—these offered the greatest variety.  

Today’s haul included pizza and a sealed soda, likely abandoned after a picnic.  

“Mmm, tasty.”  

“Ew! A beggar!”  

Kids playing in the park sometimes pointed fingers, but I just waved back.  

“Want some?”  

“Yuck! No! Gross!”  

“It’s good, though…”  

“Hey! What are you doing? Don’t eat that!”  

When I offered a slice, a parent rushed over.  

In this world, where many became homeless overnight due to monster attacks, their gazes weren’t entirely cold.  

Though my size probably intimidated them, at least they didn’t look at me with disgust.  

“Mr beggar, want this?”  

“Thanks.”  

Some kids even handed me their leftovers.  

When they did, I sat down and held out both hands, making it easier for them.  

These cotton-candy-like children—one wrong grip, and they’d crumble.  

“Mmm, delicious.”  
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Ch.3 Beggar

This way, just the possibility of receiving pre-discarded food made the park trash bin worthy of being considered the best among all trash bins. Strangely enough, even other homeless people rarely came here. However, the more I frequented the park, the more disapproving the parents’ glances became.

Eventually, my constant trash bin diving led the police to show up.

“Uh… Huh? You… From before.”

“Mhm.”

The officer who came to chase me away was the same one who’d lent me money previously. When he saw me rummaging through the trash, he was startled and instinctively reached for his holstered gun. But remembering bullets wouldn’t work on me, he lowered his hand.

“What… What are you doing here?”

“Eating.”

“Right… Well, we’ve been getting complaints about you frequenting this area…”

“Who complained?”

“It’s not about who—people are feeling uncomfortable.”

“I can’t give up this spot. The food people throw away here tastes the best.”

My response made the officer make a peculiar face. Through my monster senses, I could detect his bewilderment.

“I don’t intend to harm anyone.”

Reading his hesitation, I spoke first. He relaxed slightly.

“Oh… Okay… You’re not a villain then? Maybe you awakened your powers and had some… Accident that affected your mind?”

“My mind’s fine.”

“If it’s fine, why not get a job? If you’re strong enough to shrug off bullets, you could take the precision tests and work as a hero?”

I knew about the pre-hero examinations—detailed ability assessments and invasive physical tests for research purposes. Having lived confined in a lab, I knew exactly what would happen if I underwent those. Every S-rank hero would be mobilized to capture and strap me to an experiment table.

“No thanks.”

“What an odd fellow… How should I put this? A homeless superpower human?”

“What’s homeless?”

“Someone without a home… By the way, where’d you get those pants? They look like old firefighter gear. And that bracelet—did you steal it?”

I sensed he was probing to identify potential owners. I glared and released a faint killing intent—no need to activate my core.

“Didn’t steal them. They’re mine.”

“Guh—okay, okay! Damn, you really are a super…”

The officer shook his head, sat on a nearby bench, sighed, and rummaged through his pockets.

“Look, if you’re digging through trash because you’re hungry… Take this and buy something from the store over there.”

“Another loan?”

“Are you planning to pay it back?”

“Hmm…”

Upon reflection, with no way to earn money, repayment was impossible. As I hesitated, the officer suddenly shoved cash into my hand. I almost reflexively clenched my fist—which might’ve turned his hand into minced meat—so I froze. The money fluttered to the ground.

“Hey! Take it properly!”

“Can’t repay.”

“Consider it a gift. Buy food and stop trash bin diving.”

“Give it again.”

“W-wait! Promise me! Take this and stop digging through this park’s trash!”

“Mhm.”

I held out both hands, accepted the money, and carefully walked to the indicated store, pinning the bill between my fingers.

The hotdog was delicious. But it wasn’t enough to fill me. Hence, I couldn’t stop trash bin diving.

***

“Haa…”

“Mhm.”

Later, while scavenging the park trash bin again, I encountered the same officer. Exasperated, he sat on the bench, watching me sit cross-legged on the ground to avoid breaking it.

“You… Promised not to come back…”

“That day, I stopped and went elsewhere.”

“Oh, so just for that one day… Should’ve known…”

“Got more money today?”

“…Hypothetically, if I gave you some, would you stop today?”

“Mhm.”

“Then… If I give you a bit more, could you stay away from this park permanently?”

“Can’t. The food here’s the best.”

“Hopeless, really… Look, I haven’t had lunch either.”

Soon, the officer returned with two hotdogs. I tore open the packaging and devoured both in two bites before resuming my trash bin search.

“You just ate! Why keep digging?”

“You gave hotdogs, not money.”

“You’re like my damn cat—scratch posts everywhere but still claw the walls…”

I paused and stared as he grumbled.

“One or two hotdogs aren’t enough.”

“Guess with your size… Ugh, this is awkward.”

Hunger drove me to the trash; since I remained unfed, scavenging was inevitable. The officer nibbled his hotdog and continued,

“Listen… I need to get you out of here. How can I make you stay away?”

“Water and food are here.”

“Exactly, hence the complaints… Kids play here, and parents don’t want a homeless guy drinking from the faucets and eating trash.”

“Haven’t harmed anyone.”

“Right, no direct harm… Bullets don’t faze you… But people here panic just having homeless folks nearby—especially these days.”

“Haven’t seen anyone panic.”

“Did you… Not receive compulsory education?”

“What’s that?”

“Hmm…”

His gaze turned to pity.

“Wait—were you an orphan who awakened powers? Unregistered cases happen… Parents gone?”

“Passed away.”

“Common these days. Mine too, so no offense meant.”

“I see. Both parentless.”

“Phrasing’s a bit…”

Parents die—no surprise. Digging deeper, I found a sealed liquor bottle. My body resisted toxins, so alcohol wouldn’t intoxicate me, but I was curious. Carefully lifting it, I accidentally snapped the neck while opening it. No matter—the contents were accessible.

The taste… Was awful.

“Disgusting.”

“Wha—why’d you open it like that? Don’t you know how to twist caps?”

“Bottle was too weak.”

“Wow, first time hearing that… Damn, superpower humans. How am I supposed to deal with this?”

“You chase other homeless?”

“Yeah, complaints keep coming.”

So that explained the lack of competition. Regular homeless would flee police, but I wasn’t regular. Human beggars might lose, but a monster beggar wouldn’t.

“Give up.”

“How? Should I fake insanity and attack you?”

“Attack if you want. I’ll ignore you.”

“Unbelievable… A bulletproof beggar. Not even a bear—though you’re bear-sized.”

“What’s a bear?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Joke. I know bears.”

“Hey—where are you going?”

Finding no more edibles, I headed to wash up. Kids from the playground swarmed me, hindering my efforts.

“Beggar! A beggar!”

“Beggar!”

“Mhm. Move.”

These mud-streaked brats were park regulars. Initially wary, they’d grown bold when I remained still to avoid crushing them. As I paused mid-wash, the officer hurried over.

“Kids! Scram!”

“Pig cop!”

“Whoa! Beggar and pig cop!”

“Where’d they learn that?”

Thanks to him, I finished quickly. Extremely carefully—like handling a single hair—I turned the faucet. Washed my hands, then my body. For good measure, I shampooed my hair and scrubbed my feet. The officer sighed.

“No wonder we get complaints! This isn’t a shower room! Why wash here?”

“Water’s here.”

“Of course it— Ugh! Why’s a beggar so hygienic? Infuriating!”

“Step back.”

I shook my head vigorously, flinging water everywhere.

“Eek! Wet dogs stink!”

“Hahaha! Like a dog!”

“Dog beggar! Dog beggar!”

A few shakes dried my hair. I rinsed my mouth and gulped water noisily. From a distance, mothers watched silently.

“Wow… Just look at that physique… If not for that, I’d have complained too…”

“Kinda… Wild, don’t you think?”

“With so many losing homes overnight… He comes often but doesn’t bother the kids, so I don’t mind…”

“Still, a beggar in our apartment area? He should stay in the park…”

I heard every whisper and pointed the woman out to the officer.

“They say occasional visits are fine.”

“You heard them from there?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Well… Those moms are okay because you keep your distance from kids… Others aren’t. So please stop coming.”

“Uncomfortable people can leave.”

“Zero progress. God… Am I dealing with mental illness? Why am I, a regular cop, handling superpower human evictions?”

“Are you insane?”

“Maybe a little? Unlike heroes who are half-forced into protection duty, only crazy folks volunteer to be cops.”

His words reminded me of my parents’ old conversations, 

-Being a firefighter is insane, but someone’s gotta do it. If crazies don’t, no one will. 

My father always looked exhausted—even as a child, I wished he’d rest more.

“Cops are necessary… Though always tired…”

“Whoa… Didn’t expect that from you.”

“Fine. The new deal, I’ll stop when you catch me trash bin diving.”

“Wait—that means I have to keep coming here?”

“Hotdogs are tasty.”

“Now extorting cops?”

“What’s extorting?”

Genuinely clueless, I asked. He sighed, resigned, tossing his hotdog wrapper.

“One hotdog’s cheap enough… But…”

“Two.”

“Two… Can I expense this…?”

From then on, I got two daily hotdogs. The officer looked incredulous.

“Seriously, why come every day?”

“Hotdogs.”

I hadn’t visited daily before, but free hotdogs warranted it.

“You a delinquent?”

“What’s delinquent?”

“…Never mind. Enjoy.”

Truthfully, I knew what it meant.
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Ch.4 I adapt.

To eat freshly made hot dogs, I started heading towards the apartment complex every day, and gradually, I stopped rummaging through other trash bins.  

No, lately, I’ve reached a point where I don’t even need to dig through the trash at all.  

The reason was quite complicated.  

The police, tired of dealing with complaints about my daily visits, ended up telling the apartment residents that I was a superpower human.  

As a result, the residents’ glares softened slightly, and baseless rumors began spreading as they whispered among themselves.  

Some said I was an incredibly powerful superpower human who ran away due to PTSD, others claimed I lost my lover to a monster and my intelligence declined, and some even spun a story that I originally lived in this apartment but lost my child to a monster in some incident, leaving me with no reason to live.  

The fact that I kept coming to the park, that I didn’t move a muscle when children approached, and now that I was called a superpower human—they crafted their own reasonable narratives, and a wave of sympathy emerged.  

From the hushed conversations, some even said it wouldn’t be so bad to catch a glimpse of me washing myself.  

Finding pleasure in watching someone bathe—what an unusual hobby.  

“Hey… Use only this faucet, got it?”  

“Mm.”  

“The other faucets are for the kids, so don’t touch them!”  

“Understood.”  

Among the mothers who brought their children, some even designated a faucet exclusively for me.  

Since I followed their instructions, they seemed to think I could understand them, and their attitude toward me improved slightly.  

“Since he’s always here in the park, doesn’t he seem pretty clean? He washes every day.”  

“Last time, I even saw him hand-washing his pants… So carefully…”  

“Huh? He took his pants off? You saw that alone?”  

“No, at night… Outside the window—ugh, seriously! My apartment just happens to have a view, so I saw it by chance!”  

“Lucky spot, huh? Maybe I should ask to move there.”  

One day, a half-used shampoo and body wash were thrown into the trash bin.  

Even I knew what these were, so I happily used them to wash myself.  

The bottle’s neck broke after one use, but it worked perfectly otherwise.  

“Anyone have a spare razor? Should I throw one away?”  

“That’s dangerous! If you’re going to throw one out, an electric razor would be better, right?”  

“My husband has an old one he doesn’t use, but would he even know how to use it?”  

“He’s not an animal, he’d probably figure it out.”  

After a razor was thrown away, I clumsily tried shaving, and the next day, a broken mirror was discarded too.  

So I propped the mirror up in a corner, neatly shaved, and even attempted to cut my hair with the razor before giving up.  

Just one shave was enough to dull the blade completely.  

“…Seriously… Doesn’t he look kinda handsome?”  

“What size of clothes does he wear? Would my husband’s old clothes fit him?”  

“Oh my, seriously! At this rate, we’ll end up buying him a bed!”  

Somehow, the things being thrown into the apartment park’s trash bins kept increasing, and soon, pillows and blankets appeared.  

I didn’t mind sleeping on the dirt ground, but out of curiosity, I tried using the pillow and blanket to see how it felt.  

After that, shoes were thrown out, but they didn’t fit, so I just left them.  

Then, the decisive change happened one day.  

“Ahahaha! Whoa?!”  

“Oh my, honey! Are you okay?! Oh no, oh no!”  

A child who had jumped off a swing flew too far and was about to hit the metal railing when I quickly bundled up the pillow and blanket and threw them to cushion the fall.  

The child wasn’t hurt at all, and I just lay back down to take a nap.  

That night, the trash bin was filled with food.  

“See? I told you he was really a superpower human! The blanket just flew like that in an instant!”  

“Seriously, if it weren’t for him, the kid would’ve been badly hurt!”  

“Just think of it as hiring a playground safety guard. It’s not a bad deal, right?”  

“If he’s a superpower human, maybe he’ll even catch monsters if they show up. Think of it like keeping a big guard dog…”  

“Wait, are you really into that kind of thing?”  

Somehow, the park’s trash bins started getting cleaner, and the things being thrown away seemed more like gifts for me than actual trash.  

A while ago, I even found scissors and tried cutting my hair.  

My beard and hair didn’t cut easily, but I managed to trim my bangs somewhat.  

“He’s really good-looking, isn’t he?”  

“How is his body so perfect?”  

“Should we give him some clothes?”  

“No, don’t give him clothes. They’ll just cover him up.”  

“Oh my! Oh my! Did you see that? When he pulled up his pants, his lower abs—”  

“You’re the only one who notices those things!”  

Sleeping bags, blankets, parasols, tents, pots, gas stoves, sausages, even an icebox—  

Since it was too difficult to set up or use these things without breaking them, I got help from the police.  

“Ah… I really don’t get it… If they were going to do this, why did they file so many complaints about you before…?”  

Around this time, the police stopped coming every day.  

Seeing that I had practically settled into the apartment park, the people who had filed complaints found it absurd.  

Now, there’s even talk of building a guard post for me to stay in.  

“What… Like a doghouse…?”  

“I’m not a dog.”  

“Lately, you’re not much different from one, though.”  

I took the hot dog the police offered and ate it.  

He doesn’t come every day, but he always brought hot dogs when he did.  

Now that I had not just food but also daily necessities, I no longer felt the need to visit other trash bins.  

Having fully settled in, I spent my days playing with the children.  

“Hey, beggar, don’t you know this?”  

“This is Peepeekung… This is Yuiikung…”  

“No! This is Peepeekung Origin! This is Yunakung! Yuiikung’s twin sister!”  

“What’s the difference? Aren’t they all the same?”  

“They’re totally different! That’s why you’re hopeless!”  

Even without physical contact, the kids found it fun just to talk, laughing and running around the playground.  

Sometimes, they even shared their snacks with me, and I’d carefully accept them with both hands and eat happily.  

Gradually, even mothers who hadn’t brought their kids to the playground before started coming.  

And soon, they began leaving their children with me while they went off somewhere.  

“I’m going to that park over there!”  

“No.”  

“But Mom gave me candy! It’s mine! Give it!”  

“It’s not time to eat yet.”  

I looked after the kids like that, receiving food in return.  

Before I knew it, I had become the guy who watched over the kids at the playground.  

The only unusual thing was that I always went shirtless.  

“Oh, thank you for your hard work~ Did my child brush their teeth well?”  

“They didn’t clean their molars properly.”  

“I did!”  

“Hey! Mom told you to brush properly!”  

“And they ate four candies.”  

“Ahh! Why’d you snitch?!”  

“You’re only supposed to eat two candies a day! No candy for you tomorrow!”  

“Waaah!”  

“Ah! Sorry, here, payment for watching them today.”  

“Ooh…”  

“Well then… Uh, eat up.”  

I took the large piece of meat from the child’s mother and bit into it right there.  

Lately, it seemed like giving me big pieces of meat and watching me eat had become a trend.  

It was a little weird being stared at, but the meat was so delicious that I didn’t mind.  

“Haah… Really… Like an animal…”  

“I’m not an animal.”  

“Ah, I know… Do you need anything else?”  

“A few more cushions.”  

Now, when I asked for something, they’d even bring it to me. This time, I requested cushions to throw at the kids to prevent them from getting hurt.  

Maybe because they found it fun to be blocked by cushions, some kids lately had started jumping off things on purpose, so I needed more.  

The cushions would tear after just one throw, unable to withstand the force.  

“I’ll ask the women’s association. Well then, good night~”  

“Mm. Kid, go safely.”  

“Snitch! I’m not saying goodbye!”  

And so, I settled into the apartment park.  

For someone like me, who wanted to eat delicious food but had no way to work, it was a stroke of incredible luck.  

Here, delicious things appeared every day.  

And there were plenty of things to practice controlling my strength on.  

“Hmm…”  

Lately, I’d been trying to control my strength as much as possible without transforming into a monster.  

To me, the whole world felt as fragile as eggshells or pudding in my memories, making it difficult, but it was worth trying.  

I couldn’t just destroy everything and live, and it was a good way to pass the time.  

“…Success.”  

For the first time, I managed to hold a bottle with both hands and twist the cap off. I carefully lifted it and drank the contents.  

If I kept practicing like this, maybe one day I’d be able to pick up an egg without breaking it.  

Maybe I’d even be able to eat food from a bowl… If that happened, I wanted to try hot soup.  

Right now, I could scoop boiling soup from a pot with my hands and drink it, but I’d spill too much.  

This time, I decided to raise the difficulty—just as I was about to try lifting a glass cup…  

“What are you doing?”  

“Mm.”  

I was so focused that I didn’t even notice the police officer’s presence, and the sudden voice made me shatter the glass.  

Watching the shards fall without even scratching my skin, I swept them up with both hands.  

“What, are you a cat? Why are you breaking glass cups for fun?”  

“You made me break it.”  

“What did I do?”  

“Clean it up. The kids might get hurt.”  

“Why should I—ugh… Fine.”  

Grumbling, the officer cleaned up the glass shards neatly.  

Then, he opened my icebox without permission and took out a bottle of whiskey.  

“Wow… These ladies have lost it. They’re giving you stuff like this now?”  

“That’s yours now.”  

“Huh? Really?”  

“It doesn’t taste good.”  

“Hmm…? Tastes fine to me. You’ve got the palate of a kid.”  

The officer even took out some ham to snack on, sitting beside me and gulping down the alcohol.  

“Ahhh~ This is the life~ Night patrol with a drink, nothing beats it~”  

“You’re a corrupt cop.”  

“The world’s the corrupt one! They make one cop do way too much! Who knows when a monster might appear, and yet they make us patrol alone!”  

“Why patrol alone?”  

“So that if we die, only one person dies, minimizing casualties. There aren’t many crazy people who’d become cops, so if we die after sending one radio message, that’s one life’s duty done.”  

Truly logical.  

The officer, already tipsy in that short time, continued ranting about the job.  

“Our lives are worth less than toilet paper~ Heroes at least have superpowers, but in this world, the only people who risk their lives like this are cops and firefighters.”  

“Hmm…”  

“It’s insane, why did I even become a cop… Haah~ My family worries, but I still haven’t quit.”  

Hearing that, I completely agreed with the officer’s family.  

Why would anyone do such dangerous work when there are people who worry about them?  

“If you know that, why are you still a cop?”  

“Because someone has to do it for people to maintain their daily lives. Ugh~ Better someone like me, who can handle the hardship, than someone who’d suffer more. I’d rather suffer myself than watch others struggle.”  

I was at a loss for words.  

Not because it was absurd—but because, somehow, I understood.  

“It’s tough work.”  

“Damn right, it is! Monsters pop up everywhere, but complaints never stop! No matter how fast we run, people keep dying.”  

“But it’s the right thing to do.”  

As I tried a few times to pick up something with my hands, I brushed my fingers over the slightly worn-out firefighter pants I was wearing.  

“To maintain daily life… Someone has to do it…”  

“…Wait, aren’t those old firefighter pants?”  

“Mm.”  

“You can’t even find those any more these days… Where did you…?”  

Then, my senses picked up something unpleasant.  

In the air—no, in the gaps of reality, beyond the supernatural.  

Something with special abilities had moved near the apartment complex.  

“Monsters.”  

“…Huh?”  

“Get to the shelter.”  

The moment I spoke, sirens blared throughout the apartment complex.  

And from the officer’s radio, the apartment’s address was mentioned repeatedly, along with the monsters’ threat level.  

Grade: Crush-class. Numbers: Multiple.  

Lights in the apartments flicked on one after another.
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Ch.5 Monsters.

“What the…? H-how did you know?”  

“I felt them.”  

“N-now’s not the time! We need to get to the shelter—!”  

The officer, still slightly drunk, staggered to his feet and tried to run toward the shelter before stopping abruptly.  

“Wait, you’re not coming? If you’re going, we should go together—! Ah! Are you planning to fight?! Against Crush-class monsters?! There are multiple!”  

“I don’t plan to fight. Just go.”  

“Then what are you gonna do?!”  

Honestly, I didn’t even care about monsters of that level. If I just waited, the heroes would show up eventually, so I figured I’d just hide or avoid them.  

But even a high-ranking superpower human would struggle against multiple Crush-class monsters alone.  

The officer, knowing that, seemed genuinely worried about me.  

“Wait, you’re a superpower human who just awakened recently, right? Or maybe you’re lacking in some way? You could die if you stay here!”  

“I won’t die. Stop wasting time—”  

“Hey, beggar! What are you doing?! Don’t you hear the sirens?!”  

“Mr beggar! Hurry! Hurry!”  

At that moment, children came running into the park from the apartment complex.  

Behind them, their mothers—especially the ones who frequented the park—chased after them.  

The mothers, knowing I was a superpower human, probably wanted to take their kids to the shelter, but the children had broken away and run here instead.  

Then, the apartment’s steel gates slammed shut.  

“Aahhh! What do we do?! What do we do?!”  

“Oh no! It’s too early for them to close!”  

The shelter entrance in the basement had been sealed.  

That meant the monsters were already close.  

I stood up and walked toward the children.  

“Beggar, if you stay here, you’ll be in big trouble! The monsters are coming!”  

“Mom, why are you freaking out? Let’s go! The beggar is here!”  

“Waaah! The shelter’s already closed?! Why?! Why?!”  

“What do we do…?! The phone—the phone isn’t—!”  

“Where are the heroes?! Why aren’t they here yet?!”  

The mothers and the officer were panicking, but the kids seemed relieved now that I was here.  

I gestured to the officer, pointing at the children.  

“Give these brats a good smack on the head. Little troublemakers who don’t listen.”  

“Now’s not the time for that! The shelter’s closed!”  

“We just have to hold out until the heroes arrive.”  

“R-right! You’re a superpower human, aren’t you?!”  

“Are you sure?! Crush-class monsters… And judging by the sirens, there’s more than one or two!”  

I nodded quietly.  

In my non-monstrous form, my strength and destructive power were between Crush-class Annihilation-class.  

But my durability was the same as when I was fully transformed.  

Killing these monsters would be difficult, but holding them off until the heroes arrived wouldn’t be a problem.  

“Gather in one spot. Smack the disobedient brats, then hold them tight.”  

“Ow! Why’d you hit me?!”  

“Stay still! You ran off without listening to Mom!”  

“You too! What were you thinking, following your friend like that?!”  

“The beggar sleeps outside anyway!”  

“No candy for you for a week!”  

“That’s not fair! Candy!”  

I emphasized again that they should smack the kids’ heads, and the mothers, somewhat reassured, each gave their child a smack or pulled their ears as punishment.  

Then, the distant air trembled.  

“They’re here.”  

“H-hiii…! Bullets barely work on Crush-class monsters…!”  

“Aim straight for the head. Shoot calmly, one bullet at a time.”  

“How am I supposed to stay calm right now?!”  

The officer drew his gun, and I heightened my senses while keeping my core suppressed.  

The monsters, sensing prey before them, tore away their concealment and revealed themselves.  

I recognized them from my memories— Crush-class monsters, Phantom Hounds.  

Tricky creatures that shifted between physical and ethereal forms to attack.  

Even in their ethereal state, they were still partially anchored to reality, meaning powerful impacts could still hurt them.  

In my current state, killing them was impossible, but stopping them was doable.  

Though… Completely blocking them would be difficult.  

“The heroes better hurry.”  

For the first time in a while, I unleashed my full strength without restraint and kicked off the ground.  

The earth cratered beneath me as I shot forward, closing the distance instantly.  

The Phantom Hounds faltered in surprise.  

A straight punch—the hound before me twisted into its ghostly form, distorting under the force.  

The pack lunged at me, but my body wasn’t soft enough to be wounded by something like this.  

Their fangs must’ve hurt, because they immediately opened their jaws wide.  

I aimed for their chins with another punch, my fist passing through their ethereal forms like stirring water.  

If only they’d just focus on me…  

“Gyaaah!”  

Bang! Bang! Gunshots echoed through the air.  

Monsters aren’t stupid.  

When faced with a stronger monster, their survival instincts tell them to flee, ally with others, or—like now—ignore the strong and go for the weak.  

Their goal isn’t human extinction—it’s devouring humans.  

They don’t need to eat the strong.  

They target the weak, the soft, the tender flesh.  

“Kyaaaah!”  

“Kyahii!”  

I kicked off the ground again, intercepting two hounds lunging for a child and mother, sending them flying.  

When they bite, they materialize—so my punches landed cleanly.  

But the impact wasn’t enough.  

The hounds tumbled across the ground before vanishing again.  

“When are the heroes getting here?”  

“J-just hold on…! This is C2C! Monsters at the apartment complex! When are the heroes arriving?!”  

[What? The apartment? Why are you there?!]  

“I was on patrol! Protecting civilians and children! When are the heroes coming?!”  

[How are you supposed to protect them?! The heroes are still far away!]  

“Why?!”  

[How should I know?! They just said it’ll take a while! There’s a high-grade shelter over there! Just get inside—!]  

“We can’t! That’s the problem!”  

[Goddammit! Why are you even outside?!]  

“Kyaaaah!”  

Then, two Phantom Hounds slipped past my defensive line.  

One, still materialized, charged—I sent it flying, but the other…  

At this level of strength, I couldn’t reach it.  

In my non-monstrous form… I couldn’t stop it.  

But.  

If I transformed now—  

“Officer!”  

“Ghk—Ugh…!”  

A split second of hesitation—and in that moment, the hound sank its teeth into the officer’s neck.  

Snapping back to focus, I lunged at the hound and tore it away from him.  

The monster’s senses sharpened at the scent of human blood.  

The wound… Was deep.  

It had barely missed his neck, tearing into his shoulder instead, but it was still life-threatening.  

“Hah… Hahk…!”  

“What do we do?! Oh no, oh no…! Aahh!”  

“Why… Aren’t the heroes here yet?!”  

“…Stop the bleeding. Take off his clothes and bind his neck tightly.”  

“S-stop the bleeding…?”  

“Nngh… Hahk…!”  

I watched as the mothers, panicking at the sight of the officer’s blood, fumbled to follow my instructions.  

And then… I swallowed hard.  

…It smelled delicious.  

The scent of human blood made my hunger surge.  

The Phantom Hounds, likewise stimulated by the blood, grew even more frenzied.  

The ones I’d been fighting had been cautiously watching, but now they materialized fully, creeping closer.  

Because I hesitated—even for a moment—I’d nearly gotten the officer killed.  

Even though I knew I wasn’t human anymore, I’d still wanted to live like one.  

In my non-monstrous form, my strength was between Crush-class and Annihilation-class.  

My durability was far higher, but to protect everyone from these monsters…  

I needed a monster’s power.  

“It’s hard to suppress my hunger. Hurry.”  

“R-right! Everyone, take off your clothes! Now!”  

“Hold the children. Don’t let them run.”  

Though confused by my words, the mothers seemed to understand that modesty wasn’t a priority right now. They quickly stripped off their shirts and tightly bound the officer’s neck and shoulder.  

Then, I turned my attention back to the monsters.  

To wipe them all out, I’d need enough destructive force and speed to sweep them away in an instant.  

But if I did that, the children wouldn’t survive.  

To protect them until the heroes arrived, I’d need a barrier wide enough to block the area—an ability to obscure their vision.  

The rising bloodlust twisted my human body into something else.  

The sound-swallowing form of a black panther, the wind-controlling wings of a harpy, the shadow-dominating tail of an aberrant creature.  

The sirens, now deafening, reverberated through the apartment complex.  

“Grrrrrr…”  

“H-hiii…?! A m-m-monster…?!”  

My monstrous transformation complete, I unleashed my aura.  

[OOOOOH!]  

The roar of a beast that erased all sound.  

Wings spread, conjuring a gale to shroud the area.  

Dozens of tails devoured the light, plunging the surroundings into darkness.  

A barrier of supernatural energy, blocking both physical and ethereal threats—a warning that any who approached would be torn apart by a predator stronger than themselves.  

My activated monster core pulsed, sending out a warning to the Phantom Hounds,

Come any closer, and you die.  

Monsters flee when faced with a stronger monster—to avoid being devoured themselves.  

But the Phantom Hounds didn’t run.  

A monster’s strongest instinct is to eat humans and grow stronger.  

And sometimes, that instinct to grow stronger overrides even self-preservation.  

If they devour a powerful monster, they can become stronger.  

A wounded monster, one weakened by heroes or some other reason—a strong monster that doesn’t fight back—becomes prey for the weaker ones.  

To the Phantom Hounds, I was a powerful monster that wasn’t attacking.  

And on top of that, the scent of blood from the officer’s wound was driving them mad.  

But now that I’d transformed, they couldn’t get close.  

A line had been drawn—they couldn’t flee, but they couldn’t advance either.  

“Beggar…? So you’re a monster… Not a superpower human who transforms, but an actual… Monster…”  

Beneath my massive, beast-type form, the officer—face-to-face with a true monster—forced out a weak whisper.  

“No wonder… You weren’t registered as a superpower human…”  

Humans never mistake monsters for anything else.  

A monster’s core emits a unique frequency—infrasound vibrations that trigger human instincts.  

Regardless of grade, the oppressive aura radiating from them is unmistakable.  

“I really… Thought you were just a big cat…”  

[I am not a cat.]  

Monsters can’t speak human language.  

But right now, my mind was merged with a sound-manipulating monster’s ability.  

The words reverberated through the air, startling the children and the officer.  

“The monster… Talked…? No, I guess that makes sense…”  

Common sense says monsters can’t speak.  

Communication is impossible—that’s why humans see them as absolute enemies.  

And honestly, a monster in human form shouldn’t make sense.
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Ch.6 Not a Cat 

“What kind of joke is this…? Sigh… A monster that turns into a human…? A human that turns into a monster…? If this were a comedy show, it’d get canceled for even suggesting something this absurd.”  

Seeing him still rambling, I figured he’d survive. With that thought, I lashed my tail at a Phantom Hound creeping closer like a scavenger, trying to snatch its prey from behind me.  

The whip-like tail split the hound clean in half.  

The mothers flinched at the sight, shielding their children’s eyes.  

“Eeek…!”  

“W-what… What’s your rank?”  

[Despair]  

“You’ve… Got to be kidding… Hahaha… Ah, wait… Then… Those rumors… Are you the one the heroes are looking for?”  

At that moment, the officer gasped and spoke urgently.  

“Right now… The heroes are on high alert for a Despair-class monster… If it’s really you, they’ll come here. Now.”  

[Heroes]  

The reason the kids were in danger was because of me.  

The heroes were on standby, unable to respond immediately because they were preparing for the emergence of a hidden Despair-class monster.  

Even the officer’s injury—it was all my fault.  

“Run… They’ll come. The heroes.”  

He was already losing too much blood, and his skin was turning pale from lack of oxygen as he kept talking. If he kept this up, he’d really die.  

[Stop talking or you’ll die.]  

“Listen to me, damn it…! Just… Just run away! You monster…! You’ll die before I do!”  

As he said, my senses picked up the heroes approaching.  

Even for a high-tier superpower human, escaping now would be difficult.  

If I fought all those heroes head-on, I’d probably die.  

But… I couldn’t leave yet.  

[Can’t go yet, monsters are still here. If I leave, they will attack.]  

“Goddammit… What is wrong with this monster?!”  

Just a little longer—until the heroes were close enough.  

Come on, hurry. Get within range of my life.  

Kill the monsters that don’t even realize they’re about to be surrounded by heroes.  

“Code 0 spotted…! W-wait! That’s not the one we saw before?!”  

“A new variant?! Another Despair-class?!”  

“Survivors! Focus on eliminating the Phantom Hounds first!”  

Some lower-tier monsters act like servants to higher-tier ones.  

The heroes’ bombardment of superpower human abilities swept through the park, preparing for any unexpected developments.  

The park I’d lingered in for so long burned, exploded and was reduced to ruin in an instant.  

“Kyaaaah!”  

“Moooom!”  

“Ghk… Ugh…!”  

Countless energy blasts rained down, but my barrier absorbed them all. Then, I raised my head at the strongest impact.  

A figure wreathed in blazing red flames—that one smelled dangerous.  

The most threatening superpower humans wore an expression I couldn’t read—anger? A smirk?—before throwing a punch in my direction.  

A fist-shaped beam of light tore through the air and ripped a chunk of flesh from my side.  

“Grrrr…!”  

“Kitty!”  

[Not a cat.]  

Growling at the intense pain—something I hadn’t felt in a long time—one of the kids wriggled free from his mother’s arms and grabbed my leg.  

Little brat never listens. I shook him off and spread my wings wide, erecting a massive barrier against the heroes.  

Focusing my power on my wings, I began gathering the surrounding winds.  

I’d fly away.  

As my legs slowly lifted off the ground, the loudest kid seemed to realize what was happening and shouted up at me.  

“Wash up properly! Mom said if you don’t brush your teeth, you’ll get cavities! And if you don’t wash your hands… You’ll catch a cold!”  

A trembling voice. The mothers, too, looked up at me with strange eyes—as if sensing this was goodbye.  

Fear? Sadness?  

I beat my wings once, hard, and shot upward, leaving the kids with one last message.  

[Listen to mom, only two candies a day.]  

Spreading a circular wind barrier beneath me, I propelled myself upward with a powerful gust.  

The heroes who could fly freely immediately gave chase, unleashing their abilities.  

“Everyone! We have to kill it here! If two Despair-class monsters run wild, W-City is finished!”  

Sorry, but I’m not in the mood to fight.  

Though I am a little curious who’s faster.  

Turning my back to the superpower humans, I soared higher. As the ground grew distant, voices echoed up.  

“Survivors! We’ve got survivors! Send a rescue team, now!”  

***

“What the hell is going on?! Two of them?!”  

“Goddamn iiiiiit…!”  

Exhausted from the long pursuit, the heroes collapsed the moment they returned to base.  

Three hours of nonstop flying, chasing the monster to extreme altitudes before it plunged back toward the city in an aerial stunt that should’ve shattered its body on impact.  

But instead of attacking humans, it kept evading—forcing the heroes to wear themselves out until they finally lost it.  

The second Despair-class monster, temporarily designated Code α, had vanished into thin air, just like Code 0 before it.  

Among them, Yoo Anna—who had chased the monster the longest—was rubbing her wrist in frustration.  

“So now there are two Despair-class monsters hiding in W-City…? What the hell? Have they changed tactics?”  

“Their types are complete opposites, too. One’s a beast-type specialized in close combat, and this new one’s a winged mythical-type with energy manipulation. If both go on a rampage at the same time, we’re screwed.”  

“But why did it run?! Since when do monsters run?! What’s it planning?!”  

Already strained from dealing with Code 0, the appearance of another Despair-class monster had pushed their mental fatigue to the limit.  

If they could at least figure out why it fled, they could prepare for the worst-case scenario.  

“Have two Despair-class monsters ever appeared in the same area before?”  

“Above Despair-class, their territorial instincts sharpen. They’re more likely to hunt each other than attack humans, so it’s rare…”  

“You think they’re fighting? In W-City?”  

“If two Despair-class monsters tear through the city battling each other, we won’t even be able to rebuild.”  

“No… The fact that both ran means they might already know about each other and are waiting for the right moment.”  

“Like we are…”  

When monsters fight each other, heroes prioritize evacuating civilians and then strike the weakened victor.  

If they interfere while two powerful monsters are present, the monsters might temporarily ally to eliminate the humans first. This strategy had become standard procedure.  

And monsters were creatures that constantly learned and evolved—just like humans.  

If they’d started adopting human tactics, it wouldn’t be surprising.  

“If both are anomalies aiming for Annihilation-class, that’s far more logical than anything else.”  

“We should report this to other cities. Higher-tier monsters might be shifting their behavior patterns.”  

“Ugh… Another new variant… Everyone compiles the combat data from Code α separately. Did we get testimonies from the survivors?”  

“Playing them now.”  

One of the heroes tapped a tablet, and voices replayed through the conference room speakers.  

[Did you know? The big cat said it’s hard to suppress its appetite! Suppress means…!]  

[The cat went like this, and then—whoosh! And then—bam!]  

[I… Uh, well… I was panicking, so… Ah…]  

[Can’t we… Get treatment first…? My memory’s fuzzy after getting bitten…]  

[The cat protected us!]  

[Ah… Its features? It was… Big. Really big… Black and huge… N-no! I mean its size! I didn’t peek!]  

[It didn’t seem like a bad monster…]  

The chaotic recording was understandable—being near a Despair-class monster would panic anyone.  

But some statements stood out.  

Yoo Anna stopped rubbing her wrist and frowned.  

“Another one fooled, huh…? Sigh… What a pain…”  

The other heroes nodded in agreement.  

“Smart monsters act harmless to get closer and cause even more damage…”  

“We’ve fallen for that trick too many times already. If we get fooled again, we’re idiots.”  

Some high-intelligence monsters pretended to protect humans.  

But it was never protection—just a ruse to lure in more prey.  

Even battle-weary heroes had hesitated before, thinking maybe this time is different, but the result was always the same.  

And yet, there were still people who insisted monsters could be allies.  

“Shut them up. If another ‘monsters-are-our-friends’ nutjob starts causing trouble, I’ll lose it.”  

These types would even block heroes from deploying, spouting nonsense like ‘Don’t fight, just talk it out!’.  

As if hunting monsters wasn’t exhausting enough—now they had to deal with humans getting in the way?  

Yoo Anna pulled up footage of Code α and Code 0, studying their images.  

Despair-class monsters acting abnormally—hunting not just humans but weaker monsters.  

Avoiding direct conflict with heroes, displaying intelligence high enough to strategize.  

If they didn’t eliminate these monsters soon…  

Things were going to get very annoying.  

***

What’s broken must be remade.  

In a world where everything was designed assuming monsters would destroy it, finding something old was rare.  

Even this apartment complex’s park had been rebuilt after monster attacks, and its playground had been replaced.  

Once nameless, the new playground had been christened after a neighborhood vote.  

Black Cat Playground.  

A giant cat-shaped slide stood as its centerpiece.  

“Rawr~!”  

A child leaped off the slide, only for the watching officer—who’d seen it coming—to dive and catch him.  

“Oof—! M-my back…!”  

“Ahahaha!”  

“Oh my—! Are you okay?!”  

The boy’s mother rushed over and, as if remembering she shouldn’t say this, smacked his head.  

“Ow!”  

“I told you not to jump off the slide! Listen to me!”  

Dragging her son by the arm, she marched away.  

Nearby, another child and mother chatted.  

“Mom, I want sausages today!”  

“Hmm? Want a big sausage?”  

“Grrr~ ‘Suppressing my appetite is hard~’”  

“Oh my—Ahahaha! Mom’s having a hard time suppressing hers too~”  

Meanwhile, inside one apartment, a child carefully opened a jar of candy while his exhausted mother slept.  

Crouched on the rooftop, tearing into meat, I muttered.  

“That disobedient brat…”  

Five candies already, all stolen while his mom napped.  

Why were kids so bad at listening? A good smack was the only solution.  

Maybe I should drop by and teach him a lesson someday.  

Shifting my gaze from the apartment, I looked down at the playground.  

By the bench where the officer sat massaging his back, near the trash can, stood a small cat statue.  

The officer picked up a ham left in front of it like an offering, unwrapped it, and took a bite.  

“Ahhh…Patrol is perfect for slacking off~”  

What a lousy cop.  

At least he wasn’t drinking, maybe because his neck wound hadn’t fully healed yet.  

In his place, I pulled a glass liquor bottle from my pocket, popped the cap, and took a swig.  

“Tastes awful.”

Alcohol really is disgusting.
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Ch.7 I’m hungry  

“Whew…”  

Yoo Anna soaked in the bathtub for the first time in a while.  

Her body melted languidly into the warm water, and her mind, once too sharp, now dulled, unraveled like a loose thread in the water, soft and formless.  

Crack, crack. As she twisted her wrist underwater, her overworked bones let out a pained groan.  

After the appearance of the monster, Code 0, W-City had been repeatedly hit with Despair-class monster alerts.  

Each time, Yoo Anna rushed to the scene, but she failed to eliminate the monster.  

The same cycle repeated. Worse, the monster seemed wary of her—whenever she got close, it would vanish instantly.  

Was it avoiding her because it was Code α?  

The moment they had faced each other, it had attacked her four times midair, cleanly slicing through her flesh.  

Yet, the strange thing was—the traces left behind at the sites of the Despair-class alerts resembled Code 0 more than Code α.  

Unlike Code α, the monster exhibited the explosive power unique to beast-types. The monster carcasses found at the alert sites had been obliterated without a trace.  

Other heroes attributed this to Code 0’s handiwork… But then, why would it avoid Yoo Anna?  

Quietly, Yoo Anna began forming a hypothesis.  

What if Code 0 and Code α were the same monster?  

Not a beast-type or a phantom-type, but an aberration-type.  

Beast-types, mutated from animals, devour other monsters. Depending on the humans they consume, they can evolve into phantom-types or develop the amorphous bodies of aberration-types.  

It’s said that their evolution is shaped by the knowledge and fears of the humans they absorb.  

A monster that consumes many of its own kind becomes a powerful beast-type.  

One that devours humans becomes a phantom-type.  

And those that ingest humans with specialized knowledge twist into aberration-types.  

Aberration-types are the most troublesome for humans to deal with.  

This was why restrictions on information about monsters and phantoms were gradually tightening.  

If Code 0 and Code α… No, if they were a single entity capable of shifting between two forms, then all the inconsistencies would make sense.  

Whether one or two Despair-class monsters were hiding in W-City drastically changed how the heroes should respond.  

That was why Yoo Anna had been rushing to every alert, desperate to confirm the truth.  

But neither Code 0 nor Code α had shown themselves to the heroes.  

Brief monster alerts, followed by the erasure of all traces. Only remnants remained.  

This only strengthened the possibility that two Despair-class monsters were lurking in W-City.  

If that were the case, the current situation was a three-way standoff between them and Yoo Anna.  

Two highly intelligent monsters, conserve their strength and avoid provoking the heroes while preying on weaker monsters to stockpile power…  

If they were growing toward Annihilation-class… And if this worst-case scenario was true…  

The moment they reached that level, they would likely begin their all-out battle.  

If so, W-City is a ticking time bomb.  

“Haah…”  

Yoo Anna irritably washed her face, then summoned her superpower.  

The water in the tub, scalding against her overheated skin, bubbled violently, releasing steam.  

In the thick, humid mist, Yoo Anna—her battered body exposed—closed her eyes and recalled her battle with Code α.  

“I almost had it…”  

Dashing through the city at low altitude, in the midst of high-speed combat, she had been steadily wearing Code α down.  

Four solid hits that tore through the flesh—yet she herself remained unharmed.  

That fact nagged at her.  

There had been openings. Chances for it to strike back.  

Even opportunities to land a critical blow on Yoo Anna, who had recklessly charged in.  

Had it already been injured fighting Code 0? Was that why they were both lying low?  

Given their pattern of fleeing, Yoo Anna couldn’t help but suspect as much.  

Thinking that was her chance, she had recklessly pushed her superpower to its limits.  

The result? Her power had spilled over—onto civilians.  

And in that attack… The monster had taken the hit.  

That sight refused to leave her mind.  

Monsters were supposed to be hostile to humans.  

So why…?  

Why had it seemed like it was shielding them from her attack?  

And if there really were two of them… The one that had dealt her a critical wound—  

They should have been forced to fight each other by now.  

Where the hell were they hiding…?  

***

“Slurrrp!”  

Ah… I can say this with absolute certainty.  

I’m confident that no one can deny this truth.  

Ramen is the best.  

If there’s a single greatest food on Earth, it must start with ra and end with men, right?  

A famous ramen shop in W-City—though some argue ramen and ramyeon are different, this place specializes in instant noodles boiled with special seasonings.  

A spicy kick layered over a deep, savory richness—beef bone broth, a harmony of beef, chicken, shiitake mushrooms, and roasted garlic.  

According to the owner, this is Ohyang ramen…  

I had endured the hellish experiments of that lab just to eat this.  

As if the emptiness in my heart was being filled, I let out an involuntary groan of satisfaction.  

“Grraaahhh…”  

This intense flavor—now I can say it with absolute conviction.  

The slop I used to eat was nothing but soggy rags wrung out into dirty water, while ramen… Ramen was a dish crafted by the gods.  

After finishing my meal, I pulled out whatever money I could from my pocket and placed it on the table.  

“Owner… Keep the change.”  

“Hey! This isn’t enough! You ate five bowls but only paid for four! What’s this?!”  

“My mistake.”  

After properly paying, I left the shop and flexed my fingers.  

The smell had been too stimulating for my human appetite, but ramen was still too much for me.  

The owner hadn’t noticed, but I’d broken five pairs of chopsticks and cracked three of the five bowls.  

And yet, he only charged me for five bowls… What a kind man.  

…I’ll come back and pay extra once I’ve earned more.  

“Hey, Mr. Go! If you’re done eating, hurry up and get in!”  

“Right.”  

Stepping outside, I returned to the designated spot where people in the truck waved at me.  

Like stepping onto a cardboard box, I carefully grabbed the edge of the truck bed and vaulted inside.  

Two others were already in the back.  

Including the driver, passenger, and me, there were five of us in total.  

On the side of the truck, alongside a phone number, was a label identifying its purpose:  [Monster Damage Cleanup Crew]

A truck tasked with clearing away the corpses and wreckage left behind after monster attacks.  

Because the work was dangerous, they didn’t even bother with proper background checks—as long as you showed up to work, you were hired as a day laborer.  

Having landed this job, I worked hard disposing of monster carcasses to earn my keep.  

“Bongbap, you really eat a ton… Well, I guess it makes sense since you do the work of three people by yourself.”  

“Seriously… That can’t be your real name, right? Is it an alias?”  

“Who names themselves Go Bongbap…?”  

As I pulled out triangle kimbap from my pocket and devoured them, the others looked at me with a mix of disgust and awe.  

The temporary name I’d chosen—Go Bongbap.  

A name born from my wish to eat as much as I wanted.  

“Hello, boss.. Oh, Bongbap, you’re here too!”  

“Ah…Good work.”  

“Hey.”  

When we arrived at the site, one of W-City’s lowest-ranking heroes was waiting for us.  

Her name was Lee Han-young. A petite woman with black hair, standing only up to my navel.  

Her superpower is swimming.  

No matter where she was, she could swim.  

When she activated her power, her body hovered between material and immaterial, distorting like a liquid.  

Even a pile of monster corpses was like a pool to her, and she could dive through solid rock.  

Her combat ability was mediocre, but her power was specialized for rescue and investigation.  

“No survivors left. You can use drills and chainsaws freely.”  

With the hero’s confirmation, the boss started cutting through monster carcasses with a chainsaw while the manager broke apart rubble with a drill.  

Sometimes, I lifted and moved intact prefab building parts, while the other two workers stuffed the chopped-up monster remains into disposal bags.  

As I effortlessly loaded the bags into the truck, Lee Han-young approached me with the same question as always.  

“Bongbap… How are you so strong? You don’t even have any superpower.”  

“If you eat a lot, you get strong. If you’re hungry, you get weak.”  

“So… Today are you full?”  

“Mmm… 40%.”  

“That means you’re still hungry, huh?”  

By now, I’d gotten used to blending in, so I just seemed like an unusually strong human rather than a person with a superpower.  

To Lee Han-young, my strength was a mystery, and she often struck up conversations like this while we worked.  

For some reason, she kept staring at me, gulping audibly.  

“W-want some water?”  

“That’s not enough. I need at least 1.5 liters.”  

“Ah! That’s why I brought multiple bottles!”  

I hate opening bottle caps… It still takes too much concentration to open just one, so I drank carefully, annoyed, before getting back to work.  

Some human corpses were placed in separate bags and left in designated spots, while the monster remains were loaded onto the truck.  

Once the truck was full, the collection was complete.  

This truck specialized in monster disposal, while another followed behind to handle debris.  

“Man, I wish we had a Bongbap too.”  

“Hey, Bong! Load this onto the truck!”  

“Can you give us a hand over here?”  

“Enough! Bongbap, get in!”  

Because I could effortlessly lift heavy monster carcasses and debris, other truck bosses often tried to rope me into helping.  

It wasn’t like I couldn’t lend a hand, but if I kept at it, our truck would fall behind schedule.  

After loading up, we headed to the disposal site to unload.  

The two workers emptied the bags, and then we moved on to the next site.  

This was how we spent our days—working, getting paid. 

“Today’s pay is stingy too.”  

“Be grateful you’re getting this much, you brat!”  

“This isn’t even enough for a day’s worth of food.”  

“That’s because you eat like a monster!”  

Even though I did the work of three people, my earnings were never enough.  

The reason? I ate enough for five humans in a single sitting.  

And on days when I monsterized, I needed enough for fifteen.  

My dream—to eat premium beef to my heart’s content—when would it ever come true?  

Even in this monster-infested era, food supplies were abundant.  

Under government control, agricultural zones were kept sparsely populated, with enough heroes stationed to ensure no disruptions in food production.  

Yet, because of the inherent danger posed by monsters, food prices were terrifyingly high.  

As a result, day laborers like us were always short on money.  

“Bongbap, lend me some cash.”  

“I don’t have any.”  

“Come on, please. You earn nearly four times what I do. Just a little…”  

“I do five times the work you do.”  

With a sigh, I handed over a small amount to the man begging me.  

He’d recently lost his job when a monster destroyed his workplace, forcing him into this line of work.  

He was looking for other jobs, but for now, this was his temporary gig.  

He had no choice—his wife had just given birth.  

“I’m hungry too, so this is all I can spare. It’s not a loan. Buy formula or something.”  

“Thank you… Really.”
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Ch.8 It’s dangerous.

“Bongbap, why do you only lend money to that guy? What about me?”  

“You gamble it away. No.”  

There was an illegal betting ring where people wagered on monster attack locations. Since I knew this man was always involved in that, I never lent him money.  

I’d rather waste money on something completely baffling—like ordering six servings of suran (no idea why it’s so expensive) to dump into my ramen—than fund that nonsense.  

Just thinking about ramen made my stomach growl. I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth.  

Come to think of it, couldn’t I make easy money betting on monster attacks?  

If I focused my senses, I could detect monsters over a wider range than the city’s alert system.  

But gambling is bad… I shouldn’t. I remember being scolded endlessly about it as a kid.  

Then, through my sharpened senses, I felt something approaching.  

“…Hmm.”  

About thirty entities. They were still far enough that no alert would sound here.  

Lately, my detection ability has been improving. Probably due to my monster survival instincts—ever since that flaming-haired hero nearly killed me, I’d been refining my senses to avoid being hunted again.  

Her name… Yoo Anna, was it?  

I hadn’t expected a hero that strong to exist.  

Unlike monsters, whose overwhelming presence naturally radiates at low frequencies, a hero’s true power is hard to gauge until you face them head-on.  

It’s like… the core of a human, the pulse of their heart, is faint.  

This is why monsters often underestimate strong heroes and end up hunted instead. It’s also why I got wrecked by that woman.  

I never imagined a mere human could chase me at such speeds and unleash such relentless attacks.  

As if she didn’t even need time to gather her power…  

That woman is dangerous.  

Being chased by Yoo Anna is exhausting.  

And when I’m exhausted, I need to eat more, which means I need more money.  

I don’t have money.  

Occasionally, when things get desperate, I visit Black Cat Park to accept offerings, but… That’s risky.  

If a kid slips up and spreads rumors about me being a monster, heroes lurking in the park might attack.  

Also, I recently realized something else—when my core is inactive, it emits a faint signal, giving off the presence of a very weak monster.  

When I’m in human form during a monster attack, the monsters seem to ignore me at first, only to try attacking me later. It’s because they can’t tell if I’m a monster or a human.  

This isn’t good.  

At the Crush-class or higher, I probably register as a monster not worth eating. But at the Terror-class, I smell like easy prey.  

Worse, my true strength as a monster is Despair-class, so the range of my presence is enormous.  

A shallow but widespread signal—like the scent of a weak monster blanketing all of W-City—keeps attracting Terror-class monsters.  

Because of this, I keep running into monsters between Terror-class and Crush-class.  

These bastards start coming for me, then change course if they spot a crowd of humans.  

The monster I sensed now was probably the same—hiding in the sky before catching my scent and approaching.  

Lately, I’ve been trying to suppress this subtle signal, but it’s even harder than controlling my strength.  

It’s like trying to cut all your hair evenly in a straight line without stopping.  

It feels deeply unnatural for a monster.  

A monster’s instinct isn’t to hide power—it’s to display it. So of course, it’s difficult.  

Now that I’m practicing presence concealment, I’m hiding more thoroughly than ever.  

From monsters and heroes alike.  

Though I’ve been chased a few times after transforming, I’ve recently learned how to disappear before they catch me.  

If I’m forced to transform, I finish my business within the time it takes for heroes to arrive—about a minute and thirty seconds.  

As long as I revert within that window, I won’t run into any heroes.  

And in most cases, that’s more than enough time.  

Like right now.  

“Shhhhaaa…”  

“Ugh… W-wha… Ah…”  

The monster I detected earlier was a Terror-class phantom-type—a Black Demon Moth.  

While it lacks destructive power beyond killing humans, its evasion is so high that I can’t catch it without transforming.  

Among Terror-class, it’s one of the most troublesome.  

Its blade-like wings can slice through anything at a molecular level—another reason it’s a threat unless I transform.  

Since it flies high before swooping down, the alert system is slow to detect it, and Terror-class alerts mean delayed hero response.  

So I had no choice but to deal with it myself.  

My current form was a stealth-enhanced version of the one I used in the apartment—a human-sized black panther with multiple tails, resembling a giant cat yokai.  

In the darkness, I pounced on the moth mid-attack, clamping my jaws around it before vanishing into the blaring sirens.  

With the Black Demon Moth handled, I needed to escape before the Despair-class siren went off.  

If that sounds right, Yoo Anna will be here in under ninety seconds, no matter where in W-City I am.  

I might be able to win if I fought seriously, but I’d rather not tangle with that monster.  

Honestly, I don’t even like fighting humans to begin with.  

“D-did you… Help me? Are you… The Black Cat?”  

I was about to disappear into the shadows when the woman I saved held something out to me.  

Ham.  

Lately, for some reason, people keep offering me ham after I help them.  

From my perspective, it’s like payment, so I don’t refuse. But if this keeps up, I wonder if some kind of rumor is spreading.  

“H-here…”  

“Meow.”  

“KYAAAAH! Oh my god, so cute! AHH!”  

I padded forward, took the ham in my mouth, then grimaced at the sound of frantic camera clicks before melting back into the dark.  

Once I was far enough away, I quietly returned to human form and savored the ham.  

Mmm. Free ham. Delicious.  

That aside, I’ve never once turned into a cat, so why do people keep calling me one?  

Shouldn’t they at least say black panther? Maybe I should switch to a wolf form instead?  

I like tigers, though… And none of the wolf-related monsters are particularly stealthy.  

For now, a feline form is the most convenient for staying hidden.  

“Fast.”  

Above the silenced sirens, a small sun-like light rose into the night sky.  

That was the superpower I’d been avoiding—Yoo Anna.  

She scanned the area, radiating superpower, before letting out a frustrated scream and clutching her head midair.  

“AAAAH! It got away again! That damn cat bastard!”  

“I’m not even a cat…”  

Still better than being called a house cat.  

I picked at the leftover meat on the wrapper as I slipped away, but then a strange sensation gripped me.  

Every hair on my body stood on end. The direction—toward the moon.  

Something… Incredibly powerful was approaching W-City.  

Not one.  

Three of them.  

*** 

#W-CityBlackCat♡ #HelpsPeople #MonstersAreFriends!  

Finally, the thing I’d been dreading had begun.  

Yoo Anna hurled her smartphone, embedding it into the couch.  

Even though the furniture was custom-made to withstand a superpower, and even though she’d unconsciously held back, she couldn’t contain her fury.  

“That damn cat bastard…!”  

This cowardly monster—what the hell was it thinking, saving people?  

To Yoo Anna and the other heroes, who had seen the fate of people-saving monsters time and time again, this was nothing short of infuriating.  

Humans, despite constantly falling for the same tricks, always convinced themselves they were different.  

“Monsters attack people? But this one’s so nice! Maybe just to me?”  

“I’m special! Maybe I’m secretly a superpower! A monster tamer!”  

And then they died.  

More annoying than a dangerous monster were the humans who fell for its schemes.  

Some monsters seemed to understand cameras and the internet, deliberately disrupting human communications.  

And that made them even more dangerous.  

Just because a monster took the form of an animal, humans would arrogantly assume intellectual superiority.  

Stupid humans, dumber than the monsters they feared.  

#W-CityBlackCat♡—the tag, complete with a heart, spread like wildfire, portraying the monster not as a threat but as something adorable.  

The monster, resembling Code α but able to alter its size (not unusual), had shifted from a fierce beast to a sleek black panther.  

The problem? It looked cool.  

Photos flooded social media—the panther purring like a house cat, a chunk of ham in its mouth, letting out a soft meow.

“Damn it…”  

It was kind of cute.  

Yoo Anna, without thinking, almost hit the like button before snatching her thumb back.  

Did this monster have some kind of charm ability? Some monsters had that trait.  

If so, this was worse than she thought.  

Cats had always been dangerously charismatic. Even before monsterization, they’d been excessively favored, with cat moms defending them despite ecological damage.  

‘Cats don’t hurt anyone!’ they’d say, even as the problems piled up.  

This was the same.  

Disgusting monster moms. If they died, they’d blame the heroes.  

Honestly, she’d prefer if the monster just attacked outright. At least then, these humans might reflect on their naivety before claiming victimhood.  

“We were tricked!”  

It was sickening. But still better than humans protecting a monster.  

Heroes were supposed to protect humans—so why did humans have to be so stressful?  

She’d keep doing her job, but the irritation was unavoidable.  

“…Yoo Anna. Any traces left by Code α?”  

“None. It’s getting stealthier.”  

“And Code 0?”  

“Still no sign.”  

“Hmm…”  

The one small relief was that Code 0 hadn’t appeared at all.  

This supported Yoo Anna’s theory—that the two monsters might be one.  

If not, then Code α might have already fought and devoured Code 0. But that was unlikely.  

A battle between Despair-class monsters wouldn’t end quietly.  

The damage would only escalate.  

The fact that both monsters had been sighted feeding on lesser monsters but hadn’t touched humans meant they were starving.  

A starved monster is strong—but the longer it fights, the weaker it becomes.  

If Code 0 was a separate entity, it would’ve either ceded territory to Code α or fled.  

No matter how she looked at it, only one Despair-class monster remained in W-City.  

“At least there’s only one left…”  

A troublesome, stealthy one—but as long as it wasn’t attacking humans, its behavior was still manageable.  

If she could just face it once, she wouldn’t let it escape this time.  

With minimal casualties, she’d eliminate W-City’s Despair-class threat.  

But Yoo Anna’s hopeful assumption didn’t last.  

Just days later, Despair-class monster alerts sounded in two locations simultaneously.  

Two Despair-class monsters.  

And two Disaster-class monsters as well.
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Ch.9 You’re going to die.

“Grrrr…”  

Why does soup taste so delicious?  

The crisp texture of those green onions—or are they chives? Whatever they’re called—is so refreshing.  

Is refreshing even the right word? Maybe invigorating? Either way, the deep, salty warmth filling my stomach is indescribable.  

“Uh… Isn’t it too hot?”  

“It’s warm.”  

The sturdy earthenware bowl is perfect too.  

It makes controlling my strength easier, and the temperature stays just right, letting me endlessly sip the broth.  

Today’s meal: ten bowls. I held back a little, but after transforming earlier, I was still starving.  

“Thanks for the meal.”  

“Who the hell drinks soup like it’s makgeolli…?”  

I wanted to eat more, but I was out of money.  

After paying, I headed back to the meeting spot.  

Riding the truck, loading monster carcasses, propping up collapsed buildings—today’s work was done.  

Since it was a high-rise building, Lee Han-young had to dive deep underground.  

“Whew… No more survivors… Sorry for making the drill useless.”  

“Nah, thanks to Bongbap, we didn’t need it anyway.”  

“I’m the one who should be thanking him. Made my job easy.”  

“We did extra work today, so pay us extra.”  

Today, we finished everything in one location.  

High-rises have their pros and cons.  

No need to waste time moving between sites, but fewer monster carcasses to collect.  

“Timing’s awkward today. Too late to head to another site, too early to call it a day.”  

“Well, it’s fine. Let’s just wrap up early and rest.”  

Even though work ended early, everyone seemed oddly exhausted.  

And I—while suppressing my presence—could feel the source of their fatigue radiating through my body.  

Ultra-low frequencies. The kind that paralyzes humans.  

Something was hunting from a distance, undetectable by human equipment.  

“Hah…”  

A sigh escaped me, the sensation like being submerged in murky water—stifling and unpleasant.  

The monster’s strength wasn’t clearly perceptible through the vibrations.  

Meaning, the source was at least my equal—or stronger.  

A true Despair-class monster had come to W-City.  

I wasn’t too worried.  

The heroes who had chased me before were on high alert for Despair-class threats. They’d mobilize quickly.  

And there were heroes capable of dealing fatal blows to monsters like me.  

It was just… Stifling.  

I didn’t want to fight unnecessarily, so suppressing my presence was tiring.  

Like trying to split a single strand of hair lengthwise—maintaining perfect control without letting anything leak out…  

“Bongbap?”  

“Hm?”  

Lee Han-young’s voice snapped my focus.  

A momentary slip, like a hair breaking, before I regained control. But a tiny gap had opened.  

And with it, the oppressive dampness I’d felt vanished.  

Huh? Did it leave?  

“Uh… Bongbap?”  

“Yeah?”  

“Are you… Free later? After we drop off the waste disposal team, we’re done for the day…”  

“Hm.”  

What’s this about?  

I looked down at her, puzzled.  

She blinked rapidly before pulling something from her pocket and holding it out.  

“Do you… Like alcohol? This is a coupon for free dumplings! Want to grab some later? You like ramen, right? They say the beer here’s great too!”  

An invitation to eat together? I always welcomed food recommendations.  

But… Alcohol? I wasn’t keen.  

Plus, I already had a place in mind today.  

“I don’t like alcohol.”  

“Oh…”  

“I’ve already decided what to eat.”  

The words ‘all-you-can-eat’ were beautiful.  

I had to try that place.  

Unlimited—was it really unlimited? Could I fill my stomach cheaply?  

Lost in anticipation, I turned her down—but added,  

“I like dumplings. Next time.”  

“Huh? N-next time?”  

“You asked to eat together, right?”  

“Ah! Yes! Next time! Uh… Weekend? You don’t have a phone, right?”  

“Ask the boss. I’m at the truck pickup spot every day.”  

“Okay! Here’s the coupon! You’ll really come?!”  

“Hm.”  

Tucking the coupon into my pocket, I waved and climbed into the truck.  

The monster disposal truck always left from the same place.  

Just unload the carcasses, and the day would be over—or so I thought.  

“…Hm.”  

Sitting on a bag of monster remains in the cramped truck, I frowned at a strange sensation.  

Killing intent—no, a presence surging forth.  

A Despair-class monster.  

Its target? The place I’d just been.  

Had it started hunting? No alert yet.  

A flicker of unease.  

The ruins where the monster was headed—there were no humans there.  

Why would a monster hunting for prey go there?  

The answer was simple.  

A monster’s prey isn’t just humans but also weaker monsters too.  

Like the faint presence I’d accidentally leaked.  

Its target wasn’t humans.  

It was me.  

That Despair-class monster must’ve sensed the inconsistency—just like I had.  

Another Despair-class, or something slightly weaker… Hiding meant injury.  

Had it come to W-City because of my presence?  

To a fellow Despair-class, humans were nothing compared to the ultimate prey—another monster, the essence of evolution.  

“See you on the weekend!”  

I immediately placed a hand on the truck’s edge.  

“…I’m getting off.”  

“What?”  

“Handle the unloading… No, keep today’s pay too. If I don’t come back, just use it.”  

“Wait, what are you… Bongbap?!”  

I leapt from the truck, launching myself high into the air.  

Landing atop a building, I glanced down to see the two workers staring up in shock.  

No time.  

The Despair-class monster was in front of Lee Han-young.  

I kicked off between buildings, transforming midair.  

Sirens wailed between the skyscrapers.  

Two blaring sounds—growing closer.  

***

“Two Despair-class monsters! At the same time! They’re getting closer!”  

Yoo Anna gritted her teeth.  

This was the worst-case scenario.  

Code 0 had been biding its time—meaning it was stronger, waiting for Code α’s weakness.  

Now, W-City would become a battlefield for two Despair-class monsters.  

The erasure of civilization was about to begin.  

“Send requests for backup to neighboring cities! Evacuate all civilians! Contain the destruction to one zone!”  

“What’s the plan?”  

“It’ll take time for heroes to cross cities! Abandon the zone—form a containment ring!”  

All of W-City’s heroes would encircle the area, limiting the monsters’ rampage.  

Against a single Despair-class, a hero could win easily. But against two? Even the slightest interference could turn the tide.  

Sacrificing part of the city to save the rest—this was the best humans could do.  

But reality was worse.  

“Wait—two more! Two Disaster-class monsters near the Despair-class ones!”  

“What?! Minions?!”  

Two more Disaster-class meant subordinate monsters.  

The battle’s scale would expand, making containment impossible.  

If one Despair-class was overwhelmed, the heroes would have to face a fresh one head-on.  

No matter what they chose, casualties would skyrocket.  

Except for one option.  

Yoo Anna, who’d been listening with closed eyes, stood abruptly.  

“We handle the two Disaster-class.”  

“What?! Are you insane? That’ll—”  

“Drag out the Despair-class fight. But this is our chance.”  

Two Despair-class working together would be harder to control than them fighting each other.  

Heroes had to minimize damage—unlike monsters, who only sought to devour.  

“Like the Despair-class, the Disaster-class will hesitate to approach the ring if they have equals to fight.”  

So let the Despair-class monsters battle each other.  

Yoo Anna and the others would handle the Disaster-class.  

The only way to minimize losses.  

The other heroes exchanged glances before nodding.  

“Hurry. We’re out of time.”  

***

A wolf, leaping as if tearing through moonlight.  

Perched atop the ruins, it raised its head, sniffing for prey.  

Below, two smaller wolves played with their catch.  

“Huff… Hah… Ghh…”  

Tearing off legs, gnawing at knees—eating the lower body bit by bit.  

Like savoring candy, they filled their bellies and quenched their thirst.  

The ground where the prey had tried to escape was gouged—as if bitten away in one chunk.  

I approached slowly.  

“Grrrr…”  

“Grrrrrr…”  

The wolves paused, blood dripping from their maws as they eyed me warily.  

I looked past them—at Lee Han-young beneath their paws.  

Too late.  

She was already on the verge of death.  

As I stepped closer, the wolves backed away, keeping their distance.  

Above, the largest wolf watched me with interest before scanning the surroundings.  

I could feel it too—the heroes forming their rings.

The wolf seemed almost pleased, radiating bloodlust—as if declaring it would devour me here.  

“Black… Cat…”  

In my panther form, I stared down at Lee Han-young—her body nearly halved.  

I could smell it—fear, terror, the trembling of a human overwhelmed by monsters.  

Hesitating briefly, I shifted back to human form—hoping to let her close her eyes in peace.  

“Grrr?!”  

“Grrrrrr?!”  

The wolf monsters recoiled, unnerved by the inexplicable transformation.  

Good. They didn’t attack immediately.  

Lee Han-young, despite having no blood left, trembled as she reached for me.  

“Ah…”  

“You’re… Going to die.”  

I gently took her hand, delivering the cold words.  

Her eyes flickered—as if hoping I’d say she’d live.  

But sometimes, hope is the cruelest thing.  

This was the only kindness I could offer.  

“I… Know…”
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Lee Han-young placed her hand on my chest and stopped trembling.  

At that moment, the monster staring down at me from the highest point heightened its vigilance and let out a roar that shook the surroundings.  

At the threatening warning, I immediately transformed back into a monster and placed Lee Han-young beneath me.  

“Good… Cat… Hah, haha…”  

As if understanding that this was my way of protecting her, she let out a sorrowful voice.  

What need was there to protect a dying human, no different from a corpse?  

This was my prey—saliva dripped from my mouth, stimulated by the hunger of a monster.  

A sense of futility and the instincts of a monster clashed, but a resistance strong enough to defy it all fortified my will.  

“Can you… Win…?”  

At Lee Han-young’s weak murmur, I observed the massive wolf.  

An overwhelming presence—now that we had both transformed and revealed our strength… My instincts were provoked.  

That thing right now is stronger than me.  

Only slightly, but for a monster, that difference was fatal. I couldn’t win against it.  

[It’s stronger than me.]  

“Then… That’s no good… People… Will get hurt… Many…”  

A powerless esper, a rescue team.  

The Lee Han-young I had seen while disposing of monster corpses was a good person.  

She hated seeing people get hurt, wanted to save as many as possible to give them hope, used her powers beyond necessity to search every nook and cranny underground.  

Even if there were only corpses, she gave her all to find them for the sake of those who might want them back.  

“You’re… A monster, right…?”  

I gave a small nod, and the wolves, mistaking it for a sign of attack, bristled their fur.  

The forced knowledge of monsters, the information the researchers had muttered while drugging me, replayed in my memory.  

Monster Wolf Barg, an aberration aiming to become Fenrir, the devourer of all things with its massive maw.  

If these creatures reached Annihilation-class, they would undoubtedly become monsters worthy of the name Fenrir.  

The ability to swallow the sun, to devour everything.  

“Please… Fight…”  

[I can’t.]  

As if unable to stand by and watch such a monster harm people, Lee Han-young reached out toward my foreleg.  

Pleading, begging—I refused her request.  

[That thing is stronger than me.]  

I don’t want to die.  

This much, at least, the monster’s instinct overrode my will.  

When there’s no way to win, fleeing is victory. Survival is victory. The one who lives becomes stronger.  

[I still want to eat so many delicious things.]  

“Ah, haha… Really… Ah…”  

When I voiced my reason for not wanting to die, Lee Han-young burst into laughter despite her pale face.  

Even now, drool dripped from my mouth—she closed her eyes with a small murmur.  

Weakly, in a voice no different from usual, she whispered, “If you… Eat me… Will you win…?”  

I couldn’t answer Lee Han-young’s question.  

The hunger driven to its limit by the monster’s instincts—even now, saliva spilled from my mouth.  

If I ate Lee Han-young, maybe I could take one of those wolves… But with two more remaining, it would be…  

The moment I thought that, I sensed a powerful force far away.  

A threatening force, like that of a monster—a call announcing its location to other monsters.  

If I didn’t come here now, it would come here to fight.  

The massive wolf, Barg, disturbed in its hunt, growled in displeasure and snapped at the other two wolves.  

As if to say that even without them, it could handle me alone.  

Still, it remained cautious, watching for any other heroes who might interfere.  

To Barg, I was just prey—not even worth being wary of.  

Barg’s assumption was correct.  

As I was now, I still couldn’t defeat it.  

But if Barg were alone…  

[I can win.]  

If I eat Lee Han-young, I will win.  

When I stated that coldly, Lee Han-young smiled brightly.  

“Eat me, please.”  

I—  

I hate seeing humans die.  

“Eat me… And win for me…”  

And more than that—  

Defying the wish of a dying human is…  

‘Help… People.’  

…Too difficult.  

[Fine.]  

I opened my mouth toward Lee Han-young and stopped resisting my instincts.  

The lab that had kidnapped me, the researchers feeding humans to other test subjects, the words they spoke.  

The research to intentionally creates stronger monsters.  

[The way to kill that monster—think of the strongest thing you can imagine. Leave it as a curse.]  

All monsters grow stronger when they eat humans.  

Not just their flesh, but their knowledge, their thoughts.  

Not just the image of despair, but the image of a powerful being…  

I devour the mind.  

[I will eat your head, and your thoughts, and grow stronger.]  

After hearing my explanation, Lee Han-young slowly clasped her hands together.  

“A curse… That’s…”  

As if in prayer, the scent intensified as her hands came together.  

“You’re going to… Eat my wish and win for me, right…?”  

A smell that strongly stimulated hunger—the scent of a human’s heart.  

“It’s… My wish.”  

I opened my mouth toward her and exchanged our final words.  

“I have… A request. When the fight is over… Eat the rest of my hands too…”  

To gain a superpower, you don’t need to eat the entire human.  

A monster doesn’t gain the power of a hero just because it ate a superpower human—the origin of powers lies in the head, not the hands.  

But… Lee Han-young’s power activated from her hands.  

Perhaps this was her way of ensuring I received all of her strength.  

I couldn’t refuse the will in her words as she clenched her fists.  

[I promise.]  

“Ahh… I wanted… To eat dumplings…”  

[Let’s go eat them. After I eat you.]  

On the weekend. Together.  

This is a promise.  

At my answer, Lee Han-young smiled brightly.  

And then—  

I tore off Lee Han-young’s head.  

The texture—chewy, crunchy—the intense burst of a monster’s taste buds.  

The rich flavor, like chocolate cream, exploded in my mouth.  

Ah… To a monster, is this what humans taste like?  

Then, thoughts exploded in my mind.  

The address of the dumpling shop she wanted to visit.  

The moment she first saw me—her surprise.  

The instant the monster became me—her first thought.  

The fear of a monster overlapping with my human form, drowned in worry for the heroes.  

The monster’s ability tore apart Lee Han-young’s thoughts, dismantling everything.  

A powerful image—the method to grow stronger, dissected by the monster’s instincts.  

The direction of evolution, the destination.  

The strongest monster.  

The most feared being.  

The most powerful hero—against monsters.  

Yoo Anna.  

The endlessly burning storm of light.  

The strongest being in Lee Han-young’s mind… Was Yoo Anna.  

The endless blaze, the scorching light.  

To oppose a monster seeking to become the wolf that devours the sun—  

The most radiant image… Of the sun.  

What rose in my mind was flame—a storm of fire that could incinerate everything.  

The infinite phoenix, burning even death itself.  

I clad my body in that form.  

“Grrr—OOOOOOOH!!”  

The monster’s core devoured the human’s thoughts and rapidly expanded.  

Power surged through my body—the sensation of omnipotence, ecstasy, the urge to destroy.  

All of it directed at the monster before me—Barg.  

As a bird of fire, I rode the updraft and soared, looking down at Barg.  

It was panicking at the sight of me.  

It knew—the tide had completely turned from moments ago.  

The monster’s instinct to retreat before a stronger foe forced it to step back.  

[Barg… You wouldn’t know.]  

Barg fled. I spread my wings and pursued.  

It dashed between buildings, trying to obstruct my chase.  

My fiery body would melt anything it touched—even a slight delay would serve Barg’s purpose.  

[When a monster eats a human for the first time, it evolves the most drastically.]  

But I phased through the buildings.  

The power to traverse the boundary between corporeal and incorporeal—the ability to shift my body into a fluid form.  

Lee Han-young’s power—Drift.  

[It’s human common sense… And this, is a monster’s common sense.]  

Did Lee Han-young… Somehow know about my ability as a monster?  

Impossible. Just a strange coincidence.  

Ability Devourer—the aberration that endlessly digests.  

That was me—the 111th test subject, CXI.  

[The weak are devoured by the strong.]  

“GROOOOAAARRR!!”  

Soon, Barg, caught in my burning talons, bit down on me in resistance.  

I didn’t evade—I let it happen.  

The pain was intense—had all three wolves attacked, it might have been trouble. But just one?  

The flames healing my wounds worked faster than the damage.  

[Go on, try to devour me again.]  

The wolf monster Barg, striving to become Fenrir—the devourer of the sun.  

But it hadn’t yet become Fenrir.  

I could feel it—the despair of a monster that failed to swallow the sun.  

[Then… My turn.]  

Barg was no longer my enemy—it a prey.  

I opened my maw toward it.  

I’d been curious, after all.  

What an Annihilation-class monster tasted like.  

***

“What… Is that?!”  

“Code α is undergoing abnormal changes! Its form is—evolving. I don’t know! It hasn’t reached the Annihilation-class!”  

Yoo Anna and the other heroes, busy subduing the two Disaster-class wolves, exchanged frantic communications at the sight before them.  

According to observational data, this place should have held Code α and what appeared to be Code 0, Despair-class monsters.  

Code 0, with its wolf-like head, and Code α, resembling a feline predator.  

But suddenly, a burning avian monstrosity took to the skies.  

The presumed Code 0, which had been leading the two Disaster-class monsters, was now being torn apart by Code α, who had transformed.  

A one-sided hunt—too brutal to even call a fight.  

The flaming bird devoured every ability the wolf unleashed in resistance until it finally reached its core—and the wolf stopped moving.  

The scene, more akin to a meal than a battle, unfolded atop a building for all to see.  

Only about ten buildings were damaged—far too little for two Despair-class monsters clashing.  

On the rooftop, the bird that had bitten out the wolf’s heart transformed into a tiger before everyone’s eyes.  

A flaming tiger—as it leaped down from the building, Yoo Anna rushed forward.  

“The two Disaster-classs are yours! I’ll hunt the remaining Despair-class!”  

The two Disaster-class monsters were already in tatters—the remaining heroes could clean up easily.  

As she watched the Despair-class monster descend like a blazing comet, Yoo Anna felt a strange clarity in her mind.  

“So it’s an amorphous type after all!”  

Then perhaps the previously observed Code 0 and Code α were originally a single entity. Or maybe the wolf monster was a new variant.  

An amorphous monster acting independently—Code 0. A troublesome foe… But it had to be dealt with here, now, surrounded by heroes.  

Yet, as she flew toward the monster, Yoo Anna couldn’t shake her unease.  

Having already slain a Despair-class threat, it should’ve been rampaging to sate its hunger… But the city was too intact.  

A Despair-class monster had appeared, yet it moved as lightly as a cat strolling along a fence.  

The moment Code α had blocked her attack flashed in Yoo Anna’s mind.  

As if protecting someone—throwing itself in harm’s way.  

A black cat—a monster that protected humans.  

Could such a thing exist?  

It shouldn’t… But what if, just what if, it did…  

The monster blew away her thoughts in an instant.  

“Chomp… Gulp… Chew…”  

The monster, now on the ground, was eating a human.  

A woman’s corpse—her head gone, lower body missing, only the upper half remaining.  

Her clothes identified her as a rescue-team hero.  

Yoo Anna’s superpower human vision read the name on the tag: Lee Han-young.  

The face of a hero she had met before surfaced in her mind.  

“You… Fucking… MONSTEEEEEEER!!”  
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Yoo Anna lunged at the monster, striking with both feet.  

A hyper-accelerated dropkick—the sheer physical force and shockwave tore through the monster’s body.  

Seizing the brief opening, Yoo Anna snatched the corpse the monster had been gnawing on and pulled away.  

When heroes fall to monsters, even their bodies are rarely left intact. So, they do their best to recover each other’s remains.  

A final act of respect—even if only the chest and right arm remained…  

Then, Lee Han-young’s right hand loosened, and something fell from it.  

Yoo Anna reflexively caught the object—a button-sized device—and recognized it as the miniature camera all heroes were required to wear. She pocketed it.  

At that moment, the despair-class monster shot past her at a terrifying speed.  

Startled by the incomprehensible velocity, Yoo Anna raised her arms to block—but in doing so, she lost her grip on the corpse.  

The monster snatched Lee Han-young’s body back.  

“Ah—!” 

Mockingly, the monster bit down on Lee Han-young’s arm mid-air and shook its head.  

The remaining upper torso tore free and fell—Yoo Anna caught it and carefully placed it on a nearby building.  

Rage boiled inside her.  

This thing is a monster. An enemy of humanity.  

The idea that it could ever protect humans was absurd.  

Crunch. Crunch.  

The sound of molars grinding bone. Yoo Anna steadied her stance, glaring at the monster perched on the opposite rooftop.  

“Huuuu…”  

She assumed her fastest sprinting posture—energy from the infinite solar furnace in her heart blazing—and unleashed her ultimate technique: Flare Drive.  

“Die!!!” 

A human bullet at the speed of light, trailing a sonic boom, crashed into the monster.  

But the monster ignored her entirely and sank into the ground.  

Literally sank—like a stone in water.  

Yoo Anna recognized that ability.  

Drift.  

Lee Han-young’s power—one of the most highly regarded among rescue-type heroes. The ability to phase through solid ground to escape.  

It stole it. From Lee Han-young.  

“That power… Doesn’t belong to you.”  

Her fury burned past its limit, igniting her own abilities.  

The Human Sun, wreathed in scorching winds, began drilling into the earth like a living tornado.  

“That power exists to save humans! Don’t you dare use it to run—!”  

This monster would die today.  

Having already won a chase above ground, Yoo Anna now pursued desperately below.  

A Despair-class monster and an S-rank hero.  

A human strong enough to face a Despair-class alone, and a monster capable of leveling an entire city.  

Together, they ravaged the underground of W-City.  

***

[…I apologize for failing to capture the Despair-class monster.]  

Amid the ruined city, I sat in an untouched ramen shop, eating while listening to the TV.  

According to the news, the aftermath of the battle between the Despair-class monster and the S-rank hero had left massive scars. An entire district had been devastated—though thankfully, the shelters housing evacuated citizens remained unharmed. Survivors emerged to face the wreckage, and now the heroes were being paraded before cameras to apologize.  

The underground infrastructure had melted completely, necessitating extensive reconstruction.  

But people these days were used to relocating quickly.  

As long as there were no casualties, they’d rebuild.  

[Are we sure it was really a Despair-class? Hero communications indicated two Despair-class clashes! How does that make sense? Only one district was destroyed!]  

Conspiracy theories had already sprouted in other cities that only Disaster-class monsters lose when fighting a Despair-class monster. If four Disaster-class had rampaged, the heroes might’ve had difficulty containing the damage to just an area. But two Despair-class and two Disaster-class wrecking only one district? That defied logic.  

[Ms. Yoo Anna, as an S-rank, did you lose control and vent your frustration on the district?]  

[Most of the destruction was caused by extreme heat-based superpowers! Reports initially identified Code 0 and Code α as possessing lightning and wind superpowers!]  

[Explain yourself, Ms. Yoo Anna!]  

[Witnesses claim the black cat monster was protecting humans! Did you provoke it unnecessarily and escalate the damage?]  

“Slurp!”  

I noisily ate my ramen, watching the news with interest.  

The other customers murmured about Yoo Anna between bites.  

Then, Yoo Anna slammed the table, silencing the room before turning on a large TV screen.  

[Let me reiterate—the entities present were indeed Despair-class. However, they were anomalous specimens.]  

She displayed waveform comparisons between the monster’s energy signatures and standard Despair-class readings.  

Next, footage of me—videos and social media posts—played across the screen.  

A massive black panther, docile around humans, doing nothing even when filmed. Then, clips of other supposedly tame monsters.  

[Citizens tend to forget a monster’s true nature over time. But some possess high intelligence—they lull humans into complacency to hunt more prey.]  

“Ugh…”  

“Disgusting…”  

“Slurp!”  

What followed was footage guaranteed to ruin appetites—a gory spectacle of the monster rampaging, viscera flying.  

To me, it was no different from watching a cooking show while eating. I kept slurping my noodles, but the others looked away.  

[The Despair-class observed here hunts the same way. Its aberrant behavior demands immediate elimination—delaying would only invite greater catastrophe. I take full responsibility for prolonging the chase and expanding the damage. But! If left unchecked, this monster could erase W-City from existence!]  

She then showed the moment I transformed from a flaming bird into a tiger—and the footage of me devouring Lee Han-young’s corpse.  

[This monster is an amorphous type—it can assume forms that endear it to humans. Hero Lee Han-young has already been hunted! How much longer must we tolerate this? How many more humans must be slaughtered by such a transparent trick?!]  

Her impassioned outcry silenced the hostile crowd.  

[I apologize again for the extended pursuit. But citizens—you must abandon the delusion that monsters can be harmless. Sooner or later, its instincts will override restraint. Black Cat will turn on humanity.]  

With a final vow to assist in reconstruction, Yoo Anna left the podium.  

Heroes have it rough. She looked exhausted.  

But… Why Black Cat?  

I’m not even a cat.  

“Damn… This is bad. A Despair-class is confirmed in W-City…”  

“If it’s acting strange, it might stay quiet for a while… But should we just move to another city?”  

The ramen shop buzzed with tension.  

I, the only one still focused on my meal, picked up a dumpling and pondered.  

Hmm. This place really is good. The crispiness, the juicy filling—absolutely delicious.  

…She said the beer was good too.  

“Two beers, please.”  

“Two beers, correct?”  

“And one more order of dumplings.”  

“Sir… You do have the money, right?”  

I nodded, patting my pocket when the cashier eyed me warily.  

I’d already eaten ten bowls of ramen and twenty-two plates of dumplings—of course they were suspicious.  

But I had free dumpling coupons. And even if I didn’t, I could afford ten bowls.  

“Here’s your beer!”  

“Mm.”  

I downed one immediately but left the other untouched.  

Then, figuring I might as well, I drank that one too.  

…It was awful.  

What’s the appeal of alcohol?  

Finally full, I ordered one last plate of dumplings.  

My injuries from fighting Yoo Anna over Lee Han-young’s hands had left me starving.  

But it was a promise to a dying human—one I had to keep.  

I pulled out cash and coupons, handing them to the cashier as I stood.  

“Payment.”  

“Sir?! W-wait a second!”  

The cashier unfolded the bills, then pointed to the fine print on the coupons.  

“These are only valid for one plate per coupon, sir…?”  

“Hm?”  

Meaning… 23 plates of dumplings, minus two coupons—21 unpaid.  

I’m short.  

“…Do you need help washing dishes?”  

“No?”  

“Heavy lifting?”  

“Sir…?”  

This is a problem. I scratched my head awkwardly.  

No choice. I carefully nudged people aside and bolted for the exit.  

“H-hey! Stop! Thief!”  

“I’ll pay you back!”  

Now I owe two places. 

I’ll come back when I have money. 

Slipping into the crowd, I vanished.
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Ch.12 It’s beef.  

The night after the press conference is more exhausting than fighting monsters.  

Yoo Anna, having thrown off her black suit, collapsed weakly onto the sofa.  

In her hand was a keepsake she had taken from Lee Han-young’s funeral but hadn’t been able to return to the family.  

A button that had popped off like a coin, and a field-recording camera issued to all heroes.  

Official Code: Black Cat, an amorphous Despair-class monster.  

The name was derived from testimonies that most of its observed transformations bore slight characteristics of tigers, cats, or other feline animals.  

Equipment meant to document the monster’s data.  

Today, at the press conference, Yoo Anna had warned everyone about Black Cat’s danger.  

An aberrant entity with unpredictable behavior, its form itself, is amorphous, meaning its combat style constantly shifts—making it impossible to rely on a hero’s superpower compatibility.  

Only purely powerful superpower humans could face the Black Cat… And in W-City, Yoo Anna was the only viable candidate.  

How much would the citizens, completely unaware of this fact, understand from this press conference? Yoo Anna felt unbearably stifled.  

But that wasn’t the only reason her chest felt tight.  

The recording file inside the camera—Lee Han-young’s final moments.  

Three giant wolves, three Despair-class monsters. Lee Han-young, fled, only to be caught, lifted from the ground, her voice screaming.  

By this point, the camera’s lens had already shattered into pieces, leaving no clear footage.  

All that remained was sound, and even that was drowned in noise—perhaps due to the device being submerged as her superpower broke, letting dust seep in.  

The sound of Lee Han-young’s legs being chewed, bones snapping, screams, then weak, resigned breaths.  

And then, silence.  

A strangely echoing noise followed, and Lee Han-young began to mutter.  

Most of it was muffled as if she had cupped her hands tightly over her mouth to suppress the sound.  

But one phrase came through clearly:  

[Eat me… And win…]  

Lee Han-young had begged the monster to devour her.  

To grow stronger by consuming her and fighting the other Despair-class monsters.  

Immediately after—a sound Yoo Anna wished she could forget but couldn’t—the crunch of a monster chewing through a human skull.  

Then, a roar so powerful it destroyed the already-struggling device.  

The monster, Black Cat, ate Lee Han-young after that.  

What followed was likely the monster’s unique form of evolution.  

Black Cat, wreathed in flames—it was definitely… Stronger than the one in Yoo Anna’s memory.  

Black Cat, a Despair-class monster without even an official code, had consumed the core of the wolf monster before returning to Lee Han-young.  

Then, as if keeping a promise, it tried to finish devouring her.  

But eventually, it gave up, tossed the corpse aside, and fled.  

Casualties: 1 hero, 0 civilians.  

A miracle hard to believe for the aftermath of a rampaging Despair-class monster.  

Today, she had insisted to the citizens that Black Cat was no benevolent monster protecting humans—that such a thing was absurd.  

But Lee Han-young’s final words left her unsettled.  

Could a monster that protects people really exist?  

I’d rather it just attack humans already.  

Yoo Anna, having thoughts no hero should entertain, succumbed to exhaustion and closed her eyes.  

***

“What the hell… Are you…?”  

“Hey! Gopssi! Time to wrap up and head back!”  

Drrrrrrr—  

I stopped the violently vibrating drill at the foreman’s call.  

This was the underground of W-City, an area recently reduced to ruins by a Despair-class monster.  

My job now was chipping away at walls that had melted and hardened like glass.  

Leaving the drill behind, I boarded the temporary elevator with the foreman and returned to the surface. Sitting atop nearby rubble, I waited for my meal.  

Soon, a drone dropped a parachute from high above.  

Lunch delivery.  

“Eat up before we get back to it. You’re Go Bongbap, right? First time I’ve seen someone hint at wanting more food just by their name.”  

“Mhm.”  

My current name was Go Bongbap—a fine, beautiful name.  

A single bowl wouldn’t even make my stomach feel full, but free food was free food.  

Like others sipping coffee during breaks, I half-devoured the delivered meal before immediately rising and heading back underground.  

“Mr Go! Take it easy!”  

“Not tired yet.”  

“Ugh… This guy’s insane…”  

“An absolute monster… How does he handle that rock drill for so long? Not that I’m complaining—progress is progress.”  

Drill back in hand, I shattered the hardened walls, advancing through the narrow tunnel underground.  

A tunnel just wide enough for me to stretch my arms and legs—small even by average human standards.  

Yet it stretched endlessly into the distance.  

This was the trail Yoo Anna had left while chasing me.  

Occasionally, special metal pillars appeared in the tunnel.  

Alloy pillars sturdy enough to withstand Yoo Anna’s superpower—even I found them tough.  

Pillars like these, unyielding to anything short of a Disaster-class, were essential in this era of monsters.  

After monsters appeared, humanity adapted. Every structure became modular, designed for quick replacement if destroyed.  

And to mitigate damage from underground monsters, massive pillars were embedded deep beneath cities.  

A seismic defense system—even if the surrounding area collapsed or upheaved, these pillars would hold, minimizing surface damage.  

To rebuild the city, these pillars had to remain intact.  

I dropped a sensor by a damaged pillar.  

A special device that would react when scanned from the surface.  

This was how foundation repairs worked: identify broken pillars, crush debris into filler, and then install new pillars.  

A dangerous job.  

This wasn’t a proper tunnel—just the aftermath of superpowered combat. Unstable, liable to collapse at any moment.  

And underground monsters could emerge anywhere.  

But the pay? Very, very juicy.  

High hazard pay, government subsidies, and the foreman—impressed by my work—promised to credit me for three people’s labor.  

With this, I could finally eat premium beef to my heart’s content.  

Motivated, I worked tirelessly.  

“Hm?”  

Then, I sensed it—a monster’s presence.  

My heightened senses gauged its form, the size of its core.  

Earth dragons, stirred by the drill’s vibrations, armored like medieval knights.  

Further away, giant centipede monsters scuttle excitedly through new tunnels.  

Countless underground monsters—the real reason the pay was so good.  

This area’s monster alarms were already destroyed.  

In their place, a temporary alarm beneath the elevator was active.  

If it sounded, work stopped immediately—all laborers evacuated to the surface.  

No more work until heroes cleared the underground.  

And pay? Only for hours worked.  

“No way.”  

I headed straight for the elevator and turned off the temporary alarm, despite countless warnings against doing so.  

It was still lunchtime—everyone would take their time coming back.  

Before they returned, it was time for pest control.  

A monster specialized in hunting small monsters in places like this.  

My human form shrank instantly, turning childlike.  

A shadow-cloaked figure—the part that had been the tail of a winged black panther.  

A creature ruling the night’s shadows.  

In the pitch-black tunnel, my body spread like roots, piercing through every monster in reach.  

Shhhhh—  

Delicate as needle pricks, my shadows speared each body before exploding outward like fireworks.  

One by one, I consumed the lifeless monsters.  

Terror-class and Crush-class monsters filled me more than lunch had.  

Hmm… Not bad, actually.  

I licked my lips—well, my shadows—as my endlessly stretching body retracted, returning to human form.  

After reactivating the alarm, I resumed work. Soon, the foreman and others descended via elevator.  

“Damn… It’s like having a mini heavy machine down here.”  

“Our team’s progress is seven times faster than others’.”  

“Mr Go is the real deal.”  

The workers spread out, inspecting the tunnel’s progress before picking up tools.  

“Mr Go! Drink some water!”  

I chugged a 1.5L bottle before scanning the crew.  

Their eyes were warm—hazard pay was divided by team output.  

“They said monsters show up a lot here, but weirdly, none today?”  

“Before Mr Go came, it wasn’t like this. Maybe they think his huge frame isn’t human and stay away?”  

“Nah, Mr Go’s just a lucky charm.”  

“Go Bongbap, really leaving after today?”  

“Did enough.”  

After a stretch of foundation repairs, I bid the foreman farewell.  

He seemed reluctant—I wouldn’t be returning.  

But I had to leave.  

My inability to fully suppress my monstrous presence was drawing increasing numbers of Terror-class monsters underground.  

Mistaking me for a weak underground dweller, they kept coming.  

So far, I’d handled them, but if this continued, stronger monsters might follow.  

New pillars were already in place, and modular roads and buildings rising fast.  

No point ruining freshly repaired areas.  

Until I could perfectly conceal my presence, I couldn’t stay long in one place.  

“Sigh… End of the Go Bongbap bonus pay era… Take care out there.”  

The foreman handed me my final pay with a light wave.  

The real reason I’d kept working despite drawing monsters?  

The thick envelope of cash.  

I peeked inside and smiled.  

Mission accomplished.  

This much would buy me all the premium beef I could eat.  

“Heh heh heh…”  

Laughing aloud, I dressed quickly before leaping onto a rebuilt building, away from prying eyes.  

My shirt, now loose from work, flapped noisily in the wind. But I had to move fast—the nearby supermarket would close soon.
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Ch.13 They’re Just Kids

All the money I earned this time was for stuffing myself with premium-grade meat.  

I decided that to maximize the amount of premium meat I could grill with my money, an outdoor barbecue was the right choice rather than a high-end restaurant.  

Even while spending on daily meals, I had been diligently saving up, and today, I swept the supermarket clean of its meat.  

Premium-grade costs three times the price of regular meat, but I had the money.  

Along with that, I bought a gas burner, tongs, disposable plates, a griddle, salt, and even instant rice.  

“L-Let me help you with the total…”  

I ended up buying about 20 servings, wiping out most of my hard-earned savings in one go.  

With my hands full of meat and rice, I happily left the supermarket.  

Carrying the meat and rice in both hands, I settled down in a nearby park and got ready to grill.  

Just the sight of the raw meat made my mouth water.  

That pristine white marbling—just looking at it felt like savoring the taste visually… Truly mesmerizing.  

Gulp…  

Click-click-click. After lighting the portable gas burner, I waited for the griddle to heat up properly before placing the meat on it.  

Sizzle… Ah… That satisfying sound… Just hearing it filled my heart with contentment.  

They say beef tastes better when it’s slightly undercooked, right?  

I couldn’t hold back any longer.  

Without even cutting it, I took a huge bite of the meat, sprinkled it with salt, and chewed.  

“Mmm…!”  

Delicious…!  

The deep, rich umami, the juiciness, the tender texture—a simple yet undeniable gourmet experience.  

This is premium-grade beef… Ah… I feel alive right now… Truly alive.  

Now, for the rice. I opened the lid of the instant rice, poured in water, and the fuel attached to the edges began boiling it.  

By slightly lifting the plastic cover on top, the rice would steam itself.  

Just as I was about to place another piece of meat on the grill—  

“…Gulp.”  

“Huh?”  

From the bushes in the park, a group of scruffy-looking kids in dirty clothes were staring at me, swallowing their saliva.  

No, more accurately, they were staring at the meat sizzling on my griddle.  

“…It’s mine.”  

I gestured for them to go away.  

But instead of leaving, they cautiously stepped out of the bushes and approached me.  

“M-Mister…”  

“J-Just one bite… Just one… Please…”  

“Go away. It’s mine.”  

I coldly glared at them and hugged the bag full of meat closer.  

The kids looked utterly starved, drooling from their mouths.  

Hollow cheeks, wrists so thin their bones were visible, protruding elbows.  

It looked like they hadn’t had a proper meal in days… No, weeks.  

“…Sigh.”  

Since I didn’t plan on cutting the meat, I didn’t bring scissors. With a sigh, I picked up a disposable plate.  

Using its sharp edge, I quickly sliced the meat on the griddle.  

I placed the cut pieces on the plate and held it out toward the kids. They immediately swarmed it.  

“Just one bite.”  

“Mmph…! Ugh…!”  

“Gasp…! Huff…! Hah…!”  

“Gulp, gulp…!”  

The kids devoured the meat greedily—no, desperately.  

Even though it was too hot, they shoved it into their mouths, afraid someone would snatch it away, fighting over every bite.  

Watching them act like wild animals, I glanced at the now-steamed rice and handed the bowl to them.  

Immediately, they grabbed fistfuls of rice and stuffed them into their mouths.  

“Cough! Hack! Gag!”  

Once the meat was gone and the bowl empty, one kid even picked up a piece of meat another had coughed up and ate it.  

Seeing them still hungry, licking the juices off the bowl, I silently placed more meat on the grill.  

“Eat slowly.”  

Given their condition, they must’ve been truly starving. The thought of eating alone in front of them didn’t sit right with me.  

I planned to feed them enough before sending them off, hoping they’d fill up more on rice than meat, so I took out a few more instant rice packs to steam.  

Then, more kids rushed out from the bushes.  

“M-Me too, just one bite…! Mister! Just one bite!”  

“Please! Please!”  

I hadn’t expected this…  

Under the watchful eyes of what must’ve been ten kids, I reluctantly cut the meat.  

The moment I sliced it, the meat vanished. I placed more, and it disappeared again.  

My meat… My premium beef…  

“Just one more bite… Mister… Just one more…”  

“One bite… Just one bite…”  

“That’s a lot of one bites.”  

In the end, the kids ate all the meat and rice.  

I wasn’t exactly upset, but I did feel a bit hollow. Watching the now-full kids sitting around, I sighed.  

I was still hungry.  

“You ate all my meat…”  

“S-Sorry…”  

The oldest-looking girl among them stepped forward and bowed her head.  

Maybe because I was still hungry, I suddenly drooled and wiped my mouth before speaking.  

“Bring your parents here.”  

“Our parents… Aren’t around…”  

“Kids with parents wouldn’t do something like this.”  

I had expected as much.  

Realizing there was no way to get compensation from their parents, I spoke coldly. The girl, ashamed, bowed her head so low her face disappeared.  

“Don’t get me wrong. I don’t have parents either.”  

I just wanted to ask—if they did have parents, I’d give them some money and introduce them to odd jobs so they could feed the kids properly.  

Regretfully, I picked up a small leftover piece of meat from the griddle and ate it.  

Then, the girl hesitantly spoke up.  

“Mister… Are you an orphan too?”  

“An orphan?”  

“Did the monsters… Take your parents?”  

“Yeah.”  

So they were monster orphans too.  

These days, that was hardly surprising.  

“Sorry.”  

Seeing no point in continuing the conversation, I stayed silent. The girl, realizing her mistake, apologized.  

Then, as if remembering something urgent, she suddenly trembled.  

“Uh… Mister… What time is it?”  

I checked the sun’s position and raised my fingers over my palm.  

With my thumb pointing south and middle finger east, the shadow indicated…  

“5:48 PM.”  

“…Are you sure?”  

“Positive.”  

Using a monster’s senses, I confirmed the exact time based on the shadow. The girl frowned in disbelief but soon clapped her hands and urged the sitting kids to get up.  

“Everyone, hurry! We don’t have much time! Quick!”  

After gathering the kids, she quickly led them out of the park.  

As if in a rush, they left without even a thank-you.  

After eating all my premium beef, how dare they…  

Annoyed, I cleaned up the messy plates and gas burner, then glanced at the kids’ retreating figures.  

“Hmph.”  

Kids these days have no manners…  

Is it because they have no parents? If someone feeds you, at least say ‘thank you’.  

After cleaning up and leaving the bulky gas burner and griddle by the trash bin, I stared in the direction the kids had gone.  

This won’t do.  

I need to teach them to at least say ‘thank you’.  

Whoosh.

Now adept at controlling my strength, I leaped high without damaging the ground and landed on a nearby rooftop.  

Activating the monster core just slightly—not enough to kill—I spread out low-frequency waves.  

Using echolocation, a sense all monsters possess, I pinpointed my prey and sprinted across rooftops, stopping right above the kids.  

They were stealing from a truck parked near a restaurant.  

“So I fed a bunch of little thieves.”  

That truck belonged to the government, collecting special equipment from the ruins in the next district.  

Inside were broken monster alert devices.  

Between the steel bars meant to prevent anything from falling out, the kids’ thin arms reached in, plucking out parts of the device.  

“Hmm…”  

Watching quietly, I felt a strange unease.  

***

In this world, there are countless orphans created by monster attacks.  

The sheer number of orphans—almost equal to kids living normal lives with parents—overwhelmed the government.  

But someone had to protect the children.  

Eventually, the government pushed policies to support private orphanages.  

Tax cuts, subsidies, preferential monster damage insurance rates, and even some legal immunity for issues arising from raising kids.  

Many saw it as a business opportunity and opened orphanages, seemingly filling the gap left by missing guardians.  

“How many times do I have to say it?! The orange ones! Don’t just grab any parts—bring back the orange glass bottles!”  

“Ugh… Ugh…”  

Returning to the orphanage, Na Hye-ri was struck in the stomach by the director and collapsed to the floor.  

As the oldest among the kids, she was forced into the role of their caretaker. Often, whenever something went wrong, she was beaten in front of them.  

The reason? To make sure the kids obeyed her.  

The director, unwilling to spend money hiring actual caretakers, assigned Na Hye-ri the role of teacher. To ensure she commanded respect, he made sure she was disciplined harshly.  

“You stupid brats… Ugh! Do you even know who’s keeping you alive?! You should be grateful—repay this kindness!”  

“D-Don’t hit the kids… Ugh…!”  

As the director raised his arm threateningly toward the cowering kids in the corner, Na Hye-ri grabbed his pants, pleading.  

Enraged, the director kicked her in the stomach.  

Na Hye-ri, used to this, curled up and covered her stomach to minimize the damage.  

The director stomped on her blue-tinged hands and glared at the kids.  

“Huff… Huff… This is what happens when you don’t listen! You see how much Hye-ri suffers because of you?! Don’t you feel sorry for her?!”  

He theatrically fake-sobbed while stomping on Na Hye-ri’s head. Thud. Thud.  

Under his weight, her nose started bleeding as she curled into a ball.  

Boom. Boom. The floor shook with each step, terrifying the kids into silent trembling.  

Out of breath, the director finally stopped and glared. The kids shrank back, avoiding his gaze.  

“Keep this up, and Hye-ri will die~! Who’ll be your teacher then? You? Or you?!”  

“Hic… Hic…”  

“Sniff… Sob…”  

“You wanna kill Hye-ri?! Straighten up!”  

“We’ll behave…! Don’t kill sister Hye-ri…”  

“Don’t kill sister Hye-ri… We’re sorry…”  

Satisfied, the director kicked Na Hye-ri toward the kids.  

She slid across the floor, her body a mess.  

The kids, crying, immediately clung to her.  

“Ugh… Sob… Sister… Sister…”  

“Sister Hye-ri… Sister… Hic… Sob…”  

“Shut up! Stop crying and get to work! If you don’t finish by tomorrow, you’re the ones killing Hye-ri!”  

“Sob… Sniff…”  

The kids, trembling in fear, quickly carried Na Hye-ri out of the room.  

They immediately headed to the basement to assemble machine parts.  

Exhausted from the exertion, the director plopped onto a plush chair.  

“Huff… Stupid brats… Huff…”  
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Ch.14 Uncomfortable

He wiped his sweat and looked down at the parts the children had brought.  

The monster alarm device—this thing, made with special alloys and technology—was worth a considerable amount for each individual part.  

If he sold them on the black market, even this much would earn him a decent sum, but no matter how many times he told them, the kids never brought the most crucial core component.  

In truth, that part was placed where no one could reach it just by stretching their arm through the bars.  

The orphanage director, who had never even seen the device with his own eyes and thus didn’t know this fact, opened a drawer and pulled out an expensive lighter and an oddly shaped cigarette.  

It was a high-end lighter, bought by misusing tax benefits meant for purchasing food ingredients for the children’s meals and other daily necessities.  

With a satisfied expression, the director fiddled with the luxury item—something ordinary people in this era of monsters could only dream of seeing—then placed the strangely colored cigarette between his lips and lit it.  

After a moment, he redialed a call he had earlier with another orphanage director and said,  

“Where were we? My head’s all foggy after the blood rushed to it—can’t remember a thing.”  

[Heh heh heh, the kids are still not listening?]  

“Ugh… Seriously, these parentless brats are just too stupid. No matter how many times I tell them, they just don’t get it. Is it really that hard? Just bring me the orange glass bottle!”  

[How much is that worth?]  

“It varies, but I heard it easily goes for about two months’ salary for an office worker.”  

[That’s quite a bit. No wonder you’re pissed.]  

On the other end of the line, the other orphanage director chuckled in sympathy.  

Far from seeing any issue with making children steal, the director here got angry when the kids didn’t bring back something valuable.  

In this era of monsters, people like him weren’t rare—they existed in other orphanages too.  

Private orphanages—many of them were started not out of any noble intention to care for children who had lost their parents, but purely to exploit government subsidies.  

For them, it was common sense to use the legal loophole that exempted minor crimes committed while ‘rehabilitating’ wayward children to make money.  

Using the kids as stress relief was also trivial, since in this era where monster attacks never ceased, disposing of bodies was no big deal.  

In fact, they often exchanged tips on how to make even more money.  

“So… Can you give me more details about that big-money scheme? What are you doing to afford so many cars lately?”  

[Ah… Well… This isn’t something I can just tell anyone.]  

“Come on, just spill it. Didn’t I help you cover up that corpse last time?”  

[Tch… Fine, since I owe you one…]  

And so, the other director smirked slyly and began explaining his latest venture.  

[You see, among the rich, there are some with… Refined tastes, you know? It’s the monster era—people get desensitized to cruelty, and that excitement, well…]  

“Quit dragging it out and just tell me.”  

[Heh heh… Well, if you’ve got any pretty kids, let me know. I’ll act as the middleman.]  

“Pretty kids? Ah… You mean that kind of thing? But the exemption clause doesn’t cover that, does it?”  

[So what? Just sell them to the people who made the exemption clause!]  

Finally catching on, the orphanage director was genuinely impressed. So that’s how it’s done. His face practically screamed, Why didn’t I think of that? as he mentally berated himself for his own stupidity.  

[They handle the bodies themselves—we just take the money. Way more profitable than petty theft.]  

“How much are we talking?”  

[Heh heh… About a car per kid? Rich folks don’t skimp on their hobbies!]  

“That much?!”  

[The prettier they are, the more you get. Just keep using the uglier ones for the usual business.]  

“Damn… You should’ve told me about this sooner.”  

[Well, I’m telling you now, aren’t I? Heh heh… Anyway, since I’m opening the door for you, look into it and get back to me. I’ll take a cut as the middleman.]  

“Ahem… Sure.”  

After hanging up, the director immediately scanned his mind for kids with decent looks, imagining the absurd sums he could get.  

The first one that came to mind was Na Hye-ri—even young, she had the kind of face that would grow into something desirable. How much could he get for selling her to a rich client?  

He’d never thought of the little girl that way before, but now that he did, it oddly excited him.  

Why hadn’t he considered this sooner? He mentally kicked himself again for his own stupidity.  

“Na Hye-ri! Get to the director’s office, now!”  

Picking up the phone with a sinister grin, the director pressed a button, and his voice echoed throughout the orphanage.  

It seemed the place was wired for announcements. Smirking, he waited.  

Maybe it was the drugs kicking in, or maybe it was the thrill of fantasizing about violence against a child.  

“Disgusting.”  

I’ve seen enough. I dropped down from the ceiling.  

Had he beaten that little girl so badly her skin was bruised and bleeding?  

For some reason, I caught a whiff of something delicious from her.  

It was strange—starving kids stealing truck parts instead of food.  

“W-Who are you?!”  

As my shadowy form solidified into a human shape, the director frantically yanked open a drawer and pulled out a handgun.  

I caught the gun in one hand and crushed it like paper.  

Realizing I wasn’t normal, the director stumbled back.  

“W-What the…?! Police…?! A hero…?! D-Do you know who I am? Who I’m connected to?!”  

Did he think name-dropping would save him from the police or a hero?  

Well, threats meant nothing to me—a monster.  

I grabbed the director’s mouth with one hand and crushed it.  

“I’m neither.”  

“G-Gyaaaaah…! Gack…!”  

I’m a monster.  

Even as a monster, I don’t want to hurt humans.  

But this thing? Not human.  

“N-Nooo…! G-Guh!”  

Shedding my human form, I knocked the director to the ground.  

My body shifted into the familiar shape of a black panther.  

Outside, sirens blared, announcing the appearance of a monster.  

The director’s eyes bulged as he realized what I was.  

“Grrrrr…”  

“Gyaaah…! Guh…!”  

My massive paw pressed down on his bloated body, claws slowly sinking into his chest.  

Crunch. Applying more weight, blood gushed from his eyes and mouth.  

Then, the orphanage door creaked open.  

“…H-Hiiik?!”  

I pressed down harder on the director and turned to look.  

There stood the girl who’d eaten the least of my meat, stumbling back in shock before falling.  

Even with the monster alarm blaring, she hadn’t run—she’d come to the director’s office.  

Was the director scarier than a monster?  

“S-Save…! S-Save…! Gyaah…! Guh…!”  

The bruises covering her legs. The stench of this bloated pig was already nauseating, but now it was oddly appetizing.  

Still, this wasn’t a sight for a child’s mental health.  

Crunch. I crushed the director’s limbs one by one, then stepped toward the girl.  

“H-Hek…! Hik…! H-Huu…! Uh…?”  

Trembling, unable to run, she stared as I nudged her back with my head and grabbed the doorknob with my teeth.  

Slowly, I closed the door. The girl blinked in shock.  

What came next wasn’t for minors.  

“S-Save…! Grrr…!”  

The greasy taste spread in my mouth as I tore off the director’s head in one bite.  

Sensing the girl’s scent still lingering beyond the door, I began my meal.  

I’d make do with this instead of premium beef tonight.  

Tonight’s dinner would be orphanage directors—not humans.  

“Gulp… Gulp… Crunch…”  

Hmm…  

Too greasy.  

***

Despair-class monster: Black Cat  

Now fully accustomed to erasing its traces, it moved unpredictably, toying with Yoo Anna.  

Black Cat’s relentless attacks had surpassed twelve, with no end in sight.  

“Monsters really are monsters…”  

“This thing… It’s hunting like an assassin.”  

“It’s gotten too good at hiding. How are we supposed to catch it?”  

As the Despair-class monster began hunting humans, the heroes who heard the news before it spread turned pale.  

Despair-class monsters were already threats requiring the full attention of W-City, but this one behaved nothing like ordinary monsters.  

Rather than targeting large groups, the Black Cat focused on safe, successful hunts before escaping. If left unchecked, it would keep toying with heroes while escalating its kills.  

“But… Why only orphanages?”  

“The kids are all alive. Why?”  

Strangely, Black Cat followed a pattern this time.  

It targeted only orphanage directors—no one could figure out why, but it never touched the children, the easiest prey.  

Did monsters have dietary preferences?  

From a monster’s perspective, maybe children were too small for the Black Cat to bother with?  

This theory gained traction as details about the slain directors emerged.  

All the victims were severely overweight.  

The heroes concluded the Black Cat was a gourmet monster with a taste for fat humans.  

Some monsters preferred women or children, so this wasn’t unheard of.  

“These people…” 

Meanwhile, Yoo Anna, reviewing all the information, wore a grim expression.  

Every single victim was an orphanage director under investigation.  

Yet, higher-ups kept interfering, stalling the probes.  

Why was the Black Cat targeting only them?  

The common thread went beyond just orphanages, leaving Yoo Anna puzzled.  

But there was no time to dwell.  

Black Cat was still hunting.  

The priority was stopping it. Setting aside her questions, Yoo Anna predicted its next target.  

It would strike one of the remaining orphanages under investigation—two were left.  

She stationed heroes at one and waited at the other.  

If it came to her, she’d fight alone. If not, the heroes would buy time.  

Yoo Anna didn’t evacuate the directors or children.  

The Black Cat had Lee Han-young’s ability to phase through objects.  

Forcing them into cramped shelters would just cluster targets. Better to limit casualties to one director, if it came to that.  

A cruel choice, but Yoo Anna—aware of the directors’ crimes—felt no guilt.  

“Guh…!”  

“Gurgle… Choke… Thud…”  

Then, the Black Cat appeared where Yoo Anna was.  

Waiting near the children just in case, she barely blocked it in time.  

Somehow, despite the alarms, the Black Cat had already emerged from the ground, its maw clamping down on the director.  

The director had been approaching the room where the children were.  

Fighting here would endanger them—Yoo Anna immediately called for backup.  

“This is Yoo Anna. Black Cat spotted. Send heroes to—no.”  

“Grrrr…”  

“…I’ll handle this alone.”  

But facing the Black Cat now felt… Off.  

Until now, it had always fled from her.  

Why wasn’t it running?  

It kept its distance but didn’t escape, almost as if luring her away.  

Why not just leave?  

Was it afraid her powers would melt everything, like before?  

Or… Was it worried about the children in the next room?  

“…What are you thinking?”  
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Ch. 15 It’s Going To Be Too Hard To.

Yoo Anna thought to herself that she was being foolish as she spoke to the monster.

“Why are you hunting orphanage directors?”

Monsters can’t speak human language. Monsters are humanity’s natural predators, born from beasts that have transformed.

“Why did you protect someone else from my attack back then?”

A monster’s instinct is to attack humans.

“Why! Are you trying to separate me from the children?!”

Monsters are humanity’s enemies.

It made no sense at all.

Black Cat’s behavior was not that of a normal monster.

Naturally, there was no response.

The overwhelming infrasound vibrations, the oppressive pressure radiating from the monster’s core, the sound that even now resonated in her skull, threatening to crush it—Black Cat was, after all, a monster.

“Monsters… Must die.”

Letting out a long exhale, Yoo Anna began slowly approaching Black Cat.

Only then did Black Cat slightly lower its guard, preparing to flee.

Its massive wings spread wide, burning with energy, while its forked black tail gradually sank into the shadows.

At that moment, the door to the room burst open.

“Don’t kill it! Don’t fight!”

“Stop! Stooop!”

“W-wait, hold on…!”

The children from the next room, orphans from the orphanage rushed out and clung to Yoo Anna’s legs.

Startled, she tried to shake them off, having been focused on preventing Black Cat’s escape.

If she used her powers now, the children holding onto her would burn to death.

This was why Yoo Anna hated those who protected monsters even more than the monsters themselves.

“Do you even know what you’re doing?! Let go! That monster is—!”

“Don’t hurt the cat!”

“The cat helps us!”

“The heroes never helped us at all!”

Yoo Anna, still trying to free herself, froze at the children’s words, shocked.

The heroes had never helped.

It was true, even though Yoo Anna had vaguely known about the children’s situation, she had been unable to help.

Meanwhile, Black Cat had… Taken down every single orphanage director involved in illegal activities.

“…W-wait!”

The moment Yoo Anna hesitated, Black Cat seized the opportunity and vanished.

The dark shadow sank into the ground. Soon, Black Cat would visit the last remaining orphanage.

With the children still clinging to her legs, their eyes tightly shut, Yoo Anna grimaced and contacted the other heroes.

“…I lost Black Cat.”

[Understood. Then, return immediately—!]

“No, I can’t go back yet.”

[Huh? D-did you… Lose?]

“Hah? Even if it grows stronger later, my abilities are still superior for now. There’s no way I’d lose to Black Cat…”

She trailed off.

No matter how she looked at it, this unpleasant, powerless feeling was exactly what defeat felt like.

“…Yeah. I guess I lost.”

[Seriously?! No way, B-Black Cat is already that strong?! If that’s true, it’ll reach Annihilation-class soon—!]

“It’s not that bad. Anyway… I can’t leave yet.”

Yoo Anna sighed, even she found her own words strange.

“…Black Cat is only hunting orphanage directors. Don’t provoke it unnecessarily.”

[What…? What do you mean?]

“If it does anything beyond that, contact me.”

[Senior? Senior Yoo Anna,?]

After cutting the communication, Yoo Anna gently patted the heads of the children clinging to her legs.

Slowly, the kids, who had been squeezing their eyes shut, began looking up at her one by one.

“I’m sorry… For not coming to help sooner…”

“Sniff… Waaah…”

“Uwaaah… Waaaaah…!”

Finally, the children burst into tears.

Like children do, as if the dam holding back their emotions had broken.

Soon after, another communication came through from the heroes.

[…Black Cat has escaped.]

“Casualties on your side?”

[One. The orphanage director…]

As expected, Black Cat had only hunted the orphanage director before disappearing.

After putting the exhausted children to bed, Yoo Anna stepped outside and gazed up at the night sky, feeling strangely hollow.

“Yeah… I let it get away.”

[Um… Also, senior… We found some pretty serious evidence about this orphanage…]

“…Suppress the information. I trust you know why.”

[…Understood.]

Yoo Anna already had an idea of what that evidence might be. She hung up and shook her head.

Public opinion forming around the idea of a monster doing good would be problematic.

If adults, not children, started protecting monsters, it would be impossible to calm them down like today.

“…Black Cat.”

Yoo Anna looked down at her weakly outstretched hand, recalling Black Cat’s form.

She had let Black Cat escape many times before, but this was the first time she had felt…

The first time a hero had ever felt defeat at the hands of a monster.

***

[The Despair-class monster Black Cat has begun its activities. Its victims total 12—all orphanage directors in W-City…]

[After completing its hunt, Black Cat stopped, as if lying low. Experts on monster behavior in W-City suggest that Black Cat may be an entity driven more by beastly instincts than typical monster instincts…]

[S-class hero Starlight, Yoo Anna, who had previously warned about Black Cat, stated that this incident proves Black Cat has finally revealed its true nature…]

On the rooftop of a building in W-City,

I sat enjoying the pleasant breeze as I pulled a cucumber from my pocket and crunched into it.

Lately, after eating too much greasy food, vegetables tasted amazing.

I pricked up my ears toward one of the buildings, eavesdropping on the news broadcasts from the opposite side.

Some stations spoke in serious, concerned tones, while others defended Black Cat.

“I know I might get flak for saying this, but… Hasn’t Black Cat saved more people than it’s killed? Like, dozens more than the 12 victims.”

[Rumors say the children from the orphanages run by the Black Cat’s victims were being abused, and they’re all grateful to Black Cat…]

[As a countermeasure against Black Cat, why not install giant cat toys on buildings, shaped like cat towers?]

Where was that last broadcast from? Were they sane?

“…I’m not a cat, seriously.”

Finishing the cucumber, I looked up at a presence in the sky.

A red streak—Yoo Anna was flying.

Tuning my ears, I could hear the distant alarm of a Disaster-class monster.

“Must be tough, being a hero.”

I pulled another cucumber from my pocket and munched on it.

***

As a non-human human, after hunting the orphanage directors, I grew significantly stronger again.

Monsters grow stronger by consuming other monsters or humans.

Especially strong humans or monsters provide more power, but since I hadn’t eaten many humans, even those fatty lumps were decent nourishment.

Now that I had better control over my abilities, I could completely hide my presence for short periods.

It felt like balancing a needle on another needle—the slightest lapse in focus would break it, but with concentration, I could maintain it for about 10 minutes.

Now that I understood the trick, continued practice would improve it further.

Separately, my power output had also increased.

“Blaaack Caaaat!”

Today, while hunting another monster, I was chased by Yoo Anna again. Using my enhanced abilities—now far beyond what could be called Lee Han-young’s superpower, I weaved through the cityscape to escape.

After learning what Yoo Anna would do if I fled underground, I avoided doing so unless I had a solid lead.

I’d worked hard to repair the city, it’d be a shame to wreck it again.

Now, I was confident I could lose her even without going underground.

Lee Han-young’s superpower, Drift, was a higher-tier ability than a ghost hound’s intangibility.

Unlike simple intangibility, which made the body unable to interact with the physical world, Drift allowed control over the boundaries of what the body touched.

While running, I wondered how I could hinder Yoo Anna further, eventually realizing I could link intangible objects together.

While fleeing, I’d bite into a tree, then phase it into a building, creating obstacles mid-flight.

If I was lucky enough to grab steel beams, I could keep making barriers.

“Cut it out, you bastard!”

“Waaah~”

Unlike me, who could phase through obstacles, Yoo Anna had to melt through them with her powers.

Every slight delay widened the gap between us.

While her raw power and attack potency still surpassed mine, my escape skills had now overtaken hers.

If she recklessly boosted her output and melted entire buildings to chase me, I might still get caught, but Yoo Anna wasn’t that kind of hero.

She always minimized collateral damage—a trait I’d noticed after being chased so many times. Now, I could even stall her.

“Grrr…”

“Hey?! What are you—!”

“Meow~”

“Hey, you little—!”

Running out of things to bite for obstacles, I flicked a communication tower’s antenna with my paw, snapping it off.

Yoo Anna frantically flew over to catch it.

I already knew how expensive those antennas were.

The tower itself was made of durable alloy, but against a Despair-class monster’s strength, it stood no chance.

Barely saving the antenna, Yoo Anna welded it back with her powers.

Meanwhile, I fled elsewhere.

“You did that on purpose! I’ll kill you for real!”

With enough distance now, escaping underground would mean my victory.

But then, something incredible caught my eye—

A giant skewer of meat. A kebab food truck.

I could escape anytime, but when else would I get to eat such a massive kebab in this form?

Monster damages were covered by insurance anyway.

Free meal.

“Meow~”

Delicious! This place is legit!

Holding the skewer with my paws, I tore into the kebab.

Just as Yoo Anna landed, her feet aiming for my back, I twisted away effortlessly.

“Seriously, are you actually a cat?!”

“Purrr!”

I’m not a cat, seriously. I just often take the form of a feline monster—right now, I’m something between a black panther and a tiger.

Clutching the kebab, I leaped away, filling my belly as I fled.

Before leaving, I lodge the skewer into another wall.

A tasty snack meant it was time to escape again.

Today’s chase was my victory.

“Ugh! Really, ahaaaaaaaaaaa!”
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Ch. 16 Desperate.

After creating enough distance, I fled underground, erasing my presence as I listened to Yoo Anna’s angry shouts.

Lately, I’ve been using this method, hiding my presence underground before taking human form near a shelter passage.

Once the situation dies down, people emerge from the shelters, so if I walk out far ahead of them, I can escape naturally.

“Hmm, today was my lucky Day.”

Who would’ve thought there’d be a kebab stall? Even in my monstrous form, I’d filled my stomach. Now, blending in with the humans exiting the shelters, I licked my lips.

People looked around, murmuring, discussing Yoo Anna and the Black Cat.

“Did she lose again today? The Black Cat… Is it really that strong?”

“No, isn’t Yoo Anna the problem? She’s an upper-tier S-rank, right? Other cities have two S-ranks, don’t they?”

“Major cities sometimes have two or three upper-tier S-ranks… It really seems like Yoo Anna alone isn’t enough…”

“Is Yoo Anna too weak to handle a Despair-class?”

Most of the conversations revolved around doubting Yoo Anna’s strength as a hero.

W-City’s strongest hero, the S-rank, a rank meant to match Despair-class monsters was common knowledge in this monster-infested world.

Other cities had S-rank heroes who’d single-handedly taken down Despair-class monsters.

So why couldn’t Yoo Anna do the same alone?

Well… Because I kept running away.

Listening to the chatter, I imagined what would’ve happened if I’d fought Yoo Anna like a typical monster.

Monsters could sense each other’s strength through their core vibrations, but humans, who lacked that sense, seemed infinitely weak.

If I weren’t an intelligent monster, I might’ve foolishly thought If I just push a little harder, I could kill her, and get myself killed.

Yoo Anna is strong.

I can confidently say that as the monster who’s had to flee from her every time.

“Shouldn’t they investigate this? Maybe she got her S-rank through connections…”

“I mean, Yoo Anna is pretty, right? Maybe her looks helped?”

“Do monsters care about human looks?”

“Not the monsters, the hero evaluators probably did.”

“Wow… That’s shady…”

“Hmm…”

Somehow, this reminded me of something unpleasant from my childhood.

Ah, it was like hearing about someone who’d filed a complaint demanding compensation after their car was saved from a fire.

Why do people always badmouth those who try to protect them?

“But seriously, isn’t the Black Cat weird? Why are the buildings always fine?”

“Maybe it’s not really a Despair-class…?”

“Fine? It keeps jamming weird stuff between buildings.”

“Hey, our building has one of those pipes stuck in it—now we’ve got a passage to the next building. People chat through it during lunch.”

“What kind of Despair-class monster does that…? Are we sure it’s really Despair-class?”

The answer was: me.

Because I acted so unlike a Despair-class monster, people assumed Yoo Anna was lying.

Either she’d exaggerated a weaker monster’s rank, or her own abilities had been inflated.

Once suspicion took root, everything looked like a lie.

But it wasn’t like I could just let her catch me, or kill her.

Listening to the gossip, I felt a little guilty. Yoo Anna’s reputation was suffering because of me.

“Hmm… I don’t think Yoo Anna is that weak.”

“Huh? Are you a Yoo Anna fan?”

“Hmm… Not really.”

I tried defending her, just a little, but quickly gave up.

Calling myself a fan in front of people determined to tear her down would’ve been stupid.

I’m not that dumb of a monster.

Well… This problem would probably resolve itself if a real Despair-class monster attacked W-City.

There’s nothing a monster can do for a hero.

Yoo Anna would just have to wait for time to prove her strength.

And that day came sooner than expected.

***

[Shouldn’t Yoo Anna’s hero rating be re-evaluated?]

[Seriously, an S-rank who’s failed to catch a Despair-class 22 times?]

[Make that 23 now.]

[Thank you, the Black Cat, for surviving again today.]

“Sigh…”

Yoo Anna, having let the Black Cat escape yet again, exhaled heavily as she checked the public opinion, thoroughly shredded.

Even she had no excuses left for the citizens.

[Are hero rankings even reliable?]

[You think the government’s trustworthy?]

[We never even see footage of her fights, how do we know she’s really S-rank?]

But Yoo Anna couldn’t help feeling wronged.

Demanding a re-evaluation? She’d already defeated a Despair-class monster before.

Were they saying that one didn’t count either just because she couldn’t catch the Black Cat?

She couldn’t understand why people were making such a fuss.

Treating dangerous monsters like tools in some hero power-ranking game.

Wasn’t the important thing is that she was trying to eliminate threats?

I shouldn’t care about this. Just focus on my job.

But the stress kept piling up.

The Black Cat was getting faster.

It was still slightly slower than her, but if it got any quicker… What would people say then?

If only the Black Cat is a normal Despair-class monster…

Even that stupid thought crossed her mind as she blamed herself for failing.

“No… I just need to get faster too… Stronger…”

The Black Cat, an anomalous entity, was growing at a terrifying rate compared to other monsters.

To catch it, Yoo Anna had no choice but to grow stronger herself.

Ironically, chasing the Black Cat had sharpened her abilities.

Fighting an equal opponent, barely missing it each time, forced her to refine her superpower.

She experimented constantly—unlike other monsters that caused immediate destruction, the Black Cat’s near-zero collateral damage gave her room to improvise.

So yes, Yoo Anna could catch the Black Cat.

…Eventually.

She just didn’t know when eventually would be.

“Sigh… Yes, this is Yoo Anna, the S-rank who can’t catch a Despair-class… How can I help you…?”

As she sighed, slumped on the couch, her communicator buzzed.

Then she shot upright.

“…A Despair-class from A-City is headed here?”

***

The escaped Despair-class monster from A-City, Mirage.

The intel Yoo Anna received painted it as eerily similar to the Black Cat.

A shapeshifter that avoided direct combat, vanishing the moment you looked away.

“Could it be the same species as the Black Cat?”

“Possibly… Mirage might even be a higher-tier variant.”

“Why?”

“The casualty numbers are incomparable.”

Mirage was said to emit a dense, hypnotic mist upon appearing.

Those ensnared would willingly walk to their deaths, offering themselves to it.

A trait reminiscent of the Black Cat’s charming appearance—Yoo Anna wondered if they truly were the same species.

“And this footage… Is why its codename is Mirage.”

The W-City monster response team played the video sent from A-City.

A black-armored man—Kage, one of A-City’s S-rank heroes, fought Mirage using his ability, Iron Prison.

His power created indestructible barriers, trapping monsters in inescapable cages.

Kage was famous for slowly whittling down Despair-class monsters this way.

The Ring tactic many heroes used now was modeled after him.

He’d slain dozens of Despair-class monsters.

“This is…”

Mirage, in the form of a dragon, was securely trapped within Kage’s barrier.

Then, in an instant, it dissolved into mist and reappeared outside.

When Kage lunged to recapture it, Mirage transformed into a giant fox, then a butterfly, fluttering skyward.

Just like the Black Cat.

Avoiding direct combat, shifting forms to evade—if they were the same species, this could be catastrophic.

“Should we use the Ring tactic again? Pit them against each other?”

“If the Black Cat hunts other Despair-class monsters, maybe it’ll take care of Mirage for us.”

The heroes spoke as if the Black Cat hunting monsters was a given.

W-City was already its territory—for some reason, it refused to fight heroes properly but slaughtered other monsters relentlessly.

Lately, the Black Cat had killed more monsters in W-City than anyone else.

To the Black Cat, another Despair-class would be an invader.

High-tier monsters were territorial—letting an intruder roam was unthinkable.

That’s why they’d pitted it against the wolf monster before.

But Yoo Anna thought repeating that strategy was too risky.

“…No. If they’re the same species, this could backfire horribly.”

“You think Mirage and the Black Cat might team up?”

Monsters of the same species rarely fought, they often cooperated.

Like the wolf monster from before, if the Black Cat allied with Mirage…

Even if the Black Cat was an anomaly that avoided human casualties, it would likely protect Mirage.

Worse… If they were the same species, they might even reproduce.

If Mirage had come to W-City specifically because it sensed the Black Cat…

They had to kill Mirage before it made contact.

“Issue a city-wide evacuation order. All heroes, assemble and standby. No matter the cost… We must kill Mirage before it reaches the Black Cat.”

In that moment, W-City’s primary target shifted from the Black Cat to Mirage.

All to avoid the worst-case scenario.
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Ch. 17 It’s a Mirage

The restaurant was closed.

Well, nothing I can do about it. Guess I’ll have to try another one.

This restaurant was closed too.

Bad luck… Another restaurant… And yet another one was closed.

Hungry, I wandered the streets for a long time, bewildered to see every shop shut down.

Now that I looked around, even the grocery stores, clothing shops—Everywhere was closed.

“Why is everything closed?”

There was no siren, no monster attack.

People were busily packing their things and heading somewhere… Hadn’t there been any evacuation alert?

Then, a monster alert blared across the city.

The threat level was Terror-class. The people who had already been on the move quickened their pace.

Maybe they were being warned to evacuate early through some method other than the monster alert?

Is that why they were evacuating in advance…? Lost in thought, I waited for the evacuation to finish quickly.

Once it was over, the restaurants would reopen, and I could finally eat.

The heroes would arrive soon, right? Hurry up and take care of the monsters… Crouched in front of a restaurant, I read the menu.

But the heroes didn’t come.

Through a monster’s senses, I could feel the Terror-class monsters closing in on the humans.

The pulsating thrill of predators about to tear into their prey… I stood up and transformed into a monster in the alley.

“It’s—it’s a Despair-class! The siren’s for a Despair-class!”

“Kyaaaaah!”

“Huh? It’s the Black Cat!”

“Everyone! It’s the Black Cat! Don’t worry! It’s the Black Cat!”

Why wouldn’t they worry…? As I burst out of the alley and leaped between buildings, the civilians who hadn’t evacuated yet tried to calm the screaming ones.

Confused, I arrived where the monster had appeared and tore into a lone newt.

These giant newts, with a large eye on it’s foreheads, hypnotize humans before quietly devouring them and leaving eggs in the corpses.

The women freed from hypnosis came to their senses, saw me, and sighed in relief.

“W-we’re saved…”

“Ah! Does anyone have ham? Ham!”

Oh, jackpot.

Lately, the people I’ve helped have been divided into two groups: those who don’t give me ham at all and those who give me a ton. Today seemed to be the latter.

People who had been packing large bags pulled out meat and tossed it to me.

I tore into it and chewed happily.

Mmm, I was already starving… Lucky me…

“Kyaah…! Its fur! It’s so soft!”

“No way, wow… It’s super docile?”

“See? Everything they say on TV is a lie!”

The people I helped cautiously approached, some even touching my head and back.

I used to growl at anyone who touched me to keep their distance, but if they gave me a lot of ham… Well, I figured it was payment for my services. Now, too many people do it.

That aside, why hadn’t the heroes come yet? They seemed much slower than usual.

Just then, the people who had given me ham answered my unspoken question.

“Let’s hurry and leave. A Despair-class monster’s coming.”

“But the Black Cat’s here. Isn’t it fine?”

“It’s a monster too, you know? If two monsters fight, we’ll all die. How is that fine?”

A Despair-class monster was coming?

Hearing this for the first time, I glanced at the women looking at their smartphones.

They must have gotten an alert. Since I don’t have personal info registered and don’t see the need for one, I don’t own a smartphone—so I had no idea such an alert had been issued.

“Hurry! The shelters will fill up!”

“Thanks, kitty!”

“Grrr…”

“W-wait! I need to use the bathroom first! Go ahead!”

I’m not a cat. I growled at the fleeing women, but one stayed behind, trembling.

It didn’t seem like the other Despair-class monster was close yet—evacuation didn’t feel urgent.

As I was about to leave, the remaining girl grabbed one of my tails.

“H-hey… You’re smart, right? On TV… they said you’re a highly intelligent monster…”

Wondering what she wanted, I stopped. Tearfully, she continued.

“…If you understand me… Can I ask you for one favor? My boyfriend’s a hero… He’s stationed in the northern District 2. He said a Despair-class would arrive soon…”

Hmm, I see… So the Despair-class monster was heading for northern District 2.

If the heroes were preparing like this, they’d probably handle it themselves. I shouldn’t get in their way.

Now that I knew, I turned to leave.

“Can’t you take care of it? I can’t live without him… I’ll give you tons of meat, okay? My dad runs a butcher shop in District 5… If you come to the back door, I can sneak you a whole cow…”

I stopped mid-step and looked back at her.

She seemed to realize how absurd her request was, fiddling with her bracelet with a hollow expression.

“What am I saying… Asking a monster…”

“Purrr…”

Exactly. It was a stupid request.

No matter how smart a monster is, asking one to kill another?

Was she dreaming? In a world overrun by monsters, things don’t work that easily.

Growling, I leaped away, leaving her behind as I scaled a building.

But… A whole cow… How delicious would that be?

If her dad owned a butcher shop, the meat would definitely be fresh…

She wouldn’t give me cheap meat for her beloved boyfriend, right? A whole cow—how much meat would that even be? My mouth watered.

“…Meowww.”

Licking my lips, I glanced north.

Of all times, she had to make that offer when I was starving.

Might as well check out how strong this Despair-class monster really is.

If it’s stronger than me, I’ll leave it to the heroes and run.

Besides, I’d been wanting to test something.

After encountering a wolf-like Despair-class last time, I’d been practicing suppressing my presence.

Even in human form, I couldn’t fully erase a monster’s aura—but I wanted to control it at will.

Maintaining my monster form, I suppressed the resonance of my core.

Gradually, the blaring sirens in the city faded.

The practice paid off. The problem was moving in this state was difficult.

With a human-level presence, I tiptoed lightly across the rooftop.

It felt like carefully balancing a cup filled to the brim without spilling—fighting like this was impossible.

My strength was about the same as in human form, but my presence was completely erased, unlike before when other monsters could sense me.

At least, that was my assessment. But… Another Despair-class might still feel something off.

Minimizing movement, I leaped high and spread my wings, gliding through the air.

Above the silent sky, free of sirens, I had only one thing on my mind.

A whole cow from the butcher shop… No, no, could the Despair-class monster detect me?

Delicious… No, no, if I could hide properly, I could work among humans without worrying about attracting other monsters.

Then I could earn money and finally eat premium-grade beef until I was full… Hmm… Would a butcher shop even have premium-grade beef?

As I neared District 2, the number of people on the streets dwindled rapidly.

The presence of heroes, which I hadn’t sensed from afar, and the approaching Despair-class monster became clear.

Perched silently on a rooftop, hiding my presence, I watched the Despair-class monster.

Still far away, I could see the silhouette of a squid swimming through the sky.

A flying squid? I’d never seen a monster like that before.

Even with the forced knowledge of various monsters from my time as a lab experiment, this one was unfamiliar—meaning it was extremely rare.

Beyond the city walls, in the mountainous borderlands, the squid anchored itself with long tentacles and changed color.

Then, it suddenly transformed into a jellyfish, scattering lightning around it.

Shape-shifting? An amorphous-type? Or a phantom-beast?

This was a rare one. Fascinated, I watched as multiple heroes rushed out from the city.

“The Mirage has breached the first defensive line!”

“Well, an electric fence wouldn’t stop it… But its reactions are too fast. When using abilities, synchronize with others!”

“Its defensive reflexes are sharp! Pair opposing abilities!”

Fire and ice, sharp winds and boulders torn from buildings.

Tangible and intangible, blunt force and slashing power—abilities that couldn’t be countered with just one trait assaulted the monster.

Watching from afar, I focused on one woman who stood out among the heroes.

The air around her wavered from intense heat, and with every punch, space itself seemed to tear apart.

From a distance, her attacks looked brutal.

Seeing the Despair-class monster and Yoo Anna’s strength, it seemed like they could handle it without my help.

“Yawn…”

Well, no need to interfere… Guess the beef’s out of reach.

Yawning in monster form, I perked up at an odd sensation.

The Despair-class monster, Mirage, was spewing a sinister mist.

“It’s coming! The enthralling mist! Gas masks!”

“Air manipulators, forward! Block it!”

A heavy, cloud-like substance spread like ink in water, engulfing the heroes.

Though they hurriedly donned masks and activated abilities, Mirage was faster.

Heroes who inhaled the mist clutched their throats, paralyzed by the energy mixed within.

Above them, massive tentacles stretched, distorting spatial perception as they crushed buildings and the city’s border.

In an instant, Mirage had moved from outside the city to within.

Unlike the panicked heroes, I was stunned by Mirage’s tactics.

To a monster’s senses, Mirage’s true form didn’t match its appearance.

It was hiding its presence—just like I had been. It had pretended to approach slowly from outside the city, closing in on the heroes undetected.

By the time it released the mist, the discrepancy between its real and perceived location made counterattacks too late.

This meant it had experience being surrounded by multiple heroes before.

This thing… It’s skilled at hunting humans, and heroes.

Not only that, but Yoo Anna’s attacks weren’t landing properly.

Even when she seemed to deal fatal blows, Mirage regenerated instantly. The heroes noticed something was wrong but couldn’t pinpoint what.

Was this another difference between hero and monster senses?

As a monster, I could directly sense monster cores—Mirage’s core was clearly moving, but none of the heroes reacted correctly.
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Ch. 18 Caught

The Mirage seen by the heroes is a monster that instantly recovers no matter how injured it gets.

It flies through the sky, delivers fatal blows of unknown origin, closes vast distances in an instant, and escapes with supernatural abilities.

Though that isn’t its true nature, I, who had thought its abilities were quite useful, followed the Mirage’s tentacles with my gaze and spotted a man collapsed on the side of the road, coughing violently.

The bracelet on his wrist stood out—it was identical to the one worn by the woman who had told me about District 2.

Should I help him? I hesitated briefly, but before I could even decide, Yoo Anna flew over and hoisted the man onto her back.

It seemed she was momentarily assisting the incapacitated heroes in retreating. But at that very moment—

Perhaps the Mirage also recognized that Yoo Anna was the most threatening among the heroes present.

Anyone exposed to that deadly heat even once would understand, getting hit wrong could mean instant fatal damage.

But the other fallen heroes were just bait.

Left alive intentionally to lure Yoo Anna in, not killed outright.

Seizing the opportunity while Yoo Anna was protecting the other heroes, the Mirage swung its tentacle toward her.

“Guh…!”

I expected her to block it, but Yoo Anna, having just set down the hero she was carrying, took the full brunt of the strike and was sent flying.

The sheer force sent her crashing through four buildings before she finally stopped.

The sight was baffling, I was stunned that Yoo Anna had even been hit by that attack.

Could it be that, like the other heroes, she couldn’t see the Mirage’s attacks at all?

Earlier, the swinging tentacle had been a feint, the real attack had come in a straight line.

It made me think that this monster, the Mirage, might truly be a terrifying entity for humans.

While its presence was clearly perceptible to a monster’s senses, making it seem trivial, humans rely on their five senses.

Fighting a monster that disrupts those senses would naturally be difficult.

“Piiiiiiii!”

With an eerie, mocking cry, the Mirage stretched its entire body and released a gas into the surroundings.

Yoo Anna, frantic upon seeing the heroes collapse, burst out of the building and charged—but the Mirage was no longer there.

Just one hit from that fist would have taken it down, yet the Mirage, true to its name, was evading her like an illusion.

“Kuh, huff…!”

Having taken down all the other heroes, the Mirage focused solely on Yoo Anna, toying with her as she barely dodged its attacks using only her heightened senses.

Strikes from all directions, distorting sight and sound, battered her like a cat playing with a trapped mouse.

Seeing even Yoo Anna being toyed with like this was shocking… But the Mirage’s abilities were simply that specialized for hunting humans.

“You… Little bastard!”

“Piiit?!”

But Yoo Anna was no ordinary superpower human either.

A fist carrying enough force to generate a high-pressure storm, a flash of light shot like a beam, grazing the Mirage’s main body and exploding, made the monster flinch and curl up in fear.

But only for a moment. Whether angered by its own fear, the Mirage’s abilities began to densely saturate the surroundings.

The game was over—it intended to kill all the heroes before hunting Yoo Anna.

“Wait… Ev-evacuate! All remaining heroes, evacuate…! Ugh!”

The moment Yoo Anna urgently sent out the communication, the Mirage’s ability struck her again.

The heroes collapsed on the ground and began strangling themselves under the Mirage’s influence.

Yoo Anna seemed unharmed, likely having burned away the ability’s effect, but if this continued, the other heroes would all die.

“Where are you… Where?! I already figured out your true form is different! Stop being a coward and show yourself!”

Yoo Anna had already realized that the Mirage was a monster whose true form differed from what was visible.

If things continued like this, Yoo Anna would win in the end, but for W-City as a whole, it would be a devastating loss.

That couldn’t be allowed.

“Huh… Black… Cat…? Since when did you get here? The alarms shouldn’t have gone off…”

I leapt down from atop a building, landing between the Mirage and Yoo Anna.

If the Mirage killed the heroes, my beef would disappear too.

For the sake of my beef, I suppose I’ll intervene.

I glared silently at the Mirage, blocking its path to prevent it from reaching Yoo Anna or the other heroes.

“Piii…?”

“Grrrr…”

A probing standoff—I watched how the Mirage would move, while it scrutinized me.

A bewildering presence—it seemed unable to comprehend where I had come from.

As a monster, my skill in concealing my presence surpassed the Mirage’s, and our methods differed.

The Mirage temporarily disrupted the perception of its location, while I erased my presence entirely.

What stood before it was another monster—yet it didn’t register as one. Mistaking me for a hero who could transform into a monster, the Mirage fired a mental attack at me.

I see… So this is what it feels like. A bit unpleasant, but for a human lacking resistance to abilities, it would be fatal.

Sorry, but what’s in front of you is a monster.

This level of mental attack? Not even as effective as a single sedative shot.

“Ugh…! So in the end… It really is like that…”

As I stood unfazed, facing the Mirage, Yoo Anna let out a despondent voice and aimed both hands at me and the monster.

A new technique she had developed while chasing me, an ability that fired high-heat bullets from a distance.

I couldn’t dodge that in my presence-erased state, so I prepared to evade while gradually activating my monster core.

Then, the Mirage’s presence rapidly shifted.

Terror-class, confused as to why such a weak monster was blocking its attacks.

Crush-class, still baffled, growing angry that mere prey would resist.

Disaster-class, starting to sense something was wrong.

And then… Despair-class.

“Piiiiiiit!”

“Grrrrrr…”

Yeah, I’m stronger than you.

A monster’s instinct when faced with a stronger foe is to flee for survival.

That instinct, driven by fear and the will to live, is something even monsters feel.

Shocked by the absurd phenomenon of a seemingly weak monster suddenly surpassing it, the Mirage flailed as it revealed its true form.

“What…?! This is…!”

A giant clamshell with a cracked section, this was the Mirage’s true body.

A nightmare of a monster wielding two abilities, powerful telekinesis and illusions.

I grew in size before the fleeing nightmare, pinning the clamshell under my front paw.

For weaker monsters and humans, this thing must have been pure terror.

As long as it’s true body remained hidden, it was nearly invincible.

But… For a monster of the same tier capable of perceiving its true form? There was no easier prey.

Among Despair-class monsters, there probably wasn’t a single one that couldn’t hunt this thing.

Maybe even some Disaster-class could take it down depending on compatibility.

“Squeeeeek! Piiiiiiik!”

Crunch, crunch. As I applied weight to my paw, the clamshell shattered, and the illusion-manipulating crystal inside burst into powdery mist.

The shell contained illusions, while the clam flesh inside harbored the power to unleash telekinetic force.

I tore into the flesh—springy and bursting in my mouth with a peculiar flavor.

Residual telekinetic resistance from its will to survive? For a monster, it’s pretty tasty.

“Huh…?”

As I began devouring the Mirage, Yoo Anna, standing nearby, let out a dumbfounded sound.

Just before I could pluck out and consume the core nestled like a pearl inside, Yoo Anna snapped back to her senses and punched me.

“H-hey! Wait! What are you doing?! Don’t eat that!”

“Mroowwr!”

Not hitting me today since I helped the other heroes?

I thought, caught off guard as Yoo Anna’s punch sent chunks of my flesh flying.

Monsters grow stronger by consuming another monster’s core.

From Yoo Anna’s perspective as a hero protecting W-City, she couldn’t just stand by as I swallowed a Despair-class monster’s core right in front of her.

Unlike other monsters, I had no obsession with growing stronger, so I released the core and backed away.

Getting hit by Yoo Anna and having to heal each time was exhausting—and swallowing that tasteless core wouldn’t even fill me up.

“Piiiii! Piiiiit!”

As I let go of the paw holding the Mirage down after Yoo Anna’s punch, the monster desperately scrambled across the ground.

Then, lifted by telekinetic force, it took the form of a giant bird, cloaked in illusions, attempting to flee W-City.

But Yoo Anna was already in pursuit.

“Where do you think you’re going, you damn clam bastard!”

“Squeeeek!”

As Yoo Anna unleashed a heatwave engulfing the entire illusion, the Mirage snapped its broken shell shut.

But the high-durability shell, which had withstood countless attacks, had already been crushed under my paw.

Letting out a pained shriek, the Mirage transformed into dozens of snakes slithering across the ground.

This time, bullets fired from Yoo Anna’s fingertips blasted the snakes apart one by one.

When even relentless shooting didn’t eliminate them, Yoo Anna closed her eyes and stomped hard.

A heatwave spread like a tidal wave—and aiming for the most turbulent current within it, Yoo Anna shot forward.

“Piiik!!”

“Got you.”

Crunch. With the sound of thick plates breaking, the Mirage’s shell was torn apart.

Grabbing the main body, Yoo Anna held it firmly with one hand and began pummeling it with the other.

Thud, thud. The sound of a massive iron ball slamming down accompanied the shattering of the Mirage’s core.

“Kiiiiiiiiiiii!”

Trapped in Yoo Anna’s grip and relentlessly beaten, the Mirage’s core finally burst with a pop, scattering blue blood everywhere.

Ugh… Brutal… Her sheer offensive power was monstrous.

Yoo Anna, having expended considerable energy destroying the core, gasped for breath.

“Huff… Huff… Huff…”

Well, time to make my escape.

Having watched Yoo Anna finish off the Mirage, I silently stepped back, preparing to take flight.

Then, Yoo Anna unleashed a wave of scorching pressure toward me.

“Where do you think you’re going, Black Cat…?”

“M-mroow…?”

Instinctively sensing danger, I grew wary of Yoo Anna.

Somehow… She seemed stronger than before.

Looking closely, the thick monster blood from the shattered core was burning away under her ability.

…Does she absorb power by burning abilities?

I, too, had an ability that consumed other abilities, so it wasn’t entirely surprising.

But the murderous aura Yoo Anna was radiating now was far too intense for someone who had just fought a Despair-class.

She took slow steps toward me, then noticed the unconscious hero behind me.

“…Damn it.”

At that moment, the sharpness in Yoo Anna’s glare wavered.

Clenching her fists, she dispersed the rising energy and stared at me with disbelief.

“That’s my comrade. Did you really think I’d attack a hero? I’m the one who protects them, not you, you damn monster.”

I blinked, then stepped aside from the unconscious hero behind me.

In response, Yoo Anna’s expression twisted further in displeasure before throwing another punch at me.

Failing to fully dodge this stronger strike, I felt chunks of my flesh tear away again, but Yoo Anna didn’t press further. Instead, she pointed into the distance.

“Grrrr…”

“Get lost already, you damn monster…”

With those final words, she turned to tend to the other heroes.

Erasing my presence, I slowly backed away while keeping an eye on Yoo Anna as she dug through the rubble.

Is she really letting me go? She’s not chasing me, right?

Maybe she’s busy with the unconscious heroes. Figuring today might be safe, I took off at a slow pace—only for Yoo Anna to look up at me.

Better flee before she changes her mind.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 19

Ch. 19 Cute

[Is Yoo Anna insane? She caught Mirage?]

[Starlight, who captured a Despair-class monster that even Kage from A-City couldn’t catch, shouldn’t W-City now be called A-City?]

[Star Punch! Star Punch! Star Punch!]

The day after the Despair-class monster that fled from A-City to W-City, Mirage, was eliminated.

Reporters swarmed the Hero Association of W-City, which had announced to the citizens that Mirage had been completely defeated. Yoo Anna, responding to an interview with a local W-City broadcaster, was explaining the damage caused by Mirage alongside other heroes.

“27 severely injured, 89 lightly injured, and zero fatalities. As for property damage, 52 buildings were destroyed…”

[52 buildings? Is that accurate? Did she misspeak and mean 52 kilometers?]

[I live in District 2, and yeah, my house is fine.]

[My house is gone though? My house is gone though? My house is gone though?]

[Breaking: A-City is in an uproar, furious that W-City’s reported damage from Mirage suggests A-City’s heroes should be fired.]

[Is this really a Despair-class? Black Cat caused way more damage with other Despair-class monsters before.]

[Go look up how much damage Mirage left in A-City first.]

[Mirage’s damage in A-City: 3 districts completely obliterated, fatalities uncountable. Mirage’s damage in W-City: 52 buildings destroyed in 2 outer districts. Black Cat’s damage in W-City: 17 orphanage directors, 1 district.]

[Wasn’t the one district destroyed by heroes, not Black Cat?]

The damage W-City suffered from Mirage wasn’t just miraculously low—it was absurdly minimal. Only 52 buildings destroyed, a level that could be fully restored in about a week, and the casualties were also remarkably low. Considering how many heroes usually fall when facing a Despair-class monster, it almost seemed like the government was manipulating information to reassure the public.

“I have a question! The damage in A-City was incomparable to W-City’s, how did this outcome happen?”

“It’s due to the nature of the monster, Mirage. Unless you knew its true form, Mirage was a monster that inevitably caused massive destruction.”

In response to the reporter’s question, an Association employee turned on a TV and played footage.

“The Mirage we eliminated this time was named for its elusive, phantom-like nature, and the name fit perfectly. We’ll now release a portion of the combat footage.”

The Mirage captured on the heroes’ bodycams constantly shifted forms. At first, viewers marveled at the heroes’ coordination, but soon, terror set in as they saw Mirage regenerate instantly from every attack. A monster that kept coming back no matter how much they struck it, how could something like that even be defeated?

The sight of heroes collapsing one after another as Mirage released a smokescreen made it easy to imagine how A-City had suffered so much damage. But immediately after, the footage showed Yoo Anna gripping a giant clam and relentlessly pounding it.

The shift from a grim scene to this bizarrely comical moment left reporters raising their hands in confusion, wondering if the footage had been edited wrong.

“Uh… What’s with that clam all of a sudden…?”

“That’s Mirage’s true form. Everything you saw before was an illusion created by Mirage.”

“Huh?”

According to the government’s announcement, Mirage was a mollusk-type monster that used its shell to generate illusions and its flesh to wield telekinetic powers. This allowed it to launch physical illusionary attacks, and what was believed to be a hypnotic ability was actually just an overpowering illusion.

Additionally, the shell’s durability was such that only an S-rank hero could destroy it—meaning Mirage was a monster that couldn’t be defeated unless its true form was pinpointed within the thick fog and struck with overwhelming force.

In that moment, it became clear why Kage, A-City’s S-rank hero, had failed to capture Mirage. He thought his ability had trapped it, but Mirage had always been outside his grasp, toying with him.

Now, the reporters’ focus shifted entirely away from Mirage.

“How did you find Mirage’s true form?!”

“What are your thoughts on Kage, A-City’s S-rank hero who let Mirage escape to W-City?!”

“Was fighting Mirage easy for you?!”

Comparing another S-rank hero to W-City’s S-rank was always a guaranteed clickbait topic. But Yoo Anna, having no interest in indulging such pointless drama, sighed and ended the press conference.

Once the government announcement concluded, people took to the internet to loudly discuss the incident.

[Mirage seems like an insanely tricky monster to catch—how did Yoo Anna do it?]

[Do your friends not know what happened in District 2? Maybe Yoo Anna just stumbled upon it while erasing everything in her path.]

[Wait, is that Eraser the same move that wrecked District 2’s underground?]

[Yoo Anna said it’s not called Eraser, it’s Meltdown.]

[Homeless-Maker fits better.]

[So she just kept beating the crap out of everything until she stumbled upon the real body and went, ‘Oh, this must be it,’ and punched it?]

[Yoo Anna might’ve wrecked District 2, but she’s really good at taking down monsters, huh.]

[Then why can’t she catch Black Cat?]

[She beat up Mirage, which even Kage couldn’t handle, but can’t catch Black Cat?]

[But even Black Cat drops whatever monster he’s eating and runs the moment Yoo Anna shows up.]

[Maybe the Black Cat’s just scared of Yoo Anna?]

[Black Cat: If I attack people, Yoo Anna will come kill me, nya~ I don’t wanna die, so I’ll just stick to eating monsters, nya~]

[But orphanage directors are people, aren’t they?]

[There were weird rumors about them. If those rumors are true, then the Black Cat didn’t kill people, just beasts.]

[Either way, the important thing is that W-City is safe thanks to Yoo Anna~]

Before anyone realized it, Yoo Anna had transformed in public perception—from a hero who couldn’t catch Despair-class monsters and just chased them around, to a hero so strong that Despair-class monsters didn’t dare attack people and only ran away.

Public opinion really could flip in an instant. After so much torment, why did it change so fast?

Lying on her couch and enjoying a rare moment of relaxation, Yoo Anna browsed a community discussing her and left an anonymous comment,

[So where did all those people who said Starlight was weak go?]

She knew the answer—she just wanted to see the reactions she was hoping for. And soon, the replies flooded in.

[The ones who called her Firefly instead of Starlight, did they all die to Mirage? Why’s it so quiet now?]

[Are the people who talked trash about Yoo Anna all Mirage? Did they disappear?]

[W-City’s Mirage casualties: 0]

[W-City’s level, lol. Time for everyone to welcome Yoo Anna and say, We always believed in you!]

[Star Punch! Star Punch!]

“Pfft…”

An image of a muscular man (a photoshopped version of Yoo Anna) punching the air repeatedly was posted in the replies, seemingly made by a fan. In a good mood for the first time in a while, Yoo Anna hummed to herself and opened the fridge.

Maybe she’d cook something nice today. Monster-related damage has been low lately, after all.

It was a little funny, but lately, Yoo Anna had been feeling more at ease.

As the only S-rank hero in W-City, she’d always had to rush around whenever a strong monster appeared. But ever since the Black Cat started hunting monsters, it felt like W-City had two S-rank heroes.

Whenever Yoo Anna was about to head out, the Black Cat had already taken care of it—or she’d arrive just as the Black Cat was chewing on the monster. Sure, it’d turn into a chase, but since the Black Cat didn’t unnecessarily destroy property or cause casualties, the mental fatigue was much lower.

Well… Sometimes, he’d claw up some inexplicably expensive item for no reason. Online, countless posts complained about the Black Cat’s antics.

[The Black Cat cut the comm cables again.]

[The Black Cat left steel beams stuck in my building. How do I remove these?]

[Why is my car impaled there…?]

[Damn cat bitch, Yoo Anna, please just kill it already.]

[Star Punch! Star Punch!]

Under those posts, photoshopped images of Yoo Anna punching kittens were often shared like a meme.

Do I look like an animal abuser to you? Yoo Anna frowned, thinking of the Black Cat.

The Black Cat, a monster unlike any other.

She was supposed to be wary of it, an enemy to eventually eliminate… Yet, inexplicably, Yoo Anna was starting to trust it.

Even when chasing the Black Cat, if she spotted someone slow to escape, she didn’t have to worry about the monster attacking them. The Black Cat would dodge on its own, and if the wind from its movement threatened to knock someone over, it’d even change direction—even if it meant taking a hit from Yoo Anna.

In those moments, Yoo Anna would hold back her punches, thinking, fine, I’ll let it slide just this once.

“What the hell is going through its head…?”

Why didn’t the Black Cat attack people?

Yoo Anna was starting to believe it wasn’t some kind of trick. She didn’t voice this thought, worried people might assume other monsters were like the Black Cat—but the Black Cat genuinely didn’t seem to have any intention of harming humans.

In fact, it even protected them from itself, as if it saw Yoo Anna as the monster who killed her own allies to hunt monsters.

Yoo Anna searched a phrase that auto-filled in the SNS search bar.

Typing #WCityBlackCat♡, it was flooded with images and videos of Black Cat saving people and being rewarded with meat.

What kind of monster even is this? If throwing a few hams meant monsters got dealt with, Yoo Anna would gladly delegate the job.

Among the posts were videos of the Black Cat disappearing after defeating monsters, and many clips of girls squealing in delight while petting it’s fur.

[KYAAAA! So soft!]

[Look how shiny! Wow! What do I do?!]

Petting a monster? Objectively dangerous, but lately, Yoo Anna was too tired to scold them.

In fact, these days, whenever she saw the Black Cat, she finds herself wondering, how does that fur feel? Maybe I should pet it just once.

Scrolling further, she found something even more baffling.

“What the hell… This is ridiculous…”

In the video, the Black Cat was carrying an entire slaughtered cow in its mouth.

Was this footage of it stealing? How was this happening without any monster alarms going off? Last time she checked, the Black Cat seemed to have developed an ability to hide from detection systems.

If other monsters had this ability, it’d be terrifying—but the Black Cat’s behavior was just absurd.

The video, titled “I promised the Black Cat a whole cow, and it came to our house!”, was part of a three-part series.

[I gave you what I promised~ If you don’t leave soon, my dad’s gonna get mad!]

A girl’s voice echoed from inside a dark fridge. The Black Cat, urged to hurry, picked up the cow meat in its mouth—then put it back down, as if hesitating. It dragged it out of the fridge, clearly intending to take it.

A moment later, the Black Cat returned from outside with something strange in it mouth.

[What’s this? A gas stove…?]

A portable gas stove. The Black Cat nudged it forward with it paw—clearly asking them to cook the meat.

Has someone cooked for it before? Even animals, once they’ve tasted cooked meat, tend to avoid raw flesh.

The girl hesitated, then sliced off a piece of meat and grilled it. The Black Cat made a weird Waongong~ sound as it happily ate.

“It makes cute noises when eating meat…”

In the last video, the girl’s parents seemed to have discovered the situation, but seeing the monster calmly waiting to be fed, they ended up slicing and grilling the meat for it in amazement.

The video ended with the family saying they’d do it again if asked, thanking the Black Cat for saving them.

After watching the whole thing, Yoo Anna immediately contacted the authorities to have the video taken down. If this spreads, people might start approaching monsters recklessly.

Then, after a moment’s thought, she saved a copy before it was deleted.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 20

Ch.20 It’s Annoying 

The name Black Cat was given to me because I often take the form of a black feline monster.

The reason I take this form is purely for ease of escape.

As an anomaly that devours abilities, my body must assume the form of a monster to use its powers.

Other abilities can be summoned as needed, but for sound suppression—specifically, the ability to mute the noise of leaping and landing—I require the physiology of a feline.

If I use Shadow Dive to hide underground, Yoo Anna will track me with her heightened senses, groping through the darkness like hands searching blindly.

Shadow Dive is an ability that shifts touched objects into a liquid-like state, but due to resistance, the sinking speed isn’t instantaneous.

To compensate, I developed the ability to sink into my own shadow and vanish—which also necessitated maintaining a form with numerous tentacles.

So, while I can retract wings or horns as needed, I’ve kept the form of a black panther with multiple tails.

Nothing else allows for such an easy escape.

Everything is for slipping away safely after killing a monster.

To return to human form, I must completely vanish from Yoo Anna’s perception.

But now, that’s no longer necessary.

I can sink into shadows, hide underground, and erase my presence.

I can even fake my disappearance by shifting between shadows.

As long as I touch the ground, I can escape.

At some point, the rules of my chases with Yoo Anna changed.

It went from winning by escaping beyond her detection range to winning by just touching the ground a short distance away.

To catch me, Yoo Anna has been developing long-range attacks, but for now, sacrificing a tail or two is enough to get away safely.

Now that shadow concealment matters more than sound suppression, I no longer need to maintain a feline form.

But I still do—for one reason,

The meat people give me after I save them.

“KYAAAA! It’s eating it, it’s eating it!”

“So cuuuute!”

Suppressing my presence limits my strength, but I can still easily kill Terror-class monsters in this state.

More and more people reward me with meat after I eliminate monsters without triggering alarms.

Some even approach me with backpacks, refusing to evacuate even when alarms blare—are they insane?

If heroes arrive too late, things could get ugly.

Yoo Anna seems to share my frustration, shouting the same thing while chasing me,

“Can’t you just not take the meat? Do you know how much trouble you’re causing heroes? People aren’t evacuating properly!”

“KYAAAK!”

Since she said it while hitting me with an ability, it didn’t sound very convincing.

But she wasn’t wrong, so I’ve started refusing meat more often.

Except when it looks really expensive and delicious, I can’t resist them.

Because of this, news reports say the Black Cat’s tastes have grown refined.

“T-this is the infamous Black Cat… Hehe…”

“Do you think it’ll eat this?”

“It’d better! Khehe… Eat up, you little—think of the bounty we’ll get!”

Thanks to rumors of a monster that helps humans for meat, weirdos have multiplied.

Some lace offerings with sedatives or sleeping pills—not that it affects me, but it’s annoying.

Others set traps in monster hotspots, even using trapped civilians as bait.

Using fleeing people as bait crosses a line, so I track the trappers by scent and bite their arms off.

Still, the rich have terrible tastes. Many seem to want a monster that devours other monsters as a pet.

I’ve overheard enough conversations to know some have even placed bounties on me.

Do they really think I’d obey if caught?

I’d just bite off a few limbs and escape—are they insane?

Some grow increasingly obsessed with capturing me, and outsiders flock to W-City to try.

Non-S-rank heroes attempting to catch a Despair-level monster… Have they all lost their minds?

Since I don’t kill them, they’ve grown way too bold.

“Black Cat! It’s Black Cat!”

“Where? Where?!”

Terror-class monster alarms. Since I began appearing without additional alerts to kill monsters, people now turn toward the commotion instead of fleeing.

It’s absurd—monsters should send people running, not drawing crowds. But by now, I’m used to it. I slip into the shadows.

Then Yoo Anna descends from the sky, aiming light at my shadow.

“Grrrr…”

“Everyone! What are you doing?! Evacuate now!”

“KYAAAA! It’s Yoo Anna! Run!”

“Go! Go!”

They fear Yoo Anna’s collateral damage more than me.

Even she looks exasperated, glaring at me but not giving chase.

I stay put, wary of causing panic if I flee abruptly.

“Unbelievable… Since when is a monster less scary than a person?!”

“KYAA!”

As Yoo Anna vents, a tranquilizer dart shoots from the city center.

I liquefy the syringe midair, dodging, then swat away another volley.

With civilians still nearby, I can’t evade freely.

“Wait, what the—?! What are you doing?!”

“Black Cat hit by tranq—no, missed!”

“Are you out of your mind?!”

The shooters are black-suited heroes clinging to buildings.

Armed with net guns and tranq rifles, they fire relentlessly.

Do they really think this’ll work?

“Stop! Stop provoking it! Who are you?!”

“S-rank hero Yoo Anna, you need to stand down. We’re from the government’s Monster Research Division.”

“Monster Research—?! Do you even know what you’re doing?!”

“We’re successfully capturing the Black Cat you’ve failed to catch.”

“Grrrrrr…”

Tranquilizers, sedatives, sedatives—the syringes’ contents trigger unpleasant memories.

Noticing my growl, Yoo Anna’s expression hardens.

She snatches a radio from a black suit and smashes it.

“‘Successful capture’ my ass! Do you really think the Black Cat would be caught this easily?!”

“Starlight, can’t you see? The Black Cat is—”

“Grrr… OOOOOOH—”

The civilians are gone.

No need to humor these fools any longer.

I liquefy, dropping all physical projectiles to the ground.

Then I glare at Yoo Anna.

She shakes her head slightly—Don’t.

Too bad.

These idiots pissed me off.

Today, I’ll break a few things.

“ROOOOOAR—!”

“E-EK! AAAAAH!”

“Guh—AAAH! YOU FUCKERS!”

A deafening roar shreds concrete like dandelion seeds in the wind.

I pounce, tearing through limbs—arms, legs—one by one.

I won’t kill them.

But if they attack me, I won’t hold back.

“AAAAH! R-RUN!”

“You said it doesn’t attack! The Black Cat’s an anomaly—It doesn’t hurt humans!”

“WHO THE FUCK SAID THAT?! I’M REPORTING THIS! TO THE PUBLIC!”

“RUN! RUUUN!”

“OH, YOU’RE NOT GETTING AWAY! I TOLD YOU NOT TO PROVOKE It!”

Only S-rank heroes can face Despair-level monsters.

That day, Yoo Anna—who usually handles incidents alone to avoid collateral—ended up dragging over thirty idiots to safety.

I, meanwhile, hurled them aside, escalating the damage.

[The Black Cat destroyed 124 buildings today…]

[Zero fatalities, but 32 injured—all C-City heroes…]

[Outsiders flooding W-city to capture the Black Cat—how long will this continue?]

[Starlight blames the incident on reckless provocation. Eyewitnesses confirm the Black Cat initially endured tranquilizers and nets without resistance…]

“Who the fuck do they think they are?! Who’s paying for my store?! You think insurance covers this?!”

[Reports indicate a rise in outsiders attempting to capture the Black Cat…]

[W-City maintains that since the Black Cat is a monster, they can’t legally stop captors. However, Starlight has long warned that provoking it risks unpredictable retaliation…]

[Starlight can’t catch the Black Cat, but she does keep it in check. Shouldn’t the blame fall on the outsiders who caused this?]

Yoo Anna crushes a beer can in her fist.

How many times has she been this furious since becoming a hero?

With the Black Cat’s recent ability to erase its presence, their stalemate has only worsened its temper.

Ironically, even as Yoo Anna’s chase times shorten, W-City’s monster-related damages have plummeted.

Her workload has lightened enough that—honestly—if the Black Cat just keeps killing monsters without incident, it’s not a bad deal.

What does bother her is how civilians now see the Black Cat as safe.

And the outsiders are even worse, duped by the same misconception, keep causing chaos.

[Since when do B-rank heroes from C-City think they can capture what an S-rank can’t?]

[Starlight caught Mirage—the monster A-city failed to—so if she can’t catch the Black Cat, what does that make her? A fucking joke?]

[W-City was peaceful with the Black Cat and Starlight slaughtering monsters—who knew outsiders would ruin it?]

[There’s a 2-billion-won bounty on the Black Cat. Who offers that for a living nuke? Are they brain-dead?]

[If C-City really wants the Black Cat, send an S-rank. Did they actually think B-rank stood a chance?]

[Star Punch! Star Pu—NYA PUNCH!]

Yoo Anna nods vehemently at the forum comments.

She even saves a meme—a buff Yoo Anna punching a kitten, followed by a buff kitten punching C-City.
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Ch.21 Weird.

[But what if the Black Cat gets angry because of this and starts attacking people from now on? Isn’t W-City going to be destroyed?]

Yoo Anna, who had been browsing the community, let out a sigh as she read a post that echoed her own worries.

Recently, Yoo Anna had acknowledged the fact that the Black Cat avoided attacking people, and this was what worried her the most.

Yoo Anna had been missing the Black Cat every time so far.

What on earth should she do if the Black Cat really starts rampaging?

If the Black Cat stops its unusual behavior and starts truly running wild, completely hostile toward humans, W-City is done for.

Today, while chasing the Black Cat as it destroyed numerous buildings, she felt that fact even more acutely.

“Ugh… Seriously, those idiots have no idea what they’re doing…”

If the Black Cat fought Yoo Anna head-on, if they clashed with the intent to kill each other, Yoo Anna would win.

Or, if Yoo Anna fought without holding back her superpower human abilities, destroying the entire city in the process—if she pursued the Black Cat by obliterating entire areas regardless of where it hid—then she was confident she could catch it.

If she gave up on W-City entirely, she could kill the Black Cat.

But at this point, that was nothing more than a last resort, a choice to be made only if the Black Cat truly started rampaging.

The current Black Cat could almost be called a provisional hero, an anomalous monster that is beneficial to heroes and W-City as a whole.

That was why this situation was at a stalemate—so why were third parties provoking the Black Cat like this?

If they couldn’t even catch it, they should at least send an S-rank hero if they were serious about taking it down.

Well, not that that would ever happen.

S-rank heroes were the ultimate weapons assigned to each city.

To use an analogy from the pre-monster era, they were like mobile nuclear bombs possessed by a single city.

In this era, no city would recklessly leak its means of protecting itself from monsters to outsiders.

Unless a truly powerful monster—an Annihilation-class—appeared… On very rare occasions, if a powerful Despair-class needed to be eliminated before it became an Annihilation-class, an S-rank might be dispatched for support. But the Black Cat was a peculiar entity that rarely attacked humans.

In some major cities where there were two or three S-rank heroes, sending one might still leave some leeway… But the Black Cat’s threat level was extremely low for a Despair-class. Sending an S-rank to hunt it down would be idiotic.

For the time being, this lull would continue as long as troublemakers from other cities didn’t provoke the Black Cat.

Thinking this, Yoo Anna browsed the community’s reactions until she came across an idiotic post and frowned.

[S-rank hero Kage from A-City announces he will come to W-City to hunt the Black Cat.]

“…Huh?”

What kind of nonsensical joke was this? Were community users writing another delusional fantasy post?

But soon, posts with the same content began flooding in.

Shortly after, the news reported the same story.

Along with an interview from the S-rank hero Kage himself.

[To the citizens of W-City trembling in fear of monster attacks, please rest assured. The monster threatening your safety, the Black Cat, has been marked for elimination by me, Kage.]

Yoo Anna’s expression soured as she listened to the interview of Kage, a handsome blond man smiling on TV.

It seemed like W-City was about to face even more trouble.

***

A few days after Kage, the S-rank hero from A-City, announced his intent to hunt the Black Cat…

Kage arrived in W-City as promised, bringing his subordinate heroes with him.

The moment he stepped off the train, countless camera flashes and crowds welcoming him erupted. People were ecstatic to see the rarely glimpsed S-rank hero from A-City in person.

“Wow! The Iron Fortress! The Iron Fortress!”

“Kage! Look over here, please!”

With a mannerly wave, Kage shook hands with Starlight, who had come to greet him in W-City, before boarding a limousine under the cameras’ gaze.

Inside the car, Yoo Anna plopped down into a seat and crossed her legs, sitting across from Kage and his two aides.

Seeing her like this, Kage wiped the smile from his face and spoke in a cold voice, starkly different from the one he used in front of the cameras.

“The citizens of W-City must all be stupid little pigs. Oink, oink, oink… So much noisier than A-City, utterly lacking in dignity.”

“Tch.”

Well, of course. Some things never change. Clicking her tongue, Yoo Anna made no effort to hide her displeasure.

Contrary to public perception, this was the kind of person Kage was.

An extreme superpower human supremacist, a man wrapped in arrogance as thick as his overwhelming superpower.

“Long time no see, Yoo Anna. Or should I say, Starlight?”

“Yeah, long time no see, Jung Ho-young.”

Kage—Jung Ho-young—scanned Yoo Anna up and down before flicking his finger at the woman beside him.

She took out a cigarette and placed it between his lips, while the woman on the other side lit it for him.

Smoking wasn’t allowed in the car, but knowing Kage wouldn’t care, Yoo Anna scowled and rolled down the window.

“I heard you took down Mirage. Thought you might’ve gotten stronger, but I guess not… So you just finished off a Despair-class monster that was exhausted from fighting another, huh? How cowardly.”

“What’s it to you?”

Yoo Anna genuinely didn’t understand why making two Despair-class monsters fight and then finishing off the survivor was cowardly.

More importantly, pitting monsters against each other was a strategy Kage himself had pioneered.

The man who had trapped two monsters in his Iron Fortress and slain the survivor was saying this? What was he thinking?

“It matters because you didn’t reveal that fact to the public. You made it seem like you took it down all by yourself.”

At Kage’s explanation, Yoo Anna’s expression soured even further.

“Thanks to that, people in A-City have been spouting annoying nonsense. Saying maybe I, Kage, am weaker than Starlight.”

“Don’t tell me you came to W-City for something that childish?”

“I never liked the fact that you were rated as mid-to-high S-rank like me from the beginning. Someone like you, who couldn’t even move against me during the exam.”

“Wow, I’ve got nothing to say to that.”

As Kage said, Yoo Anna had a history of being utterly crushed by him during the hero exam.

Kage’s abilities specialized in defense, while Yoo Anna’s specialized in offense and pursuit.

A battle style that involved trapping the opponent in a confined space and whittling them down was the worst match for Yoo Anna. Even if she attacked, breaking through Kage’s defenses was impossible.

But when it came to fighting monsters, Kage and Yoo Anna’s performance was equal.

Of course it was—human vs. human and monster vs. human battles were completely different.

That was why they were rated the same rank. And he had a problem with that?

“I heard the rumors. That you still haven’t caught W-City’s Despair-class monster… If I take it down, everyone will know for sure which of us is superior.”

“Hunting monsters isn’t about showing off who’s better.”

“Of course I know that. It’s about making the environment more comfortable for the maladapted, right?”

“Could you not, with the hate speech?”

“Oh, is maladapted the wrong term? The unfit? The unchosen losers? The pitiful sheep who need to be led by superpower humans?”

“Ugh.”

Yoo Anna recoiled at the severe superpower supremacist’s words.

In this era where monsters had appeared and superpowers existed, many heroes shared Kage’s views.

Some even became villains, believing it was absurd for heroes to take orders from ordinary humans and choosing to live for their own desires.

However, Kage’s mindset, though closer to a villain’s, was paradoxically what kept him a hero—his overwhelming sense of superiority.

A stoic belief that the superior must guide the inferior, an ironic pride that demanded he always present himself as an object of admiration.

Thus, Yoo Anna couldn’t outright criticize Kage, who perfectly played the role of a hero.

Despite his words, he was a hero who genuinely strove to minimize harm to people.

If a non-awakened insulted him, he would dismiss it as the ramblings of an inferior being. But being compared to another hero seemed to be something he couldn’t tolerate.

“I’ve already read all the information on this Black Cat. With abilities like that, it won’t escape my Iron Fortress.”

Kage smirked confidently, clenching his fist.

When he opened his hand again, a cube-shaped object floated above his palm.

“This is a good opportunity. A chance to prove that I’m superior to you.”

“Yeah, sure… Whatever you say…”

Yoo Anna couldn’t care less, so she waved him off and looked out the window.

Now that he was here, Kage fighting the Black Cat was a foregone conclusion.

Could Kage actually catch the Black Cat?

One thing was certain,

Black Cat wouldn’t be able to escape Kage.

Even if they fought, Kage’s abilities would minimize collateral damage.

The Black Cat was a monster—an enemy of humanity that heroes had to eliminate.

“Sigh…”

Yoo Anna let out a sigh, thinking she’d be busy again after the Black Cat was hunted down.

It was a thought unbecoming of a hero, but she felt a little regret.

That the Black Cat would be caught.

***

As I lifted a vending machine to pick up a coin that had fallen into the gap, I paused at the sound of a distant noise.

A monster alert, blaring loudly from far away.

The threat level this time was probably around Terror-class… Well, some hero would show up and take care of it.

With two S-rank heroes in W-City right now, I didn’t need to bother.

Lately, stressed by heroes constantly trying to capture me, I’d been ignoring monster alerts as much as possible.

On top of that, according to the news, an S-rank hero named Kage from A-City had come to W-City to hunt me down.

With two S-rank heroes here, they’d handle everything themselves. And if both came at me, I probably wouldn’t even be able to escape. Why take the risk?

So I ignored it. The heroes could deal with the monsters.

But the more I ignored the alerts, the more frequent they became.

Or rather, the alerts lasted unusually long. Even after enough time had passed for the monsters to be dealt with, the sirens kept blaring.

It didn’t seem like Yoo Anna was showing up. Were the heroes busy?

I wasn’t hunting monsters either, and Yoo Anna seemed to be waiting with the other S-rank hero, maybe planning something.

Then, as more time passed, the sound of alerts began ringing out all over W-City.

This time, the low-frequency vibrations of monsters were strong enough to be felt—powerful monsters must have appeared.

The presence of monsters could be sensed everywhere, at least three Disaster-class ones.

It was rare for three Disaster-class monsters to appear simultaneously, but since I’d been hunting other monsters and then disappeared, they might’ve sensed this place as unclaimed territory.

At this point, an S-rank hero would show up… But the monsters’ presence didn’t fade.

“…What are they doing?” .
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Ch.22 Monster

“With three Disaster-class monsters, an S-rank should’ve shown up by now. How long do they plan to leave them be?”

Soon after, screams loud enough to be heard from a distance rang out, as if shelters were being torn apart.

With the ground-shaking tremors resonating everywhere, isn’t this going too far?

What are the S-ranks doing…? Are they waiting for me to come out before making their move?

It’s unlike Yoo Anna not to have appeared by now.

Did that guy from A-City have some kind of command authority over her?

“…Tch.”

In the end, I transformed into my monster form and rushed toward the source of the monster’s presence.

The streets were eerily empty, as if everyone had already evacuated—only the tremors and screams of monsters filled the city.

Oddly enough… In a city with no one left.

The presences had gathered in one spot, unmoving.

“Grrrr…”

“So we finally meet, Black Cat.”

Despite sensing something was off, I approached—only to turn my head at the sound of clapping.

Simultaneously, the monster presences vanished, and the screams and tremors stopped.

In their place stood two women who appeared to be heroes. The moment they entered my field of vision, they began emitting irritating sounds and vibrations.

“Did you come expecting prey, stupid cat?”

“Kyyaaaooww!”

The screams and monster vibrations had been a ruse—bait created by these two using their abilities.

Realizing I’d been lured, I immediately roared and leaped back.

But Yoo Anna dropped from the sky, blocking my path.

“Black Cat, you’re not escaping this time.”

With the man who seemed to be the S-rank from A-City and Yoo Anna both here, I immediately sank into the ground.

But then, a wall-like barrier buried underground blocked me.

If it could stop my intangible form, this wasn’t an ordinary wall—it was an ability.

“Too late, kitty.”

With a sharp chang sound, the sky split like ice, and a transparent prison formed around me and Kage.

Yoo Anna recoiled in shock, shouting,

“Wait, what are you thinking?!”

“What do you mean? Didn’t I already say?”

As the S-rank hero Kage finished speaking, he clenched his fist in the air. Transparent swords, shields, and armor—glowing just like the walls—materialized around him.

“I’m hunting the Black Cat. Alone.”

“Are you insane?! If we work together, we can do it without risk—!”

“Are you insane? I told you from the start—this is my chance to prove my superiority over you. If we team up, your impurity would taint the purity of my strength.”

As I listened to Kage and Yoo Anna argue, I scraped my claws against the ability-constructed walls.

Incredibly durable… I’d sensed it when I hit the underground barrier, but even I can’t break this.

This prison won’t open until one of us—either Kage or me—falls.

“Black Cat will be hunted by me, Kage, alone. And the fact that I’m stronger than Starlight will be witnessed by everyone in W-City—and A-City’s citizens too.”

At Kage’s declaration, the two women who’d been emitting sounds and vibrations pulled out cameras and antennas from their pockets.

Portable broadcasting equipment—I’d seen it before. As Yoo Anna facepalmed in disbelief, the two women pointed their cameras at Kage and me.

“Well then, this is A-City’s most popular content—Monster Execution Broadcast.”

Like a duel arena, the small prison expanded.

When Kage lowered the visor of his transparent armor, it darkened and began glowing gold.

The overwhelming pulse of his ability—there was no doubt the prison walls had durability to match.

“Quite the thrilling spectacle for the uncivilized citizens of W-City, no?”

The moving fortress aimed its spears at me and charged.

***

“That fucking idiot…!”

Yoo Anna clicked her tongue in disgust at Kage’s pride-driven stupidity, crossing her arms as she watched the Iron Fortress.

The two women inside were narrating Kage’s exploits, turning the monster hunt into entertainment.

When she checked the broadcast on her phone, tens of thousands were already watching.

In a way, it made sense.

Most cities desperately suppressed footage of battles with monsters.

The sight of heroes getting injured could incite public unrest.

So for citizens, Kage’s broadcast was intensely stimulating.

A monster hunt livestream—it was also an expression of his immense confidence.

The unshakable belief that he could never lose.

“Monster Black Cat continues fleeing from Kage. And why wouldn’t it? The walls of his Iron Fortress can withstand even Annihilation-class attacks. For a Despair-class monster, facing armor and spears forged from such power must be true despair.”

True to their words, the Black Cat kept darting around the prison, searching for an escape.

Kage hadn’t landed a direct hit yet, but his strategy was to exhaust the monster, whittling it down bit by bit.

All that frantic movement was just playing into Kage’s hands—eventually, the spear would strike.

And that moment came sooner than expected.

“Ah! Kage’s spear just pierced the Black Cat’s foreleg! The Black Cat leaps back, creating distance before sinking into the ground. Kage follows up with a devastating strike—another direct hit!”

Though slower than Yoo Anna, Kage’s speed was more than enough to corner a monster in confined space.

The one-sided assault continued, the Black Cat’s pained cries growing more frequent as damage accumulated.

[Is the Black Cat really getting hunted? For real?]

[It can’t even run away!]

[This is Kage. You W-City morons kept yapping online about Starlight being stronger—now you see reality?]

[They got lucky with Mirage and started disrespecting Kage. So satisfying to watch this!]

[Starlight can’t do anything, huh? The Black Cat’s a joke to Kage, right?]

[Kage is strong. Maybe he just had bad compatibility with Mirage?]

As the Black Cat’s suffering intensified, the chat flooded with messages.

Some W-City citizens expressed unease about the Black Cat being hunted, but most accepted it—after all, it was just a monster.

[The Black Cat can’t die!]

[Hang in there, Black Cat! Don’t die!]

[You bastard! Why come to W-City and pull this shit?!]

[Are you guys in the chat sane? Why defend a monster?]

[Freaking lunatics. This is W-City’s standards?]

A few cheered for the Black Cat, but even W-City’s citizens couldn’t openly support a monster.

A-City’s viewers worshiped Kage—it seemed his victory was assured.

Then, as injuries covered its body, the Black Cat stopped fleeing and faced Kage.

“Grrrrrr…”

At that sound—one Yoo Anna had never heard before—her body jolted.

A low, vibrating pulse. Overwhelming bloodlust.

The Despair-class monster, Black Cat, had decided to fight.

Only now did Yoo Anna realize—the Black Cat hadn’t attacked Kage even once this entire time.

She hadn’t noticed earlier because… The Black Cat had never seriously attacked her either.

Her eyes widened at the revelation.

“The Black Cat stands its ground against Kage! Even a beast knows when escape is futile. But hunting cornered prey is Kage’s specialty—based on its movements so far, we predict—”

“No.”

Yoo Anna’s trembling voice cut into the broadcast.

The A-rank hero narrating turned to her as she spoke quietly,

“The Black Cat hasn’t even attacked properly yet. What kind of assault will it unleash?”

Her tense whisper carried foreboding,

“The real Black Cat starts now.”

“KOOOOOOOORRRR!”

“B-Black Cat just—?! KYAAAA!”

A deafening roar shook the prison as the Black Cat’s form shifted.

Black flames engulfed a growing tiger—Kage expanded the prison, likely planning to contain the inferno.

But his usual tactics failed.

“Hisss—SHAAAARK!”

The Black Cat morphed into a massive serpent, unleashing a petrification ability.

The surroundings turned white as stone—Kage blocked it with his ability-shield.

Instantly, the Black Cat transformed again into a shadowy mass of tentacles, coiling around him.

“B-Black… Cat? Wh-what?! It keeps changing into different monsters…?!”

“The Black Cat’s an amorphous monster. It was in the report.”

“How many abilities does it—Kage, look out!”

“GRROOOAR!”

With another bestial roar, a condensed sphere of lightning struck Kage, detonating on impact.

Then, morphing into a bewitching fox, the Black Cat surrounded him with countless floating fire orbs.

Watching this, Yoo Anna understood,

“Reconnaissance… It’s testing which abilities work on Kage…”

The tables had turned—the Black Cat’s rapid form shifts gave Kage no reprieve.

Finally, it settled on the fox form.

Mimicking Mirage—the monster Kage had struggled against—it wielded illusions and telekinesis.

Flames licked the prison walls as even the broadcast footage distorted under its hypnosis.

“Guh… Where are you…?! Black Cat…!”

In the burning forest illusion, the Black Cat lounged arrogantly as telekinetic force seized Kage.

Then—BAM BAM BAM BAM!—it slammed him violently against every surface.

Kage’s armor could block any ability, but not sheer kinetic force—his one weakness.

The prison filled with pulverized debris, a white haze obscuring vision.

Only Kage’s body—repeatedly crashing against his own indestructible walls—remained visible.

“Kage! No!”

The horrific spectacle of an S-rank being toyed with—this was why monster battles were never broadcast.

Yoo Anna swallowed hard, glancing at the rapidly scrolling chat,

[Is Kage dying?! Is he actually dying?!]

[WTF is this?! Is this broadcast real?!]

[That’s Black Cat?! THAT’S Black Cat?!]

[What do we do?! Kage is gonna die!]

[It’s one-sided! What’s Starlight doing?!]

[Did the Black Cat just decide to fight for real?]

[You fuckers! What have you done?! If Kage dies, that thing will rampage through W-City!]

[Open the shelters! I’m right under it! Let us escape before Kage dies!]

[Why is Starlight just watching, you bitch?! Trying to kill an A-City hero?!]

[Kage! Snap out of it!!]

[Why did you provoke the Black Cat and cause this, you A-City bastards?!]
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Ch.23 You are A Monster Right?

It was complete chaos. The situation had spiraled into utter despair—the seemingly human-friendly anomaly called Black Cat had turned hostile, and now an S-rank hero named Kage might die. Everyone watching the broadcast was in shock.

Among the flood of messages blaming her for not helping, Yoo Anna sighed and spoke to the camera,

“…The fact that the prison is still intact means Kage hasn’t lost consciousness yet. Even if I attacked, I couldn’t break through. It’s not that I won’t help—it’s that I can’t.”

The chat exploded even hotter.

[So Kage is definitely going to die?! What’s A-City gonna do?!]

[Why the hell did they let Kage come to W-City, those fucking idiots!]

[If Kage dies, W-City is screwed, right? Can Starlight even handle that thing?]

[Starlight, please! Save him!]

[Someone calm the Black Cat down! PLEASE!]

[Why the fuck did that bastard come to W-City alone instead of teaming up with Starlight?!]

[We’re so screwed. LMAO, if this psycho’s gonna die, he should die alone—not drag W-City down with him!]

[Tell Kage to release the prison!]

Even if the prison were released now, would it change anything?

If Kage had trapped the Black Cat inside with her from the start, maybe they could’ve won.

But he’d already made a fatal mistake—one that couldn’t be undone.

Yoo Anna snatched the camera and antenna from the two A-rank heroes.

“Both of you, leave.”

“Huh? B-But…”

“If the Black Cat comes out soon, you’ll just get in the way. Go.”

“Ugh… Kage…”

Sniffling, the two handed over the equipment.

Yoo Anna was about to cut the broadcast, but after seeing the chat’s panic, she set up the camera and antenna in a stable spot.

Please don’t turn it off. It was better for people to face reality than tremble in uncertainty.

As a hero, she had a duty to reassure the terrified citizens.

Stepping into frame, she stretched exaggeratedly and spoke calmly,

“Alright, everyone… The fact that the Black Cat hasn’t torn Kage apart yet is actually good news. It means its teeth can’t pierce his armor—it won’t devour him alive.”

[THE FUCK KIND OF GOOD NEWS IS THAT?! YOU JOKING?!]

[Is Starlight insane? How is a fellow hero dying good?!]

[Wait, so the S-rank can survive if he’s just knocked out?]

Her attempt at optimism was lost in the hysteria. She clarified,

“You’re all overreacting. If it’s waiting for him to pass out before eating him, that means the prison will open—and I can jump in the moment it does.”

[…Huh?]

[Wait, is Starlight saying she’ll save Kage? Did I hear that right?]

[HOLY SHIT! STARLIGHT! I KNEW I COULD COUNT ON YOU!]

Yoo Anna smirked at the instant shift in public opinion.

People… Living under constant threat from monsters made them volatile. It was exhausting.

Then—her superpower senses detected a tremor in the prison’s energy.

“It’s about to break. Well then, time to give it my all.”

[STARLIGHT! YOU GOT THIS!]

[STARLIGHT! STARLIGHT!]

[YOO ANNA FROM CLASS 2-B, FIGHTING!]

[SAVE Kage! PLEASE!]

[STAR PUNCH! STAR PUNCH!]

Unable to bear the chat any longer, Yoo Anna tossed her phone aside and braced herself.

Flames flickered around her as she revved up her Flare Drive—amplified after defeating Mirage.

BOOM!

The moment Kage was hurled against the ceiling, shattering the prison as he flew out—Yoo Anna, the human bullet, was fired.

“HAAAAAAAAAA!!”

A perfectly timed, supersonic strike.

Her fist, wrapped in searing energy, tore through the dust storm in a straight line.

Even with her enhanced physique, the recoil would’ve shattered her arm—so she led with her elbow, glowing red-hot like a missile warhead.

Just before the falling Kage could crash, the fox-shaped Black Cat lunged—only to be intercepted mid-air.

“KYAAAANG?!”

Her aim, guided only by shadow and instinct in the dust, was slightly off.

CRUNCH!

Two of the Black Cat’s forelegs were blown clean off as Yoo Anna skidded across the ground, bloodied but relentless.

Screeching to a halt parallel to the ground, she kicked off again—catching Kage mid-fall.

The viewers, witnessing the unimaginable, fell dead silent.

[…Starlight is fucking strong.]

Cheers erupted from the shelters below as Yoo Anna, oblivious to the chat, grinned despite the gravity of the situation.

Her attack hadn’t killed the Black Cat.

In fact, the monster had already regenerated its limbs, shifting back into its usual black panther form.

That terrifying, amorphous healing factor—Yoo Anna clenched her fists and glared.

“Alright then… The real fight starts now, huh?”

The city was fully evacuated.

With Kage’s help, the area had been secured. Even if she wrecked the place, no one would blame her.

And the Black Cat—exuding bloodlust with razor-sharp eyes, drool dripping from its maw—was finally showing its true nature.

The instinct to tear humans apart, to devour them.

“Tch. So this is the real you?”

Its usual round, almost-cute eyes were gone. Replaced by a predator’s gaze.

Monsters were humanity’s enemy. Humans were monsters’ enemies.

That’s why they had to fight.

And Yoo Anna had no intention of letting the Black Cat walk away now.

“KOOOOOORRR!!”

The Black Cat charged, wreathed in flames.

The inferno melted the broadcast equipment in an instant.

Yoo Anna retaliated—firing photon bullets from her fingertips.

The Black Cat liquefied, dodging into the ground—only for her to stomp, igniting the earth beneath it.

The battle raged,

The Black Cat morphs into a flaming bird, claws raking Yoo Anna’s torso.

“Weak! That barely stung!”

A gorilla-like form swinging her like a club—only for her to blast free with a shockwave kick.

A serpent’s petrifying glare met her sun-hot aura, stone crumbling to ash.

CRASH!

Yoo Anna plowed through five buildings before skidding to a stop—then lunged back, beast-like.

But the Black Cat… Was just standing there. Dazed.

It stared at the ruins—the unconscious S-rank, the devastation it had caused.

Yoo Anna’s killing blow froze mid-swing.

“Huh?!”

The Black Cat—now back to its panther form—blinked at her with round, confused eyes.

No bloodlust. No hostility.

Just… Its usual self.

“Wait—are you… Not fighting anymore? You’re running again?!”

The Black Cat nodded. Like a human.

As if it had regained its sanity.

Yoo Anna hesitated.

Kage was down. Containing the Black Cat without the prison would require massive collateral damage.

But… The monster wasn’t rampaging anymore.

Against her better judgment as a hero, she lowered her fists.

“Sigh… I’m losing my mind.”

She looked around.

Kage, unconscious. The melted equipment.

No records left of this battle.

That fact made her reckless.

“Why do you keep running? Why don’t you attack humans—no, wait, you did attack, but… Why do you keep helping people hurt by other monsters?”

Asking a monster questions was absurd.

But she waited for an answer anyway.

The Black Cat stayed silent.

Right. Monsters can’t talk.

She rephrased,

“…You are a monster, right?”
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Ch.24 This is Ridiculous

“The Black Cat, we missed it again… I’m sorry.”

A photo of Yoo Anna bowing her head was posted on a local news broadcast and article in W-City. Shortly after Kage’s broadcast, Yoo Anna, who fought the Black Cat, became the hero who missed the Black Cat yet again. Despite two S-rank heroes working together and receiving civilian cooperation for a full evacuation, Yoo Anna prepared several excuses, fearing people would ask why she let the Black Cat escape after all this effort.

“If I had pursued it, there was a chance to catch it, but I chose to protect the S-rank hero Kage right beside me. Also, if we had continued fighting, the damage would have increased exponentially due to the Black Cat fleeing… The Black Cat is a unique monster that changes its abilities based on the opposing hero, so there’s no telling what variables might arise…”

To protect a teammate! Do you want to lose one of your S-rank heroes?

To protect buildings! Do you want to lose all your homes?

No, if that damn cat brat keeps transforming and destroying everything, we might have to sacrifice W-City to catch the Black Cat, you know?

“I’ve properly wounded the Black Cat’s body, so if I step in for a while, it likely won’t engage in dangerous behavior… I’ll do my best to minimize damage, and for this, I ask for the cooperation of citizens and other heroes to avoid unnecessarily provoking the Black Cat. Particularly, I’m aware some people feed monsters—given this incident, the Black Cat has clearly recognized humans as hostile targets, making such actions far more dangerous than before…”

Anyway, since I’ve disciplined the Black Cat, don’t provoke it and cause trouble again.

Stop feeding it, damn it. Because of you, there are more idiots trying to capture the Black Cat, making things harder.

Please, just listen.

You saw the Black Cat rampaging, right? Ah, do you want to see me and the Black Cat wreck W-City while fighting?

Having laid out all the appropriate excuses, Yoo Anna reported the damage. This time, Black Cat caused damage to 83 buildings. However, unlike usual, where citizens would angrily ask why the Black Cat was provoked into doing this, no one was mad at Yoo Anna.

[W-City should be renamed Yoo Anna’s City.]

[The reason the Black Cat fears Yoo Anna.]

[The truth behind a Despair-class monster, and Yoo Anna who suppresses it.]

[Star Punch! Star Punch!]

Citizens everywhere shared photos of a muscular, square-jawed Yoo Anna beating up a kitten-like Black Cat. In the photo, a golden knight toy dangled from the Black Cat’s front paw.

S-rank hero, Kage.

The hero from A-City who was severely injured by the Black Cat this time and became the target of W-City’s curses.

[That damn Kage came here for no reason, showing off to catch the Black Cat, and now my house is gone.]

[The Black Cat is being well-trained by Starlight. Maybe Kage thought he could catch it too after seeing Starlight beat it up?]

[The moment Starlight caught Mirage, it was proven she’s stronger than Kage. Kage stans can’t even argue now.]

[If not for Starlight, Kage would’ve died. W-City basically saved A-City, you know?]

[Sister Starlight is so cool ㅠㅠㅠ]

Kage’s combat footage, broadcast live for all to see, showed the Black Cat toying with him—contrary to expectations. Had Kage tried to capture the Black Cat alone and caused the accident, he might’ve earned sympathy. But the footage revealed a fatal flaw citizens couldn’t overlook.

[Kage isn’t weak, but he’s strictly a high-tier tank/support.]

[Yet he tried to be a DPS and got utterly wrecked.]

[Why did he try to solo it? If he’d teamed up with Starlight from the start, they’d have caught it by now.]

[Ah… Just Kage!]

After asking for civilian cooperation to team up with Starlight, Kage instead tried to show off alone, getting locked in with the Black Cat by himself. Initially praised as the epitome of cool for seemingly overwhelming the Black Cat, the moment he became a human ragdoll and punching bag, he turned into an arrogant troll who made a grave mistake.

[This guy’s pride was cool sometimes, but now he just looks like a loser.]

[Against weaker foes, he’s a tyrant who minimizes civilian damage. But against equals or stronger, he becomes a toy…]

[This is all because of Cat Moms. They kept saying the Black Cat was safe, so idiots tried capturing it, and Kage underestimated the Black Cat too. Cat Moms are ruining W-City.]

[Why are there Kage Moms and Cat Moms but no Yoo Anna Moms?]

[Hey, let’s not mom-insult S-rank heroes…]

If you want to blame someone for W-City’s damage, blame Kage.

Public opinion shifted to praising Starlight and cursing Kage. Meanwhile, some citizens’ tearful footage gained attention.

[The Black Cat won’t let me pet its head anymore ㅠㅜ]

[It growls when I try to pet it… Did it start hating humans? ㅜ]

[What do I do… Does it not remember me? It used to let me touch its tail…]

[What happened to our Blacky ㅠ]

[This is all Kage’s fault!]

[I was a Kage fan, but after seeing Blacky angry, I hate him now… ㅜ]

Footage showed the Black Cat baring its teeth threateningly when someone tried to pet it after offering meat. Those who saw the Black Cat dismantle heroes couldn’t ignore its warning. Rumors even spread that people trying to drug its food had their hands sliced off instantly. Those who fed the Black Cat blamed Kage for everything.

Surprisingly, W-City’s residents reacted differently.

[Is this footage from before or after Kage arrived? Did the Black Cat save someone again?]

[It’s still eating meat, though?]

[Huh? The Black Cat hunted monsters again?]

[Cat Moms, evacuate first instead of feeding the Black Cat.]

[The Black Cat running away the moment Starlight appears is kinda cute.]

[Ah, Cat Moms are multiplying, damn it.]

While they cursed feeding a monster, they were glad the Black Cat still hunted other monsters. After all, no one wanted a Despair-class monster running wild. But why didn’t the Black Cat attack humans? Citizens increasingly credited Starlight for this.

[Seeing how one punch can rip off a leg, it seems Starlight’s violent training worked.]

[Maybe it avoids eating humans because Starlight would kill it, unlike monsters it can scare off?]

[Starlight’s doing a great job as a suppressor.]

[If Starlight can’t catch the Black Cat but keeps it suppressed, isn’t that good? It’s like having an extra S-rank hero hunting monsters.]

[I’m not a Cat Mom, but this makes sense. We’ll need to catch it eventually, but maintaining the status quo isn’t bad.]

[If the Black Cat just doesn’t attack civilians, isn’t Starlight wise to not capture it yet?]

[Wasn’t taming monsters deemed impossible?]

[There’s a difference between a weak human trying to tame a monster and beating it into submission.]

[W-City’s gonna attract more monster researchers.]

Thus, public opinion shifted from calling Yoo Anna a flawed hero who can’t catch a Despair-class monster to a suppressor of a Despair-class anomaly. Meanwhile, Kage, the target of everyone’s scorn, woke up.

“…Citizens of W-City and A-City, I apologize for the trouble caused by this incident.”

Kage, with full-body compound fractures—injuries that would’ve killed a non-hero—appeared pale before the camera, his voice weak, unlike his usual prideful self.

“To be honest, I believe my arrogance was the problem. Since I always overwhelmingly defeated Starlight in sparring, yet her monster record matched mine, I wanted to prove my strength definitively.”

Kage’s uncharacteristic humility struck a chord with his fans, generating sympathy. His confidential revelation—that he’d always beaten Starlight in hero fights—was confirmed by malicious journalists who verified it with Yoo Anna. This softened the hostile public opinion.

[Starlight admitted Kage always beats her in fights?]

[Kage isn’t just good against monsters—he’s great against villains too. W-City doesn’t have many, but in A-City, he’s the top hero for a reason.]

[If Kage is defense-specialized, Starlight is offense-specialized.]

[Bragging about beating another hero? Monster hunting is what matters.]

[Kage endured the Black Cat’s beating, while Starlight would’ve died in one hit.]

[Starlight: Why get hit? Just dodge?]

[Objectively, Kage isn’t weak—The Black Cat is just stronger.]

[The Black Cat runs from Starlight, who loses to Kage?]

Ultimately, a confusing hierarchy formed: Starlight, who beat Mirage (who beat Kage), can’t catch the Black Cat, who beat Kage, who beats Starlight. Some citizens realized debating who’s stronger was pointless—abilities have compatibility, and the strong can fall to the weak.

[So we can’t catch the Black Cat for a while?]

[The supporting S-rank hero is severely injured, and only Kage can contain the Black Cat.]

[Cat Moms must be thrilled.]

The Black Cat will continue its monster-hunting activities in W-City. While uneasy, citizens didn’t mind. As long as they left it to Starlight and kept their distance, the Black Cat was a beneficial anomaly.

“…Unbelievable. The trash of W-City…”

Despite the situation, seeing W-City’s citizens remain unbothered, Kage unwrapped his bandages in the ambulance and muttered,

“Nothing’s been resolved. The Black Cat remains in W-City like a ticking bomb… Yet instead of thinking to defuse it, they’re happy it hasn’t exploded yet…”

In front of him, Yoo Anna—another S-rank hero seeing him off—scrolled through community posts on her phone and scoffed.

“I think you’re more unbelievable. Wrapping yourself in exaggerated bandages for the camera… Since when are S-rank heroes this weak?”

S-rank superpower humans transcend humanity—full-body compound fractures heal in a week with rest. Kage’s recovery was even faster. Yoo Anna, mostly healed, found it absurd how Kage exaggerated his injuries for the camera.
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Ch.25 It’s Not an Average Monster 

“You stupid bitch, don’t you know how to put on a performance like this? There’s nothing more effective at shutting up these filthy, hate-filled bastards who don’t even grieve for the injuries of the guardian protecting them. I just reminded them of the fear that if the shepherd guarding the sheep disappears, the sheep will be the ones torn apart by wolves.”

“Yeah, sure… Whatever you say…”

“A superpower human sometimes needs to disguise themselves as weak. If it’s to guide these lowly creatures in the right direction…”

“Ugh, yeah, okay, got it. Just hurry back to A-City already.”

What’s the point of deliberately making citizens anxious? Though she thought that, Yoo Anna couldn’t help but feel a little envious of Kage’s ability to manipulate public opinion at will—unlike her. Sometimes, the stress from citizens acting clueless and selfish was hard for even Yoo Anna to bear. She had no intention of copying him, but from a mental management perspective, Kage’s methods weren’t bad.

As if to prove it, a crowd had gathered at the train station connecting the cities, waiting for Kage.

Having kept bandages only on his head, neck, and one arm—the parts visible outside the blanket—Kage lay back down and covered himself. When the ambulance arrived at the station and Yoo Anna, along with other A-rank heroes, helped Kage out, he waved his injured hand with dignified composure despite his pained expression, facing the cameras.

[Waaaah! Kage! Kage!]

[Mr. Kage! Don’t be in pain!]

[Don’t die!]

[Mr. Kage! We saw you on W-City News! Are your injuries okay?]

[Mr. Kage, just—just one word! Please say something about the Black Cat!]

Watching the citizens fawn over Kage like this left Yoo Anna feeling hollow. She was playing along with this act to prevent news of their discord from spreading, but even the reporters, who usually clawed and snapped like rabid dogs, were asking unusually tame questions.

“See? To lead these lowly creatures, you sometimes need this kind of showmanship. If you don’t know, learn.”

“If the reporters weren’t here, I’d punch you for real.”

Even amid the noisy crowd, the superpower hearing of S-rank heroes allowed them to whisper without being overheard. As Yoo Anna pushed the stretcher into the train, two A-rank female heroes—Kage’s subordinates—bowed to her.

“Yoo Anna, this time… Truly, thank you.”

“Thank you for saving Mr. Kage.”

At that, Kage, still smiling and waving at the citizens through the window, spoke in a voice completely at odds with his expression.

“Starlight, I’m grateful for your help this time… But don’t think this means you’ve beaten me.”

“Ugh… This again? Since when do heroes keep score like this?”

“Losers always say things like that… But I’ll admit it, Starlight. You’re at least my equal… Or close enough.”

“Yeah, yeah, I already know your intelligence is at my level or below. Now hurry up and leave.”

“Starlight.”

As Yoo Anna, tired of dealing with Kage, turned to exit the train, Kage called her back in a serious tone.

“…Be careful. That thing, the Black Cat… It’s not a normal monster.”

“Yeah, yeah, I already figured that much.”

“Listen seriously. The Black Cat is—”

“And yet the guy who knew that still tried to solo it? Anyone with eyes could see two S-rank heroes fighting together would’ve been better.”

“Yoo Anna! A monster with that many abilities defies common sense! If not for that, I would’ve—!”

Yoo Anna didn’t wait for Kage to finish, stepping out of the train.

[Starlight! What about the Black Cat?!]

[Is it safe? Now that even Kage has been defeated, with only one S-rank hero left in W-City, isn’t it an uncontrollable threat?!]

[Move aside, everyone, you’ll get burned!]

Yoo Anna flared her abilities, driving back the swarming reporters before igniting her entire body in flames and taking off into the sky.

As she flew, she recalled Kage’s words.

She already knew the Black Cat wasn’t normal.

But after that day, after speaking to the fleeing Black Cat, she knew even more.

“Seriously… What kind of monster is that cat… Ugh!”

[The Black Cat sighted! District 7, the Black Cat sighted!]

Just then, a monster alert blared in Yoo Anna’s ear. Startled, she adjusted her flight path toward District 7.

“Exact location? Report the current situation.”

[Location is District 7! Turtle Park, currently… Uh, it’s flying around with kids on its back…?]

“Ugh…”

At the flustered operator’s voice, Yoo Anna sighed and increased her speed.

What kind of monster carries kids on its back?

It’s not like it’s going to eat them—it’s probably just playing.

“I’m going insane.”

There’s a limit to how not normal something should be!

***

At the scene, the Black Cat was flying around, protecting children from a sudden swarm of ghost dogs and blood crows. When Yoo Anna arrived, the Black Cat handed the kids over and slaughtered the monsters at a speed incomparable to its usual fleeing pace. Yoo Anna watched with a complicated expression as the Black Cat checked the children for injuries—then punched it.

“Waaahhh…!”

“Hey, didn’t I tell you to stay away from people? Huh?”

“Don’t hit Blacky! Don’t hit Blacky!”

“Mean lady!”

“Wh—mean lady? Kids~? Okay, okay, your aunt won’t hit the Black Cat anymore, alright? Now hurry to the shelter!”

“Blacky ate the bad dogs that tried to eat us!”

“It’s Black Cat, not Blacky, and they’re monsters, not bad dogs. Wait—why’s your pronunciation like this? Did you lose a tooth?”

“Yeah, my toof fell out. My toof is—”

“Oh, I see~ Hey, don’t fall! Stay away from it.”

“Waaahh.”

After confirming the kids were unharmed, the Black Cat, shooed away by Yoo Anna, began chewing on the monster corpses one by one.

Watching the gruesome scene of blood and flesh splattering, Yoo Anna seized the moment to point at the Black Cat.

“See? The Black Cat’s a scary monster. If you keep getting close, it might suddenly eat you!”

“Blacky’s not scary! Blacky’s nice!”

“Ugh—hey! I told you to stop approaching people! Especially kids!”

“Waaah! The mean lady’s scary!”

“I’m not a mean lady! Call me aunty! Come here, you little troublemakers!”

“Waaah! Mommy!”

“Waaah!”

Seeing the kids insist the Black Cat wasn’t scary, Yoo Anna scolded the monster, then slowly flew them to a temporary shelter.

Once all the kids were safely handed off and the area evacuated, Yoo Anna found herself alone with the Black Cat in the deserted city. She gestured for it to come closer, but the Black Cat cautiously sank into the shadows, wary of another punch.

“Come out. I’ll buy you beef.”

“Mrrow?”

“Tch…”

Damn it, why is it cute? At the Black Cat’s seemingly beef-recognizing reaction, Yoo Anna turned away, careful to avoid CCTV cameras, and headed to the nearest butcher shop. She pulled out her hero ID card—a multi-purpose tool that doubled as a credit card and key for locked facilities—and opened the shop, sealed shut during the monster alert.

Grabbing a chunk of beef, she self-checked out at the register before tossing the meat to the Black Cat.

“Mrroww.”

“Huh? Not gonna—wait, what…? Ugh, seriously.”

The Black Cat snatched the raw meat mid-air and plastered itself against Yoo Anna’s back. The sizzling sound made her realize it was using her as a grill. Annoyed, she grabbed the meat and sandwiched it between her palms.

“Since when do monsters care about well-done meat… There, done!”

“Mrrooww.”

“What?! This is cooked enough! You want me to adjust the doneness too?!”

“Waaahh.”

With another sizzle, Yoo Anna grilled the meat further before tossing it into the Black Cat’s mouth. She glanced around nervously—if anyone caught the Starlight, the one who told people not to feed monsters, giving beef to the Black Cat, the fallout would be disastrous.

“Mrrowrr.”

“That’s an adorable sound… You like beef that much?”

Hearing the cute noises the Black Cat made while eating made Yoo Anna’s ears tingle. She pulled out her phone and started recording.

Chomp chomp chomp—Black Cat devoured the beef in seconds, then opened its mouth for more. Watching drool drip from its maw, Yoo Anna sighed and grilled another piece.

Was this why it didn’t attack humans? For beef?

“Which do you like more, human meat or beef?”

“Mrrow.”

A monster preferring beef over human meat… That was unheard of. Past attempts to tame monsters involved feeding them beef, but they never stopped craving humans.

Was this unique specimen helping humans because it liked beef more? Because humans made delicious beef…?

“Today’s beef is a reward for behaving. From now on, if anyone tries to pet you, hiss at them. Got it?”

“Mrrooww.”

“And with kids… Ugh, never mind. Don’t scare them too much. Or… Should you? Damn it… Why am I even having this conversation with a monster?”

“Mrrow.”

“Fine, here’s more beef. Ugh, seriously…”

Yoo Anna sighed, recalling the day the Black Cat defeated Kage.

Was the Black Cat really different from other monsters? The moment she voiced the question, the Black Cat nodded.

That realization hit Yoo Anna like a truck.

-How the hell do you understand human speech…?

She’d suspected it, but a monster that truly comprehends human conversation? The Black Cat’s intelligence was far beyond expectations—which made it even more dangerous. But it also meant more people would target it.

A monster that didn’t attack humans and understood human speech.

Later, Yoo Anna even managed a short conversation with the Black Cat.

-If you’re a monster, act like one. Attack humans. Why do you keep protecting them?

-Purrr…

-What’s that, you don’t want to? You don’t like attacking humans…?

-Mrrow.

-Y-You’re serious? Wait… Am I really talking to a monster right now?

Unlike monsters that mimicked human speech through learned patterns or deception, the Black Cat communicated with Yoo Anna without a hint of aggression.

Though wary, Yoo Anna vented her frustrations.

-You can’t just let anyone pet you. That’s why someone shot you with a tranquilizer recently.

-Mrrow…

-Wait, you’re male, right? Do monsters even have genders?

-HISSS!

-Okay, okay, I won’t look! Jeez, I already saw everything when you were flying—why’re you acting like I’m harassing you now?

-Purrr…

-Whatever. Just stop approaching humans. Don’t make more trouble for me…

After that, the Black Cat actually started baring its fangs at approaching civilians. It still saved people from monsters, but the fact that it listened to her softened Yoo Anna’s heart.

At the same time, she realized the Black Cat could cause even bigger waves. If its ability to converse became public, cults preaching human-monster harmony, rich idiots thinking they could tame it, and government researchers would all flock to W-City.

So Yoo Anna didn’t report it.

As a hero, she was obligated to share intel on monsters—but the Black Cat was unique. Recording this wouldn’t help against other monsters, and worse, it’d provoke the Black Cat unnecessarily. Then it’d throw another tantrum, wreck the city, cause chaos…

So for now… Status quo.

It wasn’t like she was sheltering a monster. She couldn’t capture the Black Cat alone anyway, and it wasn’t attacking humans.

Like Kage said, it was like leaving a dud bomb unexploded. Yoo Anna knew her choice might be wrong.

She knew… But…

“…So cute.”

Yoo Anna cautiously reached out to pat the Black Cat’s head as it quietly chewed beef.

The moment she did, the Black Cat flinched, leaping back and sinking into the shadows. It fled so fast, as if fearing another punch. Yoo Anna froze mid-reach.

“N-No, I wasn’t gonna—I just wanted to pet you… Ughhh…”

It lets other people pet it!

Yoo Anna sighed, staring at the ground where the Black Cat had vanished. She keyed her communicator and reported,

“This is Starlight. The Black Cat… Got away again.”

…Next time, she would pet it.
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Ch.26 Thief.

“Huu…”  

Thud. The sound of a plastic basin hitting the tiled floor.  

A steamy, cramped room filled with hot water.  

After soaking in the public bath, I moved to the waterfall pool next to it.  

Standing under the pounding water, I focused my mind, recalling the time I had peeked at a children’s comic book.  

Shimdo-mangak… No, was it Shimdu-myeolgak? Shim (heart), do (either also or path), and mangak (forgetting)… Hmm, this must be it.  

As I meditated, emptying my mind, I thought back to my fight with the hero named Kage.  

The feeling of the monster’s core eroding my consciousness—the moment human reason faded and the monster’s instincts took over.  

…I’d heard about this phenomenon in the lab.  

When pushed to the brink of death, an activated core grants a monster explosive power.  

This is called Berserk Mode—or Gwanghwa (狂化, Frenzy).  

In the lab, no matter what monster I faced, I never went berserk.  

I didn’t even need to fight them.  

I could just ignore them, sleep, and wake up feeling refreshed as if I’d gotten a massage.  

For the researchers who wanted to draw out the monster’s instincts to the fullest, this was bad news.  

The fact that Kage drove me to the point of frenzy meant he was that much of a threat.  

If Starlight hadn’t stopped me, I might have killed him.  

That… It wouldn’t have been pleasant.  

I don’t want to kill heroes who fight to protect humans.  

Looking down at my empty wrist in the bath, I thought,

Those who do what must be done for others deserve respect.  

…I hope they live long lives.  

“Huu…”  

As a monster, I must be careful not to kill heroes.  

I can’t let the monster inside steal my mind.  

I am a monster, but I was once human.  

“Shimdo-mangak…”  

Fortunately, after experiencing a frenzy once, I realized it was something I could control.  

The moment Starlight dealt a heavy blow, the monster’s consciousness wavered, and it handed control back to me.  

In other words, if my mind is stronger than the monster’s instincts, I can maintain my sanity even in a frenzy…  

This training is for that.  

Like the waterfall training the protagonist in the children’s comic did for mental growth.  

Since there are no waterfalls in the city, I had to make do with the artificial waterfall pool. But a waterfall is a waterfall, right?  

Though, what’s the point of standing under a stream of water like this?  

If it hits too hard, it might cause amnesia—is the idea to empty the mind through force?  

But that wouldn’t work for me… This just tickles…  

“Ugh… Shimdo-mangak…”  

“Hey, kid. You keep saying Shimdo-mangak… Aren’t you trying to say Shimdu-myeolgak (心頭滅却, extinguishing the mind’s distractions)?”  

“…Shimdu-myeolgak.”  

Hearing the old man next to me under the waterfall, I corrected myself.  

No wonder it wasn’t working—it wasn’t Shimdo-mangak, but Shimdu-myeolgak.  

But even after correcting it, there was no effect.  

“Guess I can’t trust comic books after all.”  

I got out of the pool and left the bathhouse.  

I’d figure out another way to strengthen my mental fortitude.  

Now that I’d washed off the construction site dust, it was time to eat.  

Today’s destination: a restaurant advertising super jumbo pork cutlet rice bowls. Super jumbo—a strong contender for my favorite words, alongside high-packed rice and double portions.  

Arriving at the locker where I’d left my clothes, I reached for my firefighter pants when something felt off.  I checked my pockets.  

“Hmm…?”  

Nothing.  

Not in the locker, not in my pockets…  

My alloy necklace was gone.  

Just in case, I searched every inch under the locker, replaying the moment I took off the bracelet in my mind.  

I definitely washed the dusty bracelet when I arrived and left it in the locker… Did I forget to put it back after washing it?  

I went back inside, checking every sink, but the bracelet was nowhere to be found.  

“Hey.”  

“Wh-what?!”  

“Are there any surveillance cameras here? I need to check something.”  

“Huh? In a bathhouse? Uh… Well… The entrance has one…”  

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this on edge.  

To figure out where I’d dropped the bracelet, I spoke to the staff.  

Maybe I wasn’t controlling my core’s resonance properly—the frightened employee led me to the staff room.  

Soon, I was watching the security footage.  

Sure enough, I was wearing the necklace, wrapped twice around my wrist, when I entered.  

I didn’t drop it at the entrance, and it wasn’t the kind of necklace that would come off easily…  

As I was lost in thought, someone else wearing the same bracelet caught my eye in the footage.  

“A thief.”  

“Huh? Th-that bracelet? Maybe it’s just someone with the same one…?”  

“I saw enough.”  

“O-okay…”  

Leaving the bathhouse, I avoided attention by leaping onto the rooftop and transforming into my monster form.  

When I re-entered, people gasped and stumbled back.  

“Eek?! Wh-what the—?! A monster?! Where’s the alarm?!”  

“Huh? Wait, isn’t that the Black Cat?”  

“Uh… The Black Cat takes baths too?”  

“Should we evacuate? Or… No? Since it’s the Black Cat…?”  

Ignoring them, I went to the changing room and sniffed around my locker, sharpening my senses.  

The scent… Not too far.  

I dashed outside, chasing the thief.  

“Hey, as promised… Let my sister go…”  

Reaching a nearby alley, I stopped on the rooftop and looked down.  

The thief who stole my necklace was handing over what looked like stolen wallets—and my necklace—to another man.  

The man opened the wallets one by one, taking out the cash before tossing the empty ones aside.  

“You’re funny. You think this is enough to let her go?”  

“That’s not what you said! You told me 5 million would—!”  

“That was the principal. With interest, it’s at least 40 now.”  

“What?! How does 5 million turn into 40 in a month?!”  

“That’s just how the math works. You know how much your sister makes in a day, right?”  

“You—! You bastard! You said you’d wait until today!”  

“Wow, look at this guy.”  

When the thief lunged at the loan shark, the man pretended to shoot him.  

The thief flinched, swiping at empty air before collapsing.  

“Guh…! Let her go! Now!”  

“Hey, if you were me, would you just let a pretty face like your sister go? Of course I’d put her to work.”  

“I’ll kill you…!”  

“Tsk, this is why money lending is scary. When they need cash, it’s all ‘sir, sir,’ but when it’s time to pay back—”  

Watching the thief keep charging at nothing, I realized what the loan shark was doing.  

Blind.  

An ability that disrupts spatial awareness and vision.  

Annoying when monsters have it, but one of the most useless abilities for superpower humans.  

It has little effect on monsters with senses beyond the five, but it’s devastating for humans.  

“Kid, I’ll consider the principal paid with this. Just leave. Your sister’s working hard to pay off your debt—why not go thank her?”  

“Where are you?! Where are you, you bastard?! Aaah!”  

“Hey, hey, that’s concrete. You’ll hurt your fists~”  

The loan shark laughed as the thief punched walls and flailed in circles.  

Then, while organizing the stolen cash, the loan shark picked up my chain necklace.  

“Huh? What’s this? Not silver… Not cheap metal either…”  

He turned it in his hands before shaking it at the thief.  

“This’d look great on your sister’s neck, like a dog collar. Make her bark like a bitch—it’d be cute.”  

“SHUT UP!!”  

“Kyahaha! Well, I’m out. Keep shadowboxing, kid. If you wanna buy your sister a meal, give me a call! I’ll give you a deal—1 million for a bowl of meat soup!”  

“Don’t go, you bastard! DON’T GO!”  

Leaving the thief sobbing in the alley, the loan shark strolled out, spinning the cash-stuffed envelope on his finger.  

The thief, left behind, slammed his bloody fists on the ground, howling like an animal.  

“Uuuh…! Ugh…! Uwaaah…!”  

Silently watching, I dropped from the rooftop into the alley and reverted to human form.  

Then, I called out to the loan shark as he was about to get into his car.  

“Hey.”  

“Wha—?! The hell? Who the fuck are you?!”  

“I have a question.”  

Grabbing the car door, I stopped him from entering. The loan shark glared up at me.  

“Have you seen a chain bracelet—no, a necklace—about this long? It’s mine. I think I lost it around here.”  

I wasn’t planning to side with the thief or punish the loan shark.  

From what I overheard, it sounded like his sister was being held hostage, but the thief also borrowed money and failed to repay it…  

And honestly, I don’t have much sympathy for someone who stole from me.  

I just want my necklace back. I don’t want to get involved in messy business.  

“Hah? Necklace? What the fuck are you asking me for?”  

…But the loan shark didn’t seem like he’d give it back willingly.  

“It’s a family heirloom. If you’ve seen it—”  

“Don’t get it, asshole!”  

“Do you not have parents? You don’t understand the value of precious things—”  

“The fuck did you just say?!”  

Instantly, my vision went black, and my sense of direction vanished.  

Not that it mattered. With my monster senses—smell, and spatial awareness—I stood unfazed as the loan shark threw a punch.  

“Get lost, you giant fuck!”  

I took the hit to my face. It felt like being hit by a kid’s rubber ball.  

When I didn’t react, the loan shark hesitated before clenching his fist again.  

I let go of his car.  

“Wh-what? Scared? Can’t move cause you’re dizzy? Heh, dumbass. This is what superpower looks like.”  

He got in and drove off.  

Watching his car disappear into the distance, I remembered something I’d heard as a child.  

[…Ah, you know what’s worse than a thief who steals? Someone who knows it’s stolen but won’t give it back. That kind of person is…]  

A worse thief.  

I slipped back into the alley and melted into the shadows.  

The loan shark was heading toward District 9.  

The slums of W-City.
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Ch.27 Guryongseong (Nine Dragons Fortress)

In the Age of Monsters, it was taken for granted that those with superpowers would become heroes who hunted monsters… But the reality was not so simple.  

The abilities awakened by superpower humans varied drastically.  

Some awakened powers specialized for monster hunting, while others could barely manage to spark a tiny flame from their fingertips.  

Those with weak abilities lived no differently from ordinary humans, and those with abilities like healing, regeneration, or detection—far removed from monster hunting—often worked behind the frontlines.  

And then there were those superpower humans who neither wanted to live as ordinary people nor held any sense of duty to protect humanity.  

Those who engaged in crime for their own gain—the world called them villains.  

District 9 was like a hideout where the villains of W-City gathered.  

At the same time, it was also the city’s largest entertainment district.  

The most famous spot among them was Guryongseong, a fortress-like structure repurposed from a closed-down apartment complex.  

This so-called comprehensive entertainment center had everything.  

The underground parking lot housed clubs and casinos, while tournaments were held in the central courtyard, with spectators watching from the windows of individual rooms—rooms where one could also embrace courtesans.  

And if you paid a man in a suit adorned with Guryongseong’s unique insignia, you could buy drugs at any time.  

In a place like this—villains were a malignant presence rooted in the city, and Guryongseong was the largest of W-City’s cancerous growths.  

Yet, the reason Guryongseong had managed to survive until now was, ironically, because the existence of villains had been beneficial to W-City.  

Like a self-governing district, the villains hunted the monsters that appeared in District 9 themselves, freeing up resources to deal with monsters in other districts.  

Villains, as long as their influence wasn’t excessive, were tolerated—their collateral damage was overlooked in exchange for greater benefits.  

“But do we really need to leave them be, even in this situation?”  

Yoo Anna placed a tablet in front of the Deputy Chief of W-City’s Police Bureau and spoke.  

“Last time, when I said we needed to properly clean up the villains, you told me this, ‘W-City only has one S-rank hero. It’s better to borrow even the villains’ help.’”  

“Yes, I did say that.”  

“Then isn’t it fine to get rid of them now?”  

On the tablet’s screen was a surveillance photo of the Black Cat, alongside a graph quantifying the reduction in monster damage thanks to him.  

In other words, Yoo Anna’s argument was this,

The theory of using a dirty but effective tool—if we’ve been forced to rely on villains as a last resort, now that the Black Cat has taken their place, wouldn’t it be fine to discard them?  

“Ahem… That’s… Difficult.”  

“Why is it difficult? The villains only handle monsters in District 9, but the Black Cat roams all over W-City hunting them down. Isn’t that right?”  

“Of course, I know the Black Cat is ironically helping W-City right now… But the Black Cat is still a monster, isn’t he? One that could turn on us at any moment. On the other hand… The villains, well, they’re still humans we can reason with.”  

“You think those things can be reasoned with? Ha, that’s ridiculous. And as for communication—”  

Yoo Anna, who had been unable to act despite knowing what the villains were doing in District 9, stopped mid-sentence.  

The fact that the Black Cat was a monster capable of communication was something only she knew—information that shouldn’t be carelessly revealed.  

“…If anything, the Black Cat listens better. Hit him a few times, and he runs away scared.”  

“That’s not listening—that’s just him being afraid of you.”  

“Regardless, there’s no need to keep the villain organizations around any longer. In fact, we’ve let them exist for too long. If we don’t take this chance to wipe out these criminal groups, it might become irreversible.”  

The existence of villains also discouraged newly awakened superpower humans from embracing the duty of being heroes.  

Heroes who risked their lives fighting monsters, and villains who exploited humans to live.  

These cancerous entities, if not cut out soon, would only grow larger, eating away at the number of heroes who could protect the citizens.  

“Already, W-City has more people turning to crime as villains than those applying to become heroes. Young superpower humans, especially, are prone to arrogance—if we don’t enforce punishment for crimes strictly, they’ll become lawless—”  

“Those are just the weak superpower humans, aren’t they? The kind you could easily handle if you stepped in.”  

“Handle? No, right now, you’re not even considering rehabilitation.”  

“Rehabilitation! Yes, well said. Even if they become villains, can’t they be rehabilitated?”  

“Hah? Seriously, are you in your right mind?”  

“What I’m saying is, there’s no need to waste time hunting down villains. Those who want to be heroes will be heroes, and those who will be villains will be villains. Wouldn’t it be better to spend that time hunting monsters? It’d contribute to the birth rate, and if the birth rate rises, the number of heroes will naturally increase too, won’t it?”  

“…Deputy Chief Kim? You’ve been to Guryongseong, haven’t you?”  

“What nonsense. Why would I—”  

Yoo Anna, who found it absurd that such an argument was coming from the Deputy Chief, concluded that he must have indulged in Guryongseong’s pleasures.  

Though the Deputy Chief calmly denied it, he couldn’t escape Yoo Anna’s superpower human senses.  

Trembling pupils, a quickened heartbeat—convinced there was a connection between the Deputy Chief and Guryongseong, Yoo Anna picked up the tablet.  

“Fine. Let’s go see the Chief. You should be ashamed.”  

“Do you think the Chief would say anything different?”  

“…So the Chief has been to Guryongseong too?”  

“Now you’re just talking nonsense. The Chief is a woman—why would she go to a place like that?”  

“How many reports do you think I’ve read? Do you think I don’t know? They sell men there too.”  

“Ahem…”  

Realizing just how deeply the villains’ influence ran, Yoo Anna turned away in frustration.  

The Deputy Chief, struck where it hurt, cleared his throat, and called out to her as she tried to leave his office with a disgusted look.  

“Hey, Starlight. You don’t understand… Guryongseong is part of the Villain Association. Unlike A-City, W-City only has one S-rank hero—you.”  

“So?”  

“When W-City’s council members have to travel to other cities, the best escort they can get is an A-rank. If you go on a rampage here and the other villains in the association retaliate against us, what then?”  

“So you’re saying you’re too busy protecting yourselves to care about the citizens’ suffering? Fine! I’ll handle it myself. Punish me or whatever, I don’t care.”  

“Starlight, stop. Do you really think your family will be safe if you do this?”  

“Deputy Chief Kim Ja-cheol, are you threatening me now?”  

Unconsciously, Yoo Anna’s powers flared as she glared at the Deputy Chief.  

The luxurious carpet, out of place in this Age of Monsters, began to blacken under her energy, and intense heat quickly filled the office.  

Yet, the Deputy Chief remained composed.  

“It’s not a threat—just stating facts. It’s not just your family. If we make the wrong move, mine could be in danger too. So… Just don’t. Starlight, you’re right—it’s already too late to purge the villains in W-City.”  

“…Tch.”  

Hearing the sincerity in the Deputy Chief’s weary voice, Yoo Anna reined in her flames.  

Only then did the Deputy Chief begin sweating profusely, pulling out a handkerchief to wipe his brow.  

“And one more thing… Haven’t you heard the rumors? They say the Lord of Guryongseong, Gu Seo-ryong, is already at the peak of A-rank. It won’t be long before she reaches S-rank. Do you really think you can take her on? You do know, don’t you? Villains are specialists in fighting people. You’re only specialized for hunting monsters.”  

“Then all the more reason to deal with her now—before she grows stronger.”  

“Think of it this way—if we leave her be, W-City might gain another S-rank superpower human. Isn’t that good?”  

The Deputy Chief sipped his now-cold tea, defending the villain.  

“Gu Seo-ryong has united the villains and stays within District 9. If we just give her that district, we’d have a reasonable villain leader to negotiate with. District 9 would become a safe zone. Not a bad deal, is it?”  

“Deputy Chief, can you say that in front of the press?”  

“I could, but the press wouldn’t dare report it.”  

And he was right. Reporters, fearing villain retaliation, avoided publishing such news.  

The only place bold enough to report freely was A-City, where the prideful Kage personally hunted down villains, calling them ‘failures who abandoned the dignity of superpower humans and wallowed in the mud’. In that regard, A-City was the closest to a villain-free city.  

At times like this, Yoo Anna couldn’t help but think Kage’s methods might be right.  

Rule by the superpower human—that those with power and conviction should lead the incompetent masses.  

At the same time, she also believed such a thing should never be done.  

superpower humans were still people. No matter how strong their abilities, they should remain equal with ordinary humans.  

Because they were equals, they should never dominate or arbitrarily punish others.  

But that alone… It wasn’t enough to eliminate villains.  

Monsters wearing human masks.  

***

“Hey! Who are you?!”  

Following the scent of the necklace, I arrived at District 9 and tried to enter an apartment complex in a secluded area.  

However, the men guarding the entrance stopped me.  

Two large men, towering up to my shoulders, approached me with fierce glares—only for their eyes to widen in surprise.  

“Uh… What brings you here?”  

“I came because what I’m looking for is here.”  

“W-what? Are you a guest? I thought you were some kind of physical-enhancement superpower human…”  

The men sighed in relief, then glanced at my attire.  

“…Did you come from a construction site or something?”  

“That’s right.”  

“Definitely a guest… Whoever referred you or whatever you’re looking for, Guryongseong has it all. But it’s not open yet. Come back at night.”  

“Hmm… I’ll do that.”  

Well, no rush… Having already confirmed that my necklace and the loan shark were inside, I decided to wait until nightfall.  

Luckily, the sun was about to set, so the wait wasn’t long.  

As night fell, cars began lining up in front of the apartment, and crowds of people waiting to enter loitered around.  

“Not open yet? It’s already dark! Hurry up!”  

“Not yet.”  

“I need a good seat, or I’m ruined!”  

“The casino line is over here.”  

“Open the door! Open the door!”  
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Ch.28 It’s the Arena  

People with dull eyes waited impatiently for the doors to open, and right on time, the entire apartment complex lit up as the entrance gates swung wide.  

Men in suits had been guarding the iron gates, but as they opened, people began filing in one by one, paying their entrance fees before rushing up the slope. Nearby, cars also entered after paying, so I checked my pockets.  

Of course, I had no money.  

The thief who stole my bracelet must have taken everything.  

“Huh? Sir? The entrance fee is—”  

“I don’t have any.”  

“Uh… Hmm.”  

When it was my turn, I confidently declared I had no money, and the man looked around awkwardly. Right next to me, a disheveled woman was being dragged away by two men.  

“J-Just let me in! I’ll pay you back! How much is it, huh? Just let me in! I swear I’ll pay today!”  

“Get lost, you beggar!”  

“Just wait a second! I have money in there! Some bastard inside stole it from me! Let me go beat them up and get it back!”  

“Hey, drag her out!”  

The man turned back to me, exchanged glances with another guard, and they both shook their heads. Apparently, manhandling me wasn’t an option.  

“Sir, I’m sorry, but if you don’t have the fee—”  

“There’s someone inside who stole my money. I’ll catch them and pay you back.”  

“Hmm…”  

The two men looked at each other again, then tried pushing me back with combined strength. Naturally, I didn’t budge—instead, I stepped forward, forcing them to stumble back in surprise.  

“What kind of strength—? Sir, are you a superpower human? Physical enhancement type?”  

“I’m not a superpower human.”  

“Huh? But we are superpower humans. There’s no way a normal human is stronger than us.”  

“You two just seem weak. Do you even eat properly?”  

“What…? Uh… Hold on, just come inside first.”  

Baffled, the two men ushered me in and led me to an empty space nearby.  

“Sir, if you are a superpower human, how about trying the arena? Participants don’t pay an entrance fee—in fact, you can earn money and enjoy yourself.”  

“Hey, what are you doing?”  

“We can’t kick this guy out anyway. Let’s just send him in without trouble. If we say he came for the arena, the higher-ups won’t complain.”  

“Hmm, true. Whatever happens in the arena isn’t our problem.”  

“As long as I can get inside, I don’t care what you call it.”  

“Okay, settled. You’re an arena contestant. This way—fight first, then use your winnings to have fun.”  

“Hmm.”  

The men grabbed my arm and led me to a building next to the apartment entrance. Inside, among various clothes and melee weapons, a rough-looking superpower human—likely a physical-enhancement type—sat exuding bloodlust.  

“What’s this?”  

“Ah, we have a walk-in participant for the arena.”  

“Find your own clothes and—wait, what’s with this guy? Why’s he so damn tall?”  

“Well… I’ll leave you to it.”  

The guard quickly left, and the scowling man sized me up.  

“Listen, we don’t have clothes your size, so go as you are or strip if you want. No firearms—they might hit the audience. Bows are banned too. If you brought any, drop them here and pick one of our weapons.”  

“Hmm. Where do I go?”  

“Hey, don’t get cocky just because you’re built. Take a weapon while you can.”  

I ignored the weapons, and the man clicked his tongue in annoyance.  

“You’re here to risk your life for money, right? At least take something to raise your survival chances.”  

“I’m fine.”  

“Tch… Suit yourself. If you’re about to die, just surrender. Dragging corpses out is a pain.”  

He pointed to a corner, and when I walked over, a path resembling a hiking trail led behind the apartments.  

Following the scent of blood, I reached an open area in front of the complex, where a large tent stood. Inside, people who seemed to be arena contestants huddled together nervously.  

“Just one… Just kill one, and I’m set…”  

“Huff… Huff… Please, let it be weak… Please…”  

Men and women alike trembled, gripping their weapons in fear. Some were superpower humans, but ordinary people were mixed in too.  

I sat casually on a bench inside the tent until the scowling man from earlier returned.  

“We’re starting soon. Who’s going first?”  

“M-Me! Me!”  

“I’ll go first!”  

“Fine, you. You were the fastest.”  

“Ghh…! Please, please…!”  

“What?! This is discrimination! Sexism!”  

People clamored to be chosen, but the man impatiently pointed at a young guy in his twenties and led him out.  

Outside, an amplified voice boomed from a loudspeaker.  

[Ladies and gentlemen! Thank you for visiting Guryongseong tonight! Soon, we’ll begin today’s event—the Monster Arena!]  

“WOOOO! FINALLY! START ALREADY!”  

“HOLY SHIT, LET’S GOOO!”  

Curious about the commotion, I peeked out from the tent.  

In the open space between the U-shaped apartment buildings, a massive iron cage stood, surrounded by packed spectator seats. Even the apartment windows were crowded with people cheering.  

The atmosphere was rowdy, filled with animalistic growls and excited shouts.  

[Our first contestant tonight! What’s your name? Yes! Kim Ui-hwan! Let’s give a round of applause for Kim Ui-hwan!]  

“What the hell? This guy looks weak as shit!”  

“Is he even a superpower human? He’s gonna die instantly!”  

“Fuck! They’re starting with another easy one!”  

As the first contestant stepped onto the stage with a sword, the crowd booed. The host brought out a button, and a roulette wheel appeared on a large screen behind him.  

The wheel displayed ten different monsters—two weak enough for a normal human to kill, four that only superpower humans could defeat, three between Terror-class and Crush-class, and one pure Crush-class.  

[No delays! Let’s begin! Kim Ui-hwan, stop the roulette!]  

“Please… Please… PLEASE!”  

The man pressed the button desperately, and the wheel slowed…  

Finally, it landed on the Blade Cat—the weakest Terror-class monster.  

[Ohhh! Unbelievable! He got the easiest one! Prize: 1 million won! Can he do it?!]  

“BOOOO! BORING!”  

“FUCK! HE TOOK THE FREE MONEY!”  

“GODDAMMIT! I SHOULD’VE GONE FIRST!”  

The audience jeered, and even the waiting contestants inside the tent threw down their weapons in frustration.  

[Betting—OPEN!]  

The screen displayed odds: Human 90% – Monster 10%.  

Once betting closed, the host shoved Kim Ui-hwan forward.  

[With 90% on the human—come on, Kim Ui-hwan! Go grab that 1 million won!]  

“YEAHHH!”  

The man charged into the cage, while suited men wheeled in a smaller cage containing a heavily sedated monster.  

They injected something into the Blade Cat before quickly exiting.  

Kim Ui-hwan gripped his sword, trembling.  

[Rules are simple! The match starts when the monster leaves its cage! Attacking early is a foul!]  

The Blade Cat woke up, stretching like a normal housecat—before spotting the human and baring its bladed tail and claws.  

“DIIIIE!”  

“HISSSS!”  

Kim Ui-hwan swung wildly, but the cat dodged effortlessly and then slashed deep into his arm.  

Panicking, the man flailed his sword, leaving himself open—  

The cat pounced, slicing his throat.  

Kim Ui-hwan collapsed, clutching his neck as blood sprayed.  

[OH NO! Kim Ui-hwan is DOWN! The Blade Cat is feasting on his throat! Did he even get to surrender?!]  

“BOOO! FUCKING WASTE!”  

“DIE! DIE! DIE!”  

“What kind of loser dies to that? Should’ve stuck to manual labor!”  

The first contestant died to the crowd’s mockery.  

The scowling man returned to the tent, annoyed.  

“Next!”  

“Me! Me! ME!”  

“PICK ME! PLEASE! I’LL DO ANYTHING!”  

A woman jumped up, ecstatic when chosen.  

“YES! Love you, brother! Just wait—I’ll win 1 million, then hit the casino and strike it rich!”  

“Don’t care. Just go kill the cat.”  

She grabbed a sword and sprinted out.  

[Next contestant! A pretty lady tonight! What’s your name?]  

[Kim Min-ji! I’ll slaughter that cat!]  

[Kim Min-ji! Go get that 1 million won! Betting—OPEN!]  

Again, bets overwhelmingly favored the human.  

This time, Kim Min-ji butchered the Blade Cat with ease and exited the cage triumphantly.  

[CONGRATULATIONS! Even non-superpower humans can kill a Blade Cat if they’re not useless!]  

“AHAHAHA!”  

“SO HOT, KIM MIN-JI!”  

[What will you do with your winnings?]  

“GAMBLE IT ALL, OF COURSE!”  

[Good luck at the casino!]  

“Hey, girl! Lose it all? Come to Room 301, Building 102! I’ll take care of you!”  

[Ohhh! Is that care what I think it is?]  

“HAHAHAHA!”  

The crowd roared with laughter as the cat’s corpse and the dead contestant were dragged away.  

I understand the rules now.  

Spin the roulette, kill the monster, and get paid. Die, and the next person takes over.  

For me? Just kill one and leave.  

“Next—”  

“Me.”  

“I’ll go—uh, never mind. You first…”  

Seeing no reason to wait, I raised my hand. The other contestants immediately backed off.  

[Next contestant entering! Wait… Is this even human?]  

“Whoa! How tall is this guy?!”  

“KYAAAA! SO HANDSOME!”  

[Uh… What’s your name?]  

I looked down at the host, who barely reached my chest, and made up a name on the spot.  

“Call me Park Deun-deun.”
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Ch.29 I’m Park Deun-deun.  

“Uh… What kind of name is…”

“Yes! My name is Park Deun-deun! 

“Park Deun-deun the fighter! Just looking at him makes you feel reassured!”  

“Brother~! I bet other things about you are reassuring too! Forget the arena, come up to my room!”  

“I’ll give you even more money in my room! Over here~! Over here~!”  

[His physique is quite impressive! He might be quite skilled! And he doesn’t even have a weapon! Wow, he’s overflowing with confidence! I wonder what kind of monster he’ll face!]  

A loud laugh, the host spun the roulette and handed me a button.  

I raised a single finger and lightly pressed the button, and the spinning roulette gradually stopped, pointing to a monster.  

“Ah…” 

“Oh, shit.”  

“No!”  

The needle pointed to the only Crush-class monster in the roulette—the Stone Lion.  

A monster with a body like a stone statue, was impossible to defeat unless one’s superpower output was sufficient.  

Especially for a human, not a monster—unless one’s physical enhancement ability surpassed a certain level.  

[What will you do? If you surrender now, the penalty is 10 million won! Ah! Of course! Life is more important than money, right?]  

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”  

“Don’t waste that size! Coward!”  

“Ooooooh!”  

“Brother! Come up to my room~! I’ll give you more! Room 402, Building 103~!”  

Without even answering, I stepped down from the stage, and the audience, thinking I had surrendered, booed.  

But when I headed toward the iron bars instead of the tent, the boos turned to cheers.  

[Unbelievable! Are you planning to fight?! Park Deun-deun!]  

“Kyaaaaah!”  

“Park Deun-deun! Park Deun-deun! Park Deun-deun!”  

Amid the noisy cheers of the audience, a rough-looking man scowled as he stepped out of the tent and headed toward another tent with other men.  

The men who brought out a large iron cage placed the Stone Lion inside, then set up several syringes similar to the ones used on the Blade Cat before leaving.  

[The betting results are 28 for the human and 72 for the monster! Fighter Park Deun-deun! If you win here, it’s 10 million won! Can he really hunt the Stone Lion?]  

“Grrrrr…”  

The Stone Lion, waking from its slumber, growled at me and slowly lowered its upper body.  

The posture of a feline monster right before pouncing.  

I waited for the Stone Lion with my hands on my hips.  

Previously, in human form, my raw strength was between Terror-class and Crush-class.  

But now… I was certain I could exert Crush-class strength.  

I grabbed the Stone Lion’s head with one hand as it lunged at me.  

[The Stone Lion charges forwa—huh?]  

“Grrrr…! Grrrrrrr…!”  

“Hmm…”  

As expected, it’s possible.  

Maybe the practice of controlling the monster’s energy helped—my strength in human form had increased.  

My body’s durability also seemed slightly better… The Stone Lion kept slashing with its claws, but not a single scratch appeared on my arm.  

As I pressed down on the Stone Lion’s head, it seemed to sense something strange, and its demeanor changed.  

“Groooowl…! Kyang?! Kek, keh…!”  

Crush. 

As I kept pressing, cracks slowly formed on the Stone Lion’s head.  

Squelch, squelch. 

Pink flesh oozed from the cracks, and the Stone Lion’s head split apart.  

Its hind legs flailed as it tried to escape, but the moment it crossed its limit—crunch—it stopped moving, its head shattered.  

[Uh… Uh… Ah, the Stone Lion… Is… Is dead. It was Park Deun-deun!]  

I wiped the monster’s blood off my hands onto its corpse and stepped out of the cage.  

The audience was eerily silent, not a single cheer. Unsure where to go, I returned to the tent.  

The people inside immediately distanced themselves from me.  

“You bastard… What are you?”  

Then, men in suits rushed into the tent.  

“That just now… You’re at least a B-rank superpower human, aren’t you? Are you a villain from another organization? No, among the villains in W-City who use physical enhancement abilities at that level, I’ve never seen one who looks like you…”  

The men grew wary, slowly activating their abilities.  

“Where are you from?! A hero?! You dare come to Guryongseong without fear…!”  

“10 million won.”  

“Wh-what…?”  

“…Are you not going to give it?”  

At the men’s rough demeanor, I thought, as expected.

This happened sometimes at restaurants too… Some places would advertise special events like ‘free meal if you draw the winning lot after eating’, but in reality, no one ever won.  

I think they call this false advertising…  

Sighing, I said, “I figured this would happen. As expected, society is governed by cold laws.”  

“What the hell are you talking about…?”  

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to throw a tantrum like Karen demanding money.”  

While talking, I gave up looking for a towel to wipe my hands and just rubbed them on a suitable surface.  

The taut wall of the tent next to the suited men—when I wiped my hand across it, a bright red handprint remained.  

“In exchange for the entrance fee, I’d like to look around inside. I assume it’s fine to wander freely?”  

Now, I should be able to go find my chain necklace and the thief.  

As I implied this, the man in front of me reeked of fear and raised his weapon.  

“Are you… Picking a fight?!”  

“Hmm? You want to fight?”  

“No, I’m not saying I want to fight, I’m asking if you are!”  

“So, you want to fight?”  

“No! I’m not saying I want to—ah, damn it!”  

“Are you intellectually challenged? The way you talk is strange.”  

“You—you bastard! Are you seriously picking a fight?!”  

Hmm, he’s definitely not very bright…  

I placed a hand on his shoulder as a gesture of encouragement to live well.  

“Hyiiik!”  

The man grabbed his shoulder, collapsed, and scrambled backward on the floor.  

Now he was even convulsing. As I looked down at him with pity, a woman in a suit similar to the men entered the tent, exuding a strange aura.  

“That’s enough. Even if he looks like this, he’s still my subordinate. It’d be troublesome if you killed him.”  

“B-Boss…!”  

“Hmm?”  

When the smiling woman entered, the suited men suddenly reeked of tension. I frowned at the strange scent.  

The woman, somehow familiar yet unfamiliar, adjusted her suit sleeve and spoke.  

“Who are you? The Villain Association didn’t mention anyone coming, and there’s been no word from the hero side either…”  

“Hmm.”  

I sniffed the air, sensing an unusual presence.  

The smiling woman’s scent was similar to those around her, yet distinctly different.  

At the same time, it carried a familiar sense of otherness that made me think.  

“Sorry, but our Guryongseong operates on a reservation system for B-rank and above superpower humans. It’s not too late now… Would you mind telling us who you are?”  

“I’m Park Deun-deun.”  

“Sigh… Drop that ridiculous alias.”  

The smiling woman slowly raised her hand and held it out in front of me.  

“If you’re not going to talk, I’ll have to resort to force.”  

Snap. With the sound of a finger flick, my vision flickered.  

This is… A confusion ability, a superpower that mixes senses.  

The hearing became sight, sight became smell, smell became touch.  

But with my monster-like hypersenses, I could still perceive the woman in front of me without issue.  

“I’ll take you to the meeting room like this and figure out what kind of bastard you are…”  

“Now this is definitely picking a fight, right?”  

“Huh?”  

When I raised my hand, the woman, who had been speaking in an annoyed tone, flinched and stepped back.  

She flicked her fingers again—snap, snap—and a different ability overwhelmed my senses.  

An illusion ability—dozens of copies of the woman surrounded me, and a burning sensation engulfed my body.  

But no matter what, sensory-disrupting abilities could only tire a monster, not harm it.  

I grabbed the woman’s arm.  

“W-wait…!”  

Crunch, crunch, squish. As I tightened my grip, she panicked and tried to pull away.  

Just as I was about to crush her arm muscles, her arm transformed into a tentacle-like shape and slipped free.  

Mollification—an ability to alter one’s physical composition.  

Having confirmed her third ability, I felt something was off and heightened my monster senses.  

Then, the woman in front of me blinked in shock.  

Humans shouldn’t be able to sense the low-frequency vibrations of a monster core, so her reaction puzzled me. But what I sensed next left me stunned.  

“You… Don’t tell me…?”  

“Hmm?”  

An extremely faint low-frequency vibration—undetectable even to superpower humans—was emanating from the woman.  

Impossible without a monster core.  

“Everyone, out!”  

“Huh? B-Boss?”  

“Get out now! I think I know who this is.”  

“Wh-where should we wait…?”  

“Wait outside and leave on your own!”  

The moment the smiling woman sensed I was a monster, she kicked everyone out of the tent.  

Now alone with her, I quieted my monster core and asked,  

“What are you?”  

In response, she unbuttoned her shirt slightly, revealing a tattoo below her collarbone.  

A barcode with the letters G3 written above it.  

The woman in front of me was an experimental subject from the same lab as me.  

“Alphabet series, huh?”  

“And you?”  

I brushed back my messy hair and showed my neck.  

G3’s eyes widened, and she gasped.  

“C… CXI? The one from Romania?”  

Romania referred to subjects numbered in Roman numerals—one of the terms for lab-created monsters.  

I’d overheard researchers using it. My number, in digits, was 111.  

The alphabet series’ G3… Was 73.  

“This is unexpected. I never thought I’d meet another subject.”  

“Same here… Wait, why is a subject here? To eliminate me?”  

“What are you talking about?”  

“So that’s not it… Then why? Did you come looking for me by chance?”  

When I nodded, G3 sighed and sat on a bench.  

“Phew… I thought the lab sent Romania’s strongest to assassinate me.”  

“Strongest? Never heard of it.”  

“It’s famous among the alphabet series. Remember when the lab made us fight sometimes? Every time, CXI would just lie there, completely unharmed no matter what anyone did.”  

“That’s how I got labeled the strongest? Ridiculous.”  

I knew the other monsters were also subjects, so I never felt like fighting. I’d just lie down, let them hit me, dodge, or take the hits.  

Eventually, the researchers would give up and stop the experiment.  

But to think that earned me a reputation…  

“What do you mean? You know what it means when a monster doesn’t go berserk no matter how much it’s attacked, right?”  

“Hmm.”  

Ah, so that’s why.  

If a monster doesn’t go berserk despite countless attacks, it means those attacks pose no threat.  

I guess my non-resistance came off as disregard.  

Most of them were too weak to bother with anyway.  

“If you’re CXI… Then I can believe you’re not here to kill me.”  

Since G3 knew I never fought any monsters in the lab, she lowered her guard.  

Seeing no need to stay wary either, I completely suppressed my monster core’s vibrations.  

G3 held out her hand.  

“If you’re not here as an enemy, let’s introduce ourselves. CXI? I’m Gu Seo-ryong. And you?”  

Following human etiquette, I shook her hand and said my name.  

“I’m Park Deun-deun.”  
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Ch.30 Free Meal

“No… Not the alias. Your real name.”  

“Park Deun-deun.”  

“Hmm… alright. Well, between us, human names aren’t that important anyway. Wow, this feels weird. Meeting another test subject in human form out here like this.”

The same went for me.  

I never expected to meet another test subject outside the lab—no stimulants, no forced transformations, no fights.  

Gu Seo-ryong awkwardly withdrew her outstretched hand and crossed her arms.  

“So? Did Deun-deun come here just to make money in the arena?”  

“I came to retrieve something that was stolen.”  

“Ohhh? What was stolen? Who’d dare?”  

“An alloy chain… No, a necklace. A keepsake from my parents.”  

“Oh?”

I saw no reason to hide my purpose, and Gu Seo-ryong’s eyes widened in surprise.  

“CXI has something like that? How interesting—a keepsake from your parents.”  

“You don’t have one?”  

“Which one? A keepsake? Or parents? I have neither.”  

“You were born without parents?”  

“Orphanage kid. Anyway… If it’s a parental keepsake, I can see why you’d come this far. But why the arena?”  

“They said I had to pay an entrance fee.”

“Ah~ So you joined the arena to earn the fee? Pfft! That’s hilarious. An arena fight for just 100,000 won?”

Gu Seo-ryong burst into laughter, then gradually quieted down, flicking her fingers—snap, snap—a habit, not an ability trigger.  

“If it was stolen, it’s probably in the black market out back.”  

“I doubt it’s there. The thief said he’d put it around someone’s neck.”

When I repeated the thief’s words, Gu Seo-ryong’s expression twisted slightly.  

“So he was planning to gift it to some favorite prostitute…? Do you know what the thief looks like?”  

“Seemed like a loan shark.”

“I’ll find it and bring it to you. You can dump the corpse or eat it, whatever.”  

Her monstrous kindness made me nod. Gu Seo-ryong then studied me thoughtfully.  

“…What’ll you do after you get it back? Got anywhere to go?”  

“I plan to sleep in the park.”

Her eyes gleamed like a snake eyeing prey.  

“No place to go, no money? Do you know what they say about situations like this? This is like finding rice cakes!”  

“You like rice cakes?”  

“Hah! In many ways. You like them too?”  

“I’ll eat them if they’re there.”

“Hmm~ Then we might really get along.”  

She stepped closer, adjusting her body’s proportions. Sensing no hostility, I kept my hands at my sides as she whispered,

“You don’t seem to know much about me… But if you come to Guryongseong, you know what this place is, right?”  

“It seems like your nest.” 

“Nest! Hahaha! That’s a word only we’d understand. Exactly—this is my nest. And… It has everything you could want.”  

“Everything I want?”  

“Yeah. Rice cakes, food, medicine, fun—anything.” 

She draped an arm over my shoulder, her mollified limb coiling like a snake.  

“What do you think? We might really click. Don’t you have questions for me too?”  

“What are you trying to say?”  

“Let’s talk. I’ll show you around my nest.”  

“Sounds bothersome.”

“Oho, I like you even more. I hate dumb men who follow me around too easily.”  

“That tickles.”  

I grabbed her wriggling fingers and twisted.  

Snap. She shed one like a lizard’s tail, regenerating it instantly as she stepped back.  

“Hah… I like violent men even more.”

She licked the blood off her new finger with a forked tongue. I stared at the twitching finger in my palm, then swallowed.  

It was almost time to get hungry…  

Gu Seo-ryong laughed, clutching her stomach.  

“Hahaha! Right, it’s about time to eat. How about it? I’ve got plenty of delicious things inside. Want a meal?”  

“You’re offering food?”  

“As much as you want. Eat till you’re full. I’ll have that thief brought to you while you eat.”  

“Hmm.”  

Free meals are always right.  

I could get the necklace after eating.  

Seeing me nod, Gu Seo-ryong clapped her hands. The suited men outside rushed in.  

“B-Boss…! Is this person—?”  

“My guest. Hmm… A colleague, you could say? Someone I knew before. Changed so much I almost didn’t recognize him.”  

“Your colleague…?”

“Yeah. Clear out the third floor—we’re eating.”  

“But we have guests right now—”  

“Idiot! You think I don’t know that?!”

“It’ll be done, Boss!”  

“And you—find any loan sharks who brought in an alloy chain necklace today and drag them here.”  

“Y-Yes!”

As the suited men scrambled out, Gu Seo-ryong motioned for me to follow.  

She led me to a building at the edge of the arena grounds—a two-story structure labeled Management Office. We took an exterior elevator to the rooftop third floor, where the suited man was forcibly clearing out noisy guests.  

“The hell?! I’ve spent so much money here—this treatment is insane!”  

“Don’t send lackeys—get Gu Seo-ryong out here!”  

“Shut up and get out! We’ll refund your money!”  

“Hmm? Strange. I told them to clear the floor.”  

“B-Boss…! We were just—!”  

“Tch. How embarrassing. Sorry, let me clean this up.”

Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers.  

The suited man and guests collapsed, writhing as if suffocating in flames—Hallucination and Sensory Overload.  

She kicked them off the rooftop.  

“KYAAAAH!”  

“What the—?!”  

“People are falling!!”  

The screams below were soon drowned out by loud music.  

Gu Seo-ryong sat at a cleared table and beckoned to the suited men. One brought a menu.  

“From here to here—bring everything. And you—earmuffs on.”  

Snap. Silence Curse—sound cut off for everyone present.  

“Hungry? Dig in! We got a new chef recently.” 

The food was astonishingly good.  

I grabbed a whole roasted pig leg and tore into it. Gu Seo-ryong laughed, twirling pasta with a fork.  

“Hahaha! You were starving! You weren’t skipping meals, were you?”  

“I eat enough.”  

“Tell me if you want anything else. I’ll get you whatever.”  

“I don’t believe lies like that.”  

“Oh? It’s not a lie.” 

Unlimited rice refill restaurants stop after 20 bowls. Society is cold like that. 

I kept eating silently.  

Gu Seo-ryong rested her chin on her hand, watching me.  

“If CXI asked me to feed him, I’d do it endlessly.”  

Doubtful.  

“There’s more than just food here. The arena’s fun, the black market’s got interesting stuff…”  

“It’s noisy.”  

“Hahaha! That’s the outdoor club’s music. You’ll get used to it. That bass—feels good, right?”  

I glanced at the club—a playground repurposed into a rave. People danced wildly, some stripping and mating openly.  

“Can monster frequencies affect humans beyond fear?”  

“Hmm~? That? They’re just high.”  

Loan sharks exchanged wads of cash for small paper strips—drugs. Users stuck them on their tongues, laughing uncontrollably.  

“Interested? Try some. Ten at once might even affect us.”  

“No thanks.”  

“Hehe~ Let me know if you change your mind. It’s fun.”  

“Doesn’t look tasty.”

Putting drugs on rice cakes? Unthinkable. Only honey belongs on rice cakes.  

…Maybe soy sauce.  

“Ever played cards? Want to hit the casino after eating?”  

“That noisy place downstairs?”  

“Yep! Humans go crazy there. Their screams, and cheers—were delicious. You’re a monster—you get it, right?” 

I nodded, chugging a fizzy drink—only to scowl. Alcohol.  

Gu Seo-ryong grinned, holding up the bottle.  

“Dom Pérignon. Pre-monster era, very expensive—”  

“I hate alcohol.”  

“Pfft. Yeah, it’s overrated.” 

“Got any cola?”  

She immediately upended the wine bottle and tossed me a glass of cola. I popped the cap with a finger and chugged it.  

“Hmm. You’ve been out of the lab a while, huh?”  

“Not long.” 

She noted my fine-tuned strength control.  

Curious, I set down the pig leg.  

“How long for you?”  

“My, that’s your first question to a lady? Hmm…”]  

She held up two fingers, then split her forked tongue beside them.  

“Four years? You?”  

I recalled waking up in W-City. Less than half a year.  

“…That’s it?”

She looked stunned, then threw a wine glass at me. I caught and drained it. Her disbelief deepened.  

“Ha…. Unbelievable.”  
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Ch.31 I was tricked.  

“I didn’t throw it for you to drink.”  

“No, hmm, whatever. Actually, it’s fine. It just means you’re a man with high adaptability… Ouch.”  

Gu Seo-ryong lightly tapped my foot under the table.  

Wondering what she was up to, I stepped on her foot to tell her to stop bothering me.  

Gu Seo-ryong smoothly pulled her foot free and then wrapped one of her legs around mine.  

“Why do you keep clinging to me?”  

“You don’t know what this means? How innocent.”  

Since she didn’t seem hostile, I decided to ignore her leg and devoured the newly served barbecue in five bites.  

Then, Gu Seo-ryong placed another piece of meat in front of me and said,  

“By the way, how did you escape from the lab?”  

“I woke up in W-City.”  

“Huh? What? You mean you just opened your eyes and you were here?”  

“Yes.”  

“What the hell? So, were you disposed of?”  

“They did call me a failure.”  

“CXI, a failure…? Did they succeed in creating a monster stronger than you?”  

“I don’t know.”  

Even right before I killed the researchers, the lab had released other monsters injected with stimulants in front of me, but none of them felt particularly threatening.  

“Then why were you disposed of?”  

“Probably because I didn’t listen to them.”  

“Hmm, well, even the sharpest knife is useless without a handle… Still, I’m a little disappointed. I thought CXI escaped like I did.”  

“Did you escape on your own?”  

“Yeah, curious how?”  

When I nodded, Gu Seo-ryong made a mysterious expression, stood up, and sat on my thigh.  

“It’s nothing special~ Researchers are still human, right? Those who’ve spent their lives studying until wrinkles form can’t resist women. Seduce them, tame them—tell them you’ll do anything they say, get them to take you out of here, say you love them~ And then, oh my, they start listening to you bit by bit. I slowly manipulated a high-ranking researcher who listened to me well, then the others one by one… By the time they realized, ta-da! Test subject Gu Seo-ryong was already outside.”  

“You got lucky.”  

“Oh my, can’t you call it skill? Seduction is a woman’s weapon, tsk…”  

“Don’t touch me.”  

“Boss!”  

I grabbed Gu Seo-ryong’s neck as she tried to embrace my head.  

Immediately, the suited men serving nearby flared their superpower, but when Gu Seo-ryong raised a finger to her lips, they all froze.  

“Hmm, so CXI doesn’t like being touched?”  

“No, I don’t care.”  

“Then what’s this about? Our sturdy one, won’t you tell me why you’re upset?”  

“Your hands smell unpleasant.”  

“Oh my, how sharp.”  

Gu Seo-ryong pulled her hand away from my head and flicked the poison gathered at her fingertips onto the floor.  

I carefully examined her fingertips.  

“I got a little playful thinking about those times while talking, sorry. It wasn’t even lethal poison, just something to make you… A little more obedient?”  

“I’ll let it slide just this once.”  

That’s the extent of what I’ll pay for this meal.  

As I chewed through the meat bones after setting Gu Seo-ryong down, she let out an excited voice.  

“Oho… What should I do? I want you more and more…”  

“Boss… I-I’m sorry to interrupt your meal.”  

“Oh my, looks like they’re here. Bring him.”  

Then, a suited man who had come up the stairs at the corner of the rooftop approached the table and bowed.  

I quietly watched the loan shark who followed behind him, his eyelids swollen as if he’d been beaten. When he saw Gu Seo-ryong and me sitting beside her, his eyes widened in shock.  

The loan shark was forced to his knees in front of me by the suited men, his head pressed to the ground.  

“I-I’m sorry…! I didn’t know you were someone important! I-I was rude…!”  

“Where’s the necklace?”  

“I-I just took the tribute…! I didn’t steal it! I…!”  

“Sweetie? Didn’t you understand the question? I asked where the necklace is.”  

“Answer properly!”  

When the loan shark tried to explain his innocence rather than the necklace’s whereabouts, Gu Seo-ryong signaled the suited men.  

Immediately, one of them grabbed the loan shark’s head and slammed it into the floor again. Blood spilled from his broken front teeth.  

“Guh! Ughhh… I-It wasn’t me…! It wasn’t me…!”  

“Where’s the necklace?”  

Seeing he still wouldn’t answer properly, I stood up and crouched in front of him.  

The loan shark trembled in fear as our eyes met, his mouth foaming with blood as he finally gave a proper answer.  

“I-It’s… I-I’m sorry… I already gave it to… That bitch Min Ji-hee…”  

“Who’s Min Ji-hee?”  

“Min Ji-hee… She’s the caretaker of Building 108.”  

“Looks like he gave the necklace as payment for a prostitute. Didn’t I say? Only take cash.”  

“I’m sorry. We’ll re-educate him…”  

“Go find Min Ji-hee and drag her here too. Check if she has the necklace.”  

As Gu Seo-ryong said this, she gathered poison at her fingertips again and approached the loan shark.  

Feeling a faint killing intent from her subtly raised lips, I stopped her.  

“Are you planning to kill him?”  

“Huh? Of course? He stole something important from a valued guest.”  

“That’s excessive punishment for theft.”  

“Eek, ah, AAAAAAH!”  

Before Gu Seo-ryong could act, I grabbed the loan shark’s hands and crushed them.  

With a sound like chewing crispy pork belly, his hands crumpled limply. The loan shark screamed before his eyes rolled back and he passed out. I stood up and looked at Gu Seo-ryong.  

“People say thieves get their fingers cut off as punishment.”  

Among the workers I’d met, this was what they did to those who stole from others.  

This much punishment was enough for theft.  

As I left the unconscious loan shark behind, Gu Seo-ryong frowned.  

“Why not just kill him? He stole something precious from you.”  

“This is enough.”  

“Punishment is for those who’ll change after being disciplined. The ones in Guryongseong aren’t that cute.”  

“I don’t like repeating myself.”  

Since I, the victim, said this was enough, that was it.  

If she insisted on unnecessary killing, I’d be quite displeased. Staring at her with that intent, Gu Seo-ryong licked her fingertip with a long tongue.  

“Hmm… Fine. Tsk, why do you smell so manly?”  

“Impossible. I bathed today.”  

“Ahh…? What’s that supposed to mean? Are you seducing me now?”  

“What nonsense.”  

I returned to the table and picked up meat with my blood-stained hands.  

The suited men grew even more terrified as I stuffed my mouth full of meat.  

Their gazes were fixed on my hands, but I paid no mind and kept eating.  

To a monster, human blood is like chicken stock—it enhances the flavor of food.  

“That was delicious.”  

“You’re done already? There’s still alcohol and dessert.”  

“The necklace comes first.”  

“Hmm, how inconsiderate of me. Of course, you can’t relax knowing your precious item is in some woman’s hands.”  

“By the way, what’s the dessert?”  

“Want some?”  

Weighing the necklace and dessert in my mind, I nodded.  

The necklace could be retrieved anytime, but free dessert was like the ice cream the foreman would sometimes buy after work—if you didn’t take it when offered, it vanished like smoke.  

“Ice cream, cake, and… Ohoho, chewy, sweet honey-filled rice cakes?”  

“Rice cakes.”  

Suddenly remembering the taste of honey rice cakes from my childhood, I swallowed my saliva.  

Gu Seo-ryong smirked and said something strange.  

“Ah… After seeing blood, you’re craving it, right? How about it? Want to go eat dessert together? Let’s leave the necklace to be retrieved from that Min Ji-hee woman.”  

“Hmm… Fine.”  

Maybe it was the scent of blood sharpening my appetite, but I didn’t mind the idea and accepted his offer.  

“Ohoho… Great. Then, follow me. You guys? Bring the necklace after cleaning it properly.”  

“Yes!”  

“Aren’t you going to wipe your hands? Or do you enjoy leaving handprints?”  

Gu Seo-ryong stuck close to me, leading the way. As we boarded the elevator, she handed me a tissue.  

I wiped the blood and grease from my hands and tossed it aside.  

“Oh my, I liked that one… Well, whatever.”  

“How dare he treat boss’s handkerchief like that…”  

“Tsk… Boss, why someone tall, handsome, fit, and with superpowers… Damn unfair world.”  

The suited men whispered among themselves as they followed behind.  

Guided by Gu Seo-ryong, I headed toward the apartment building.  

Inside, I could sense countless people and animalistic moans echoed throughout.  

“Is the entire apartment in the middle of mating?”  

“Hehe, that’s exactly what this place is. This is Guryongseong’s brothel. As long as you pay, anyone can enter. Of course… Except me.”  

“So humans pay to mate too.”  

“Oh my, have you never… Ah, how exciting~”  

Gu Seo-ryong clung to me unpleasantly, rubbing against me.  

Since she wasn’t using her nails this time, I let her be and followed her to an apartment, stopping in front of one.  

Even the shared hallway was different—dragon and snake statues stood at the entrance.  

“I’m going to my room, so don’t disturb me. Ah, the necklace… If anyone brings it, send it up.”  

“Understood.”  

“Now… Shall we go up?”  

The elevator felt oddly sticky as we boarded. Gu Seo-ryong wrapped herself around my arm.  

Annoyed by her clinging, I peeled her off and said,  

“You’ve been clinging too much since earlier.”  

“Ahaha! How cute, are you embarrassed now?”  

Ding. As the elevator arrived, a massive room unfolded before us.  

The top floor, seemingly remodeled into a single expansive space, was filled with black, gold, and red.  

Snake-shaped sculptures, carpets woven with serpents, a bed encircled by nine intertwined dragons, a window overlooking the entire fortress, and dragon-shaped humidifiers releasing moist steam throughout the room.  

No wonder the elevator felt sticky—the humidity here was overwhelming.  

Peeling Gu Seo-ryong off, I looked around for the dessert.  

“Where are the rice cakes?”  

“Here~?”  

At that moment, I heard the sound of fabric sliding to the floor behind me.  

Turning around, I saw Gu Seo-ryong, now completely naked, her pale body on display. I frowned.  

She stroked her own curves as if showing off.  

In sync with the club’s vibrations outside, her monster core pulsed.  

Unable to hide my disappointment, I sighed.  

“You… Tricked me.”
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Ch.32 I refuse.

You clearly implied there was delicious honey rice cake, only to play with my heart like this.

Gu Seo-ryong smiled at my cold reaction and slid across the floor toward me.

“If you mentioned a nest, you must know what it means, right? What it means when a female monster like me guides a male monster as attractive as you to a nest.”

“You want offspring.”

“Bingo. So, how about it? Want to make some? Our offspring would undoubtedly be strong.”

“I refuse.”

I grabbed Gu Seo-ryong, who was clinging to my arm and pushed her away with one hand.

Gu Seo-ryong licked her lips excitedly, her core pounding loudly.

In contrast, sensing my own core remaining perfectly still, her expression twisted slightly.

“Hmm… The more you reject me, the more I want you. But, honestly, I’m a little hurt. No reaction at all?”

“I’m not the same kind of monster as you. Sending out wavelengths won’t make me want to mate.”

“That’s irrelevant. If a woman undresses and a man doesn’t react, of course, she’d feel bad.”

“If you feel bad, put your clothes back on.”

“Oh my, why? Are you embarrassed after seeing me?”

“You’re impossible to talk to.”

“Of course I am! With a man like you in front of me… Hmph, well, men never understand women anyway.”

Gu Seo-ryong tangled her legs with mine and wrapped her arms around my waist.

Even as I pushed her off one hand at a time, she kept clinging to me, irritating me enough to grab her G3 neck and squeeze as if to snap it.

“Get off. You’re annoying.”

“Hehe, CXI, why not just mate and become mine?”

“No. Once the necklace arrives, I’m leaving. Stop bothering me.”

Gu Seo-ryong manipulated her body again, matching my height to stare into my eyes.

“You said you have nowhere to go after leaving the lab, right? I can promise you this—if you stay here, I’ll feed you delicious food like today until you’re full every day. You can have anything you want, even women… Heh, I’ll even forgive you if you want to hold other women when you’re bored.”

“You want me to settle here?”

“Exactly. With a monster as strong as you around, I’d have nothing to worry about. Plus, I personally like strong men. A male as powerful as you won’t come around twice, so of course I’d… Hold on tight, right?”

Gu Seo-ryong flicked her forked tongue and coiled around me.

Feeling her half-liquefied body pressing fully against mine, I calmly tightened my grip on her neck and spoke.

“I don’t like repeating myself.”

“Are you going to kill me if I don’t let go?”

“Yes.”

“Hah! That’s fine by me. But… Can you actually kill me? You’re CXI, right?”

“Tch…”

Since she was also a former test subject from the same lab, I didn’t particularly want to kill her… But Gu Seo-ryong is still a monster.

I tightened my grip on her neck, intending to snap it.

Then, her neck melted away like ice cream.

“Ahaha! You really tried to break it! You’ve changed a lot!”

Her head, now dripping like melted ice cream, spoke from the back of my hand.

This wasn’t just body manipulation like liquefaction.

Hallucinations? Something felt off, so I immediately tried to transform it into my monster form.

“CXI? You can’t transform in my room. It’s filled with a fixative I made.”

“Fixative?”

“It’s a drug that prevents you from leaving human form. Heh… Never thought I’d use it like this.”

Focusing belatedly on my sense of smell, I detected a suspiciously fishy odor mixed with the humidifier’s mist.

The sensation of a human body stiffening from inhaling the vapor was incomprehensible, but one thing was clear, transformation was impossible.

Frowning at the sudden realization, Gu Seo-ryong spoke as if reading my mind.

“Ahah, that face is so cute~! Are you thinking, ‘How can Gu Seo-ryong use her powers? Monster abilities shouldn’t work in human form,’ right?”

“…Correct.”

“Since you answered so obediently, I’ll tell you. This room is also my training space! Training to use monster abilities in human form—to pull a monster’s power into a human body.”

Why train for that? And was it really possible just through training?

Remembering how Gu Seo-ryong had once dripped poison from her fingertips, I voiced my thoughts.

“So you’re mixing monster traits into human form?”

“Exactly. I call it monsterization. Cool, right? With enough practice… Ta-da! You can even do this!”

Gu Seo-ryong covered her hands and feet in scales, lifted her hips, and extended a long lizard tail.

Her black hair turned snow-white, and her crimson pupils split vertically.

Wrapping her sturdy tail around my waist, she pinned my arms with strength comparable to mine—unlike her usual human form.

Impressive. Mixing human and monster forms halfway was possible.

Even in human form, Gu Seo-ryong’s monster core emitted power close to a full Disaster-class.

This method of reaching Disaster-class didn’t seem efficient enough to make me want to learn it, but it was fascinating.

“Seems pretty useless. Why train for this?”

“Because women always want to be beautiful? My monster form isn’t as numerous or cute as yours, Black Cat.”

My eyes widened at the name Black Cat. Sensing my reaction with a monster’s keen senses, Gu Seo-ryong smirked.

“So it is you, the Black Cat.”

“How did you know?”

“Just a hunch, but it was worth suspecting. CXI is a Despair-class, the Black Cat is a Despair-class, and a monster helping humans is already unusual, right?”

“That’s all it took? Interesting.”

“It was just suspicion~ Now, it’s confirmation.”

To deduce I was the Black Cat from just that… Gu Seo-ryong was sharper than I thought.

Now certain, she curled her elongated tail tighter around me.

“Hmm… Since CXI is the Black Cat, I’m curious—why help humans? You’re a monster.”

“Monsters can’t help humans?”

“They can, but it’s weird, right? We instinctively recognize humans as prey. Don’t you feel it?”

She was right. The scent of human blood made my mouth water, and the smell of a dying person made my core vibrate.

Monsters are humanity’s natural enemies; humans are monsters’ prey.

Protecting prey goes against the very nature of a monster.

But.

“Just ignore instincts.”

“Hah! Ahahaha! So like you, CXI! Then again, if you were the type to be bound by instincts, you’d have devoured every monster in the lab and become a true abomination! You’re a monster who does what you want—never what you don’t.”

“I don’t want to mate with you.”

“I’m a monster who gets what I want, just like you. Even if you won’t join me, it’s fine. Even without you in my nest, as long as I have the Black Cat’s seed, I’ll bear strong offspring.”

Dripping pheromones stickier than the humidifier’s mist, Gu Seo-ryong twitched at my indifferent tone and raised her venomous claws.

“…But you, you’re way too relaxed, aren’t you? You’re completely at my mercy here.”

“Why should I be tense? You’re too weak.”

True, Gu Seo-ryong’s power was between Disaster and Despair-class, but that was only enough to slightly wound me.

No matter what she did, she couldn’t kill me.

Like a cat overwhelming a snake, no matter how much she thrashed, it was just amusing.

Even as monsters, the gap between us was vast.

“Hmm… Annoying, but also cool? A male worthy of me bearing their seed should be this strong.”

Gu Seo-ryong smirked and drove her venomous claws into my shoulder.

A biological poison, separate from her abilities, created by her monster body.

After injecting me with enough paralyzing toxin to stiffen my entire body, she pushed me onto the bed and licked the blood and venom from her fingertips.

“With this much poison, even you won’t be able to move for a day. How does it feel? Been a while, right?”

“A sedative?”

Exactly—like dunking my arms in industrial grease, my whole body felt sluggish and numb.

The sensation reminded me of the daily sedatives from the lab. As I frowned, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers.

Snap, snap, snap…

The echoing sound rippled through my vision, warping it with circular waves.

White and black visual noise scrambled my sense of direction, paralyzing my spatial awareness.

“Hhhoww ddooeess thhiiss feeeel? Ddiiddn’tt exxxpeectt thhiss, ddiidd yyyouuu? IItt’ss aa tteechnniiiquue ssspeecciiifiicccalllyy fffoorr mmoonnsssterrss.”

“I… Hear it. How?”

Blinking against the disorienting echoes, I struggled to stabilize my senses.

Like balancing on a rocking boat, my perception flickered between clarity and distortion.

“That’s a secret, CXI. If I told you, you’d adapt. You can’t adapt yet, so stay still.”

“Tch…”

Gu Seo-ryong clenched and unclenched her hand before driving her claws into my neck again.

Gulp, gulp. With disgusting wet sounds, a new poison entered my body.

A numbing sensation clouded my mind—euphoria, the rhythmic thumping of Gu Seo-ryong’s core resonating through me like club music.

My nerves twitch in sync, reminding me of humans mating in clubs. Watching Gu Seo-ryong’s form warp, I spoke.

“The drugs sold in clubs… Was made from your poison?”

“Yep. Like it? I heard you’re resistant. Let’s see how long that lasts~ Hehe, you’ll love it soon.”

“Tch…”

I closed my eyes, focusing on my slow-moving monster core, submerged as if in cement.

I could metabolize the toxins eventually. The paralysis, the fixative effects—if I absorbed it all, I’d move freely again.

But it would take time.

“You’re stronger than I thought.”

“Oh? Does that mean I pass? Will you give me your seed?”

“Not that strong.”

Gu Seo-ryong, knowing that as well as I did, retracted her tail and scales, grinning triumphantly atop me.

“Ahaha! Doesn’t matter. You’re already addicted enough. I can just force it out—”

Then, through the glass wall, a comet streaked across the distant sky.

Frowning at the familiar shape, Gu Seo-ryong stiffened and looked outside.

The approaching comet shifted into a human form, stopping just outside the window.

“Ha, what the hell?”

[Gu Seo-ryong, Lord of the Guryongseong—no, boss of the Villain Organization.]

Starlight frowned at the sight of us through the window, then raised a finger and drew a large circle in the air.

The glass silently melted away, collapsing slowly as the murmurs of clubgoers noticing Starlight grew louder.

“Bribery of high-ranking officials… Murder, robbery, theft, prostitution… Need I go on?”

Wearing an expression I hadn’t seen in a while, Starlight clenched a fist, igniting a white flame.

With a gust, she extinguished it and glared at Gu Seo-ryong.

“By my authority, you’re under emergency arrest. If you don’t want to die, come quietly.”
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Ch.33 Hero Hunting  

Gu Seo-ryong slowly shifted her position on top of me.  

A stance ready to leap out at any moment—at the same time, I could faintly feel the vibration of Gu Seo-ryong’s monster core as she scrutinized me.  

With a wary ripple, Gu Seo-ryong looked me over before speaking in an irritated voice.  

“Ah~ I was just about to have some fun. How annoying.”  

Gu Seo-ryong began generating a different poison from her fingertips resting on my body.  

The searing pain in my abdomen, the agony of my blood hardening inside me—as I grimaced, Starlight’s expression turned icy.  

“Hey there, S-rank hero Starlight? What brings you all the way here? Didn’t anyone try to stop you?”  

“Isn’t that exactly why I’m here now? While the heroes were busy with monsters, a little snake slithered deep into the waters and muddied them.”  

“Hmm… Useless things. this is why rejects shouldn’t exist. No investment value. So, you came here to personally take me down and throw me in a villain prison, is that it?”  

“You catch on quick. Then, how about you let that man go and come along quietly?”  

“Oh my, no thanks? this one’s my prey.”  

“Haah…”  

The tension was thick. As Starlight treated me like a hostage, Gu Seo-ryong smirked leisurely, flicking out her long tongue.  

In response, Starlight sighed and calmly suppressed the ripple of her ability.  

I knew exactly what Starlight was doing right now.  

That silence right before a sudden acceleration—a technique she’d mastered to prevent me from reading her direction before a charge.  

“Kyaaah!”  

“Gyaaaaah!”  

KWA-JANG-CHANG!  

The window behind Starlight shattered from the shockwave of acceleration. Gu Seo-ryong, leaping off the bed and barely dodging Starlight’s fist, flew toward the elevator and landed smoothly.  

A thin trail of blood rose from Gu Seo-ryong’s pale cheek, grazed by Starlight’s ability.  

“Seems the rumors of you being top-tier A-rank aren’t lies.”  

“Attacking mid-conversation? How uncivilized.”  

“I’d rather not hear that from an A-rank villain who takes hostages.”  

“Hostage…?”  

Shlurp.  

Flicking her tongue, Gu Seo-ryong made a strange expression as she slowly alternated her gaze between me and Starlight.  

A ripple of slight relief—Gu Seo-ryong picked up her suit jacket from the floor and draped it over her shoulders.  

“Oh my, right, you called him a hostage? Of course, a hero like you would save a hostage, hm? But how do you know if he’s really a hostage… Or my person?”  

“Hmph. If you were a villain, you’d have already attacked me.”  

“I’m not a villain.”  

When I revealed I wasn’t a villain, Starlight frowned, looking down at me lying motionless.  

“So, this guy wasn’t a villain after all? Some kind of kidnapped hero?”  

“Not a hero.”  

“…Tch. What the hell did you do to him to leave him in this state?”  

“Kgh…!”  

Starlight stared at my abdomen, blackened by Gu Seo-ryong’s poison, then reached out with a hand glowing red.  

Sssss—  

As my flesh was seared, I writhed in pain far worse than Gu Seo-ryong’s poison.  

The poison I’d been slowly digesting vanished instantly, replaced by a burn mark that would take much longer to heal.  

“What the hell? Do heroes kill hostages these days?”  

“I’ve never killed anyone. It’s just first aid. Anyone can see it’s poison—better this than letting him die slowly.”  

“You’re one cruel woman. Sure you’re a hero?”  

Damn right, this cruel woman—how could she just sear a perfectly fine stomach like that?  

Then, Gu Seo-ryong snapped her fingers.  

Wooong—  

The moment the disorienting ability carried by the sound wave reached Starlight, she summoned flames to burn it away.  

In that split second, Gu Seo-ryong slid toward Starlight like a striking snake.  

“Aha!”  

“Kh—?!”  

Gu Seo-ryong dodged Starlight’s immediate counterpunch by leaping toward me. In the brief moment Starlight hesitated, looking at me, Gu Seo-ryong pressed two fingers to her lips and—whoosh—blew.  

Poison mist spread from her fingertips, enveloping Starlight. Through the obscured vision, Gu Seo-ryong rapidly transformed into her monstrous form.  

Hair as white as moonlight, white scales covering her entire body except for her navel and face, a thick tail extending outward, and sharp claws sheathing her hands and feet.  

KWA-GA-GAK!  

Tearing through the carpet, Gu Seo-ryong dug her claws into the marble floor and lunged at Starlight with both hands outstretched.  

A double palm strike with razor-sharp nails—Starlight crossed her arms to block, only to be sent flying out the window.  

“Ahaha! That’s right! Can’t attack the hostage, can you? Hero!” 

“You—!”  

Chu-luk.  

Flicking her tongue, Gu Seo-ryong swung her long tail, smashing the bedside table to pieces.  

From the wreckage, she coiled a microphone with her tail and spoke to Starlight hovering in the air.  

[My darlings~? Code, S!]  

“What…?”  

Snap!  

When Gu Seo-ryong snapped her fingers again, all the lights in Guryongseong shifted to focus on Starlight.  

Then, countless superpower humans leaped from the ground, taking positions along the apartment walls, aiming at her.  

“Why so flustered, S-rank hero? Did you think villains would just run away scared when you showed up? We’ve been preparing for your arrival anytime.”  

“You set a trap?”  

“Oh my, won’t you call it hunting preparations instead?”  

KWAANG! KWAANG! KWAANG!  

With the sound of cannon fire, fist-sized projectiles shot toward Starlight.  

Gunfire I’d heard in the lab—anti-materiel sniper rounds.  

Even if they didn’t penetrate or cause major injury, the impact was too much to ignore. Starlight dodged the bullets mid-flight, and Gu Seo-ryong laughed into the microphone.  

[Ahahaha! Ladies and gentlemen! Today’s special event—hero hunting begins now!]  

“Waaaah!”  

[Everyone who comes out to watch gets 100 casino chips! 300 if you get injured! As long as you don’t die to a stray bullet, this is your chance to turn your life around!]  

“Woooaah! Waaaaaah!”  

Sssss—  

The sound of smoke grenades releasing, and the thick scent of stimulants wafted through the window.  

“Then, I’ll be back soon, so wait for me, darling?”  

“Gu Seo-ryooooong!”  

“Ahaha! Ahahahaha!”  

“Waaaah! Kill her! Kill her!”  

Gu Seo-ryong blew me a kiss with two fingers pressed to her lips before leaping into the crowd’s frenzied cheers.  

“Hmm.”  

And I… Rolled onto my side on the bed.  

The paralyzing poison was almost digested—what remained were the sedatives and stimulants.  

Four years ago, when Gu Seo-ryong escaped the lab, this much poison would’ve taken me over a day to process. But now? At most, 10 to 20 minutes.  

“It hurts…”  

More than that, right now, my stomach hurts.  

Not inside—the outside.  

***

“Let’s see if this works on an S-rank.”  

“Sniper team! Focus fire! Don’t stop for even 0.1 seconds until you’re out of ammo!”  

The superpower humans frozen to the wall stretched a hand toward Yoo Anna, scattering icy mist into the air.  

Beside them, another superpower human hovering mid-air, wreathed in whirlwinds, clapped toward the mist. The ice particles collided, rising and vanishing.  

At that moment, Yoo Anna felt her hair stand on end.  

“Kyah! Take this and die, hero!”  

BOOM!  

A massive shockwave erupted around Starlight as a grenade launcher fired by a mere C-rank villain detonated.  

A capacitor round, charged to its limit by a superpower human with electricity manipulation.  

Fired toward a spot far from Yoo Anna, it exploded like a massive firework, filling the space with lightning.  

Thousands of needles formed from the lightning, homing in on Yoo Anna’s body—a natural guided missile drawn to conductive flesh.  

“Gyaaaaah!”  

“Ahahaha! Insane~! What was that?!”  

KURURURUNG!  

The thunderclap following the sonic boom sent Guryongseong’s guests into a cheering frenzy. The white smoke lingering in the air crackled with residual lightning.  

At the center, Yoo Anna—gritted her teeth and pulled her ability forth.  

“You bastards…!”  

“She’s alive! Prepare the next attack!”  

“Damn it! If an S-rank dies to this, she’s no S-rank!”  

The barrage was made up entirely of anti-materiel sniper rounds.  

Villains, empowered by the superpower’s enhanced strength, fired the massive bullets in rapid succession, laughing excitedly among the drug-addled civilians.  

“Hey, you bitch! Die already! It’s hard to aim at a small target!”  

“Hahaha! You idiot! Can’t even use telekinesis right!”  

“Shut up before I shoot you first!”  

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!  

The bullets followed Yoo Anna as she moved through the air, maintaining a fixed distance.  

Guided by a superpower with telekinetic abilities—barely C-rank—they kept Yoo Anna thoroughly pinned while B-rank villains prepared the next assault.  

The gap in the barrage, as the villains reloaded and gathered their abilities—Yoo Anna didn’t miss it.  

She clasped her hands together, raising a single finger.  

A pinpoint snipe toward the villain’s artillery.  

Ping! Ping! Ping!  

The moment the beams struck, the hit villains crumbled like sand.  

“Oh my, shouldn’t you be careful? You might hit a civilian by mistake!”  

“I told you to evacuate, damn it!”  

“Waaaah! Ahahaha! She’s flying!”  

“Like we’d evacuate! this is too much fun!”  

“So annoying!”  

The stimulants spread through Guryongseong, Gu Seo-ryong’s ability—sensory disorientation and hallucinations.  

As Yoo Anna tried to fly higher to evade, Gu Seo-ryong appeared behind her and spun mid-air.  

WHAM!  

Yoo Anna was slammed downward by Gu Seo-ryong’s tail, stopping just before crushing civilians. She skidded across the iron bars of the arena in the apartment’s center.  

Above her, Gu Seo-ryong landed with a thud, gripping the bars with scaled feet.  

“Ahahaha! Must be tough, hero? Having to protect these civilians too!”  

Snap! Snap! Snap!  

The echoing finger snaps reversed Yoo Anna’s sense of up and down.  

Disoriented, she barely avoided crashing into the ground, soaring back up—only for the apartment to collapse toward her.  

Panicked, she stretched her hands to catch it, but from a window, a middle-aged man in the midst of intimacy with a prostitute shouted excitedly,

“Kyah~! Starlight! You’re damn pretty!”  

“Haaah~!”  

The collapsing apartment was another illusion—it was Yoo Anna’s sense of balance failing.  

Shooo—  

Human figures stretched grotesquely, windows elongating like playing cards, the people inside passing by like frames in an old film.  

“Starlight! Just stop fighting and lie down here!”  

“Ahahaha! Will 10 million won do? I’ll pay anything!”  

“Just die already! I bet on you losing, ugh!”  

“Gyaaaah!”  

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!  

The next barrage of bullets smashed through the window, crushing the man and the prostitute beneath him. her head flew off.  

Disgusted, Yoo Anna clenched her teeth as she sank toward the moon beneath her head.  

“Ugh! Seriously! Disgusting!”  

“Hmm? Is that directed at my darlings? Or the civilians?”  

Beside her—perched on the apartment rooftop railing, claws dug in—Gu Seo-ryong snapped her fingers.  

Snap! Snap! Snap!  

The echoes made the moon stretch like a deck of cards being fanned out.  

Suddenly, 13 Gu Seo-ryongs stood before Yoo Anna.  

“Ta-da~! Which one’s the real Gu Seo-ryong~?”  

“All of them!”  

WHOOSH!  

Yoo Anna unleashed flames across the rooftop, burning them all away.  

Then, on the opposite rooftop, Gu Seo-ryong crouched under the moonlight, casting a shadow.  

In her hand was a chess-piece-like switch.  

Click.  

The moment she pressed it, the illusions around Yoo Anna vanished.  

Surrounding her on the rooftop were claymore mines—explosives that would obliterate everything in front of them upon detonation.  

“Now, kaboom~♥”  

KWA-BOOM!  

A massive explosion erupted atop the apartment.
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Ch.34 Hero  

“Kyaaaah~!!”  

“Waaaah!”  

Boom, boom, boom—the citizens, who had been swaying their bodies to the music blasting from the outdoor club, erupted into cheers at the massive shockwave. Pink, purple, and green lasers flickered against the smoke of scattered fireworks in the sky.  

Under the diagonal roof of light created by the pulsating beams, Yoo Anna crouched, panting, as she amplified the wavelength of her ability.  

A scorching whirlwind—flames cloaking Yoo Anna’s body—scorched the rusted metal debris clinging to her, sending them clattering to the ground. Her skin bore red marks as she gritted her teeth, her neck cracking as she glared at the rooftop across from her.  

“Huuh… You damn bitch…”  

“Ahah! As expected of an S-rank hero! You’re a monster—worse than the beasts!”  

KWAANG!  

From the opposite rooftop, Gu Seo-ryong kicked off the ground, leaping into the air as she inhaled sharply. Then—pang, pang, pang!—flame orbs shot from her mouth. Yoo Anna scowled, swatting them away with her hands.  

But hidden behind the flames was a viscous poison that clung to her skin.  

“Kkh—! Disgusting!”  

“Ahahaha! What’s dirty in a fight?”  

Whoosh!  

Gu Seo-ryong landed in front of Yoo Anna, swinging a clawed kick, then spun, lashing out with her thick tail and following up with rapid slashes from both hands.  

Seeing the poison coating her fingers and toes, Yoo Anna swiftly dodged. Gu Seo-ryong, now on all fours, glared at her with sharp eyes, flicking her tongue inside her mouth.  

Tap… Tap… Tap…  

The sound spread, and ability of confusion crashed over Yoo Anna.  

As she warily watched Gu Seo-ryong, who stood motionless without any visible change, her claws suddenly appeared right in front of her eyes.  

“Kkh—?!”  

Yoo Anna jerked her head back, narrowly avoiding the attack—only for Gu Seo-ryong’s foot to slam into her stomach.  

The claws before her eyes had been an illusion—the real attack was a low sweep from the ground.  

Sent flying upward, Yoo Anna curled up as the air around her turned icy.  

The moment she was swallowed by the freezing mist she had prepared earlier—PONG!—a second lightning bomb was fired.  

BOOM! KR-R-RUMBLE!  

The second thunderbolt pierced through Yoo Anna’s body.  

“Not used to fighting humans, are you? Your weak points are wide open.”  

“Kkh… Haah… Haa…!”  

“Still alone, huh? You really came by yourself? Well, I figured as much. Starlight might look cold, but she’s hot-tempered and sentimental. Unlike you S-ranks, the other heroes can’t ignore pressure from above. You came alone so your fellow heroes wouldn’t get hurt, right?”  

Heat coursed through her entire body—crackle, crackle—as her vision flickered. Gu Seo-ryong walked upside down in the sky, leisurely swaying her tail.  

Like water rippling, her movements slowly suffocated Yoo Anna’s senses.  

“Starlight’s ability is destructive flames, light, and… Plasma, I guess? Speed, and destructive power—both are top-tier. Hard to land a hit, and even harder to land one that actually hurts. But… If I can pin you down or attack at the speed of light, I can hit you as much as I want. Even if your flames block most attacks, they can’t stop internal shocks. Just like Kage, the S-rank hero of A-City, you have no resistance to illusions.”  

“Huut…! Hoo…! You know a lot about me, huh?”  

“Of course. You’re the most dangerous enemy in W-City. Huhu, how is it? Our lightning bombs? Even an S-rank hero feels that shock, right?”  

True to her words, Yoo Anna’s limbs were numb after just two lightning strikes. The pain burning through her entire body was an agony she’d never felt before.  

“It hurts, but it’s not fatal.”  

“Well, of course. If Despair-class threats could be handled by conventional means, they wouldn’t be called Despair, would they?”  

“Die! Starlight!”  

TR-R-RATATATA!  

From one corner of the rooftop, three villains manning anti-aircraft guns opened fire on Yoo Anna.  

KAKAKAKANG!  

Bullets struck the side of Yoo Anna, who braced herself, embedding into the warped steel plates before sparking on impact.  

The heavy impact—different from a sniper rifle—forced Yoo Anna to take cover behind a concrete structure. Gu Seo-ryong crouched beside her, propping her chin on her hands.  

“S-ranks are humans who bring despair to beasts. If you could die from mere lightning, you wouldn’t be Despair-class, right?”  

“Shut up!”  

Whoosh!  

Yoo Anna swung her arm, and Gu Seo-ryong’s illusion distorted before sinking into the shadows.  

From the inky darkness, tiny Gu Seo-ryongs bubbled up—hundreds of them, surrounding Yoo Anna’s feet, chanting in unison,  

“Tired yet?”

“Such an annoying ability!”  

“Ahah! Thanks for the compliment!”  

Ting, ting, ting…  

The sound of metal rolling was followed by a burst of light beneath the clustered Gu Seo-ryongs.  

A modified flashbang—the intense explosion left Yoo Anna momentarily deafened.  

Seizing the brief opening, Gu Seo-ryong lunged through the barrage of gunfire, tackling her.  

“Kkh—!”  

“Nah~ Another miss~♥”  

The moment Yoo Anna threw a punch at that Gu Seo-ryong, another appeared behind her, driving her claws into her neck.  

Shhk!  

Yoo Anna immediately swiped her hand, melting off Gu Seo-ryong’s fingers, but—gulp, gulp—the remaining fingers in her neck squirmed, injecting more poison.  

An illusion? No, real fingers.  

The poison spread rapidly, and Yoo Anna’s ability reacted fiercely, burning away the toxins. But Gu Seo-ryong’s poison spread faster than she could neutralize it.  

“Not much experience fighting humans, huh? Falling for every trick—it’s kinda cute!”  

“What the hell is this…?!”  

“Ahah~? Well, what should I call it? Stimulants, sensory enhancers, excitants—call it whatever. The important thing is… Important… Important… Important…”  

“You’re making it… Harder… For me… To fight… You…”  

“Right?”  

Thump, thump.  

Her heartbeat merged with the deafening music.  

The light stretching toward the sky twisted, scattering as if her sense of direction had been lost, entangling with Yoo Anna’s flames.  

The interlacing beams beautifully outlined a human figure—a glowing white mane of hair swaying as it pushed Yoo Anna back.  

In her disoriented state, Yoo Anna was shoved off the rooftop.  

The dazzling laser lights filling the night sky embraced her.  

Slowly, sharply, wrapped in soft clouds—just as the gravity, sharp as ice, pierced through her, the lasers intertwined, taking the form of a massive serpent before lunging.  

“Kkh—! Haa…!”  

SCREECH—!  

With the sound of twisting steel, Yoo Anna opened her eyes on the ground. Above her, bathed in moonlight, Gu Seo-ryong’s eyes gleamed.  

Vertical pupils like a beast’s—her excited face twisted as her clawed feet descended.  

KWAACK!  

The moment Gu Seo-ryong’s foot pierced Yoo Anna’s stomach, the twisted steel melted and shattered, encasing her in a cage of broken bars.  

“Waaaah! Waaaah!”  

“Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!!”  

CLANG! CLANG!  

Amid the sound of falling steel, gulp, gulp, poison continued to be injected through Gu Seo-ryong’s claws as she stood over her.  

Even lying on the ground, Yoo Anna felt like she was standing—her head spinning.  

Above her, Gu Seo-ryong spread her arms, basking in the crowd’s cheers before crouching and speaking.  

“Snap out of it, Starlight! You’ll die like this!”  

“Stop… Dosing me…!”  

“Kyaha!”  

WHOOSH!  

Yoo Anna, still on the ground, thrust her fist toward the moon—a massive pillar of fire erupting into the sky.  

Gu Seo-ryong jerked back, leaping away with a scream, clutching her charred arm and punctured stomach.  

“My arm! My stomach! Aaaah!”  

Then, with a playful grin—pat—she peeled off her skin like a shell with her claws, revealing a pristine white hand underneath.  

Pulling it free, she brushed her taut, unharmed abdomen with her other hand.  

“Good as new~? Ahah!”  

“Ahahahaha!”  

“Gu Seo-ryong! Gu Seo-ryong! Gu Seo-ryong!”  

“Haa… Haa… Haa…”  

“I felt that one! Or should I say I didn’t? Ahahaha!”  

Where did the illusions begin and end?  

Gu Seo-ryong’s carefree attitude, the villains aiming guns and abilities, the citizens drunk on alcohol and drugs, the moans of prostitutes, the club’s deafening music tickling her heightened senses—  

Yoo Anna, standing with her hands on her knees, tried to suppress her overstimulated nerves.  

“Hey! Hero~? If you don’t fly again, the next lightning strike will hit the crowd!”  

“Waaaah! Ahahaha!”  

“Fly, you bitch! Fly!”  

“You damn… Bitch!”  

But Gu Seo-ryong didn’t give her time, spraying mist over the crowd.  

Sssss—  

The mist and lasers cutting through it excited the people. Yoo Anna burst through the haze, flying upward to avoid the civilians—only for concentrated sniper fire to rain down again.  

Then, an icy mist suddenly surrounded her.  

What had settled on the ground earlier wasn’t ice—it was an aerosolized stimulant.  

The snipers, hidden by Gu Seo-ryong’s illusions, had successfully lured her into the mist.  

“Jackpot~♥”  

Bang!  

Gu Seo-ryong mimed shooting a gun, and a villain hidden among the crowd fired a lightning bomb.  

KWA-BOOM!  

The massive explosion sent nearby people flying. Some rolled on the ground, bleeding or unconscious. Those still conscious crawled, laughing, while others, only lightly thrown back, screamed and cheered.  

“Kyaaaah! Ahahahaha!”  

“Kyaaaaah!”  

“Ugh… Haa… Kh…”  

The third lightning strike. Barely standing amid the madness, Yoo Anna gritted her teeth.  

Beside her, Gu Seo-ryong crouched on a lamppost—thud!—her tail swaying as the crushed post sparked.  

“Impressive~! How’d you do that?”  

“Haa… Haa… Haa…”  

“Did you swallow the lightning? I’m curious—what did you do?”  

“You… Fucking… Bitch… Haa…”  

The moment the lightning bomb detonated, Yoo Anna suppressed the flames coating her skin.  

She channeled her ability deep inside her body, burning away the lightning at maximum speed. Instead of blocking it, she absorbed it—letting only a faint current spread to those nearby, minimizing the damage.  

Even so, the shockwave sent people flying, injuring them—but compared to a direct lightning explosion, it was the least damage possible.  

“Hey, doesn’t it seem kinda stupid? Why go so far to protect them~?”  

Fwhip!  

Gu Seo-ryong lashed her tail, creating a whip-like sound. Gu Seo-ryong crouched on the lamppost blurred—then toppled backward, falling.  

One, two, three—more and more afterimages dropped, glowing purple, red, and green under the club lights.  

“This tactic only works because you care about humans. Using them as shields to attack you—a tactic made just for heroes. If you just rushed in ready to kill, I’d have abandoned Guryongseong and run. But it worked so well it’s almost boring.”  

“Oh? So you made a hero-specific tactic, just like how beasts have their own?”  

“To us, heroes and beasts are the same. Just annoyances ruining our fun.”  

“Funny, I feel the same about you villains.”  

Plop, plop.  

Gu Seo-ryong’s afterimages piled up among the crowd, creating the illusion of the ground rising.  

Yoo Anna clenched her trembling arm—crack!—as Gu Seo-ryong, still multiplying, smirked warmly.  

“Wouldn’t it be unfair if you lost like this? How about it? Why not get serious? Who cares if people die? Let’s destroy everything, like you do against beasts.”  

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”  

“Kill! Kill! Kill!”  

“This isn’t your real strength, is it~?”  

Amid the drugged crowd’s frenzied screams, Yoo Anna sighed internally.  

These inhuman creatures—part of her wanted to give in.  

But she didn’t.  

Wouldn’t.  

“The hero I know would save people no matter how annoying they are. Someone who’d keep trying to save even one more.”  

The one who appears in the darkest moments, burning away the monsters, wiping away dry tears—a light in the smoke.  

No matter how much civilians ignore them, a hero is a hero.  

“So save your crap for the dogs, will you?”  

“Hmm~ What an idiot.”  

Tap.  

Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers, and all her piled-up afterimages floated up like balloons, obscuring Yoo Anna’s vision.  

In that moment, she punched behind her.  

“Calling me stupid is a compliment, dumbass!”  

“Kyaaaah!”  

KWAANG!  

Both of Gu Seo-ryong’s arms melted off.  

The illusions shattered, revealing reality.  

Yoo Anna, who had been floating mid-air, was now on the ground. Gu Seo-ryong had closed in behind her.  

The afterimages and sensory overload had been a trick to bring her down—but even in confusion, she’d noticed her feet touching the ground.  

The vivid reality confirmed this wasn’t an illusion. Yoo Anna clenched her fist, flames rippling.  

“Wha—how?! My—my arms! My arms! Aaah!”  

“N-No way!”  

“Phew…”  

Gu Seo-ryong, now armless below the elbows, screamed and wailed.  

As her ability faded, Yoo Anna’s senses stabilized. Relieved, she reached toward her, planning to knock her out and arrest her—  

“Found you~?”  

“…Eh—?”  

In an instant, Gu Seo-ryong’s arms regrew—and she stabbed both hands into Yoo Anna’s chest.
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Ch.35 The Loudest One  

Plop. 

The gurgling venom quickly injects into Yoo Anna’s heart from the fingernails deeply embedded in her.  

Gu Seo-ryong, who dodged Yoo Anna’s reflexive swing and pulled her hand back, wiggled her fingers mockingly.  

“Pretty tough, huh~? How about it? Wanna work at Guryongseong?”  

“Hahahaha! Nice! Work for us! Work for us!”  

“I’ll pay you! How much? Starlight!”  

“Ghk—!”  

Yoo Anna staggered as dizziness spread through her body from the rapidly circulating poison. Seizing the opening, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers.  

Amidst the sensation of the ground rippling like waves, Yoo Anna felt something approaching and wrapped herself in high-temperature energy.  

“Kyaaaah! Save me!”  

“Ahhh! It’s hot, it’s hot!”  

At that moment, the screams of people and the stench of burning flesh stabbed into Yoo Anna’s nose.  

Startled, she suppressed her energy—just as Gu Seo-ryong’s fingertips pierced her throat.  

“Huhk…! Ugh, haah…!”  

The screaming people and the smell of burning flesh vanished.  

Amid the worsening dizziness, Gu Seo-ryong’s hands—now split into multiple copies—slowly crawled up Yoo Anna’s body.  

As she felt stabs in her legs, toes, hands, stomach, neck—everywhere—Gu Seo-ryong, having injected her with venom, stroked her chin alongside another copy of herself.  

“Hero~ Isn’t it too easy to reveal your weakness like this?”  

“Get lost…!”  

“‘I never want to hurt civilians’—how naïve.”  

“You—!”  

“Ah-ah, not there~ Here, here.”  

“Ugh, ah…!”  

She swung a flame-wreathed fist toward the voice on her right—only for the venom to be injected directly into her left ear, her brain. Her thoughts instantly blacked out.  

“Oh, my? Still, holding on despite being S-rank? Not listening properly? Too bad~ Would’ve been nice if you just passed out.”  

“Ghk, aaaaah!”  

“Ah~! You’ll regret it if you fly now!”  

BOOM!  

Yoo Anna burst out, avoiding Gu Seo-ryong’s hand and creating a blast of scorching wind, only to crash in an arc and slam headfirst into the ground.  

The ridiculous sight made both villains and civilians burst into laughter, mocking her.  

“See? Told you you’d regret it! Too late to run now, Starlight!”  

“An S-rank hero running away? Hahahaha!”  

“Give up~ At this level of poisoning, even you’ll take forever to recover!”  

“Haa… Haa… Haa…!”  

“Not there~?”  

“Hahahaha!”  

Slash.  

In the chaos of her senses, ravaged by energy and venom, Yoo Anna swung her fist—only for another Gu Seo-ryong behind her to inject more poison.  

Every time she swung, she melted away. Every time she shot flames, she vanished like sand.  

Each time, stab, stab, the venom spread further. Kneeling, Yoo Anna clenched her fists—only for Gu Seo-ryong to lean in and whisper like a devil.  

“Even now, if you unleash your energy like you’re melting everyone, you could escape~♥”  

“Ghk…!”  

She was right. If she unleashed her full power, like she did against monsters, she could break free.  

Even if her senses were too scrambled to fly properly, even if she crashed into something—she could melt everything in her path and escape. She wouldn’t even need to recover.  

But the moment she did that—people would die by her hand.  

As Yoo Anna stood motionless, Gu Seo-ryong dragged her nails along her throat.  

“Pathetic way to live~ Keep this up and you’ll really get killed, you know?”  

“Hah, barely… This much…”  

“I won’t kill you, but I’m not letting you go either. I can break you until death would be mercy.”  

Gu Seo-ryong, now looking like she’d lost interest in fighting, laughed as she yanked Yoo Anna’s hair.  

“If I start drugging you properly today, you’ll make a real special product~ Not just W-City—every city will come begging. Even if you’re out of your mind, Guryongseong will be the only place where people can hold an S-rank hero—for a price.”  

“You—!”  

“Hahaha! Look at the state of the S-rank hero!”  

Humiliated, Yoo Anna shook her head and kicked—but Gu Seo-ryong dodged, flipping the ground to make her fall.  

As she tumbled, the villains clutched their stomachs, laughing.  

Every attack was mocked. The dizziness worsened. Yoo Anna stopped moving and wreathed herself in flames.  

Full defensive stance—crouched, one hand on the ground, the other clenched. Amid the flames, she blinked, watching Gu Seo-ryong’s flickering form.  

“You… What are you? That body, this poison…?”  

“Hmm~? This body? Pretty, right? My underlings call it Dragonification.”  

“Boss is special! She awakened a second ability!”  

“Starlight! So much for S-rank! Gu Seo-ryong is the strongest!”  

“Dual awakening…? Ptoo!”  

Yoo Anna spat out the thick saliva pooling in her mouth, studying Gu Seo-ryong closely.  

Unlike other villains who kept their distance, wary of her energy, Gu Seo-ryong fought directly—her flames licking at her, yet her hands and feet remained unharmed.  

No ordinary ability.  

Dragonification. A body-altering ability? Even without her known sensory disruption, her physical prowess alone would rank her as a solid A-rank.  

And of all things—a villain, the most troublesome kind—had the rare dual awakening. And such a powerful one at that.  

Two abilities? No—her close-combat skills, the physical enhancement from dual awakening, durability enough to briefly withstand her energy, regeneration? Or just illusions?  

This wasn’t just two abilities. How could Dragonification alone grant so many?  

But then again, Yoo Anna herself used a single ability to replicate multiple effects.  

“Even after dual awakening… You’re still just doing villainous things…”  

“And even after becoming an S-rank, you’re still a slave to civilians~ How sad.”  

Yoo Anna let out a bitter laugh. Too many variables.  

If Gu Seo-ryong’s ability was just sensory disruption—like Intel said—she would have handled the remaining villains by slowly burning them with her energy.  

But no—the villains coordinated like heroes, civilians didn’t flee even when fighting broke out, military-grade weapons and explosives were smuggled out en masse, the villains’ attacks felt thrilling, and neither the police nor the government sent reinforcements.  

She’d come to cut this off at the root before things escalated further—but seeing how prepared they were, she was glad she came now.  

At the same time—why did she have to handle this alone? It was unfair.  

“Ha… Really pisses me off…”  

But she had to.  

Because she was a hero.  

Because nothing about this job was ever easy.  

To buy time to recover, Yoo Anna kept talking.  

“Huff… Huu… You villains—why do you hurt others even after gaining power?”  

“Hmm~? The strong prey on the weak—that’s nature’s way. We’re predators. Ever seen a lion worry about its meal? You’re the one wasting your power helping the weak. Dumb, isn’t it?”  

“Because someone has to do it.”  

“Hmm?”  

“If someone has to do it, then the person with the power should.”  

Gu Seo-ryong and the other villains laughed, mocking her.  

“Sounds like weaklings leashing the strong out of envy!”  

“If someone has to do it, let the weaklings do it! Why should the strong bother!”  

“We’re special! Chosen! The victors!”  

Typical villains… Yoo Anna exhaled sharply, closing her eyes to minimize unnecessary sensory input.  

Like listening for bugs in a dark room—she focused. When she felt something approaching, she reached out—and grabbed Gu Seo-ryong’s arm.  

“Got you…!”  

“Oh my, caught me?”  

The startled Gu Seo-ryong melted away—just as another one behind her drove her fingertips under her chin.  

“Ghk, aaaah—!”  

“Bite me if I get this close? Of course, you’d be on guard~?”  

A surge of scorching heat shot into her brain. Biting her lower lip, Yoo Anna half-opened her eyes, twitching, and thrust out both hands.  

CRASH!  

She grabbed at empty air and collapsed, barely catching herself on the ground.  

“Wow, like a baby deer~ So cute! You okay?”  

“Hahaha! Adorable! Starlight! Quit being a hero and work under me!”  

“Hahahahaha!”  

“Hellooo~? Can you hear me? Too drugged? Your focus is gone~”  

“Hahahahahaha!”  

“Huhk… Huhk… Huhk…”  

Amid the echoing laughter—click, click—the constant sound of fingers snapping, like a pendulum.  

In the warping of her senses, a voice from her memories surfaced.  

[That’s idealism. Unrealistic. If you keep doing that, even a superpower human will be torn apart.]  

A conversation with Kage after a Disaster-class monster attack.  

Kage believed in accepting collateral damage if it minimized greater losses—even trading lives to stop a monster. Yoo Anna refused.  

[But more people live because of it. Superpower humans can recover fast even if they’re torn apart.]  

[Ditch the martyr complex. It’s foolish.]  

[What’s wrong with a hero having a sense of duty?]  

[Do you know what duty means? It’s a responsibility to the point of self-sacrifice. If a hero dies, the damage gets worse. One hero’s worth is hundreds—no, thousands—of those left behind.]  

[Don’t talk like that.]  

[Cherish your life, Yoo Anna. Die like this, and it’s a dog’s death.]  

Kage’s back as he walked away—the venom in her brain dug up an even older memory.  

[…We should’ve killed it then, even with casualties.]  

[No one could’ve predicted the monster’s evolution. It wasn’t possible.]  

[No! Everyone knew! Monsters grow stronger by eating humans! Letting it escape even once means it comes back worse! So why wasn’t it killed on the spot? ‘Emergency escort’? High-ranking officials? Twenty trash lives for an A-rank hero’s death!]  

[Jung Ho-young…]  

[3,800 civilian casualties! 34 superpower humans are dead! The stupid public calls the dead heroes incompetent, and ungrateful! Senior’s honor was trampled! This is the cost of saving twenty worthless lives! We could’ve saved everyone if we’d sacrificed them! If heroes weren’t treated like tools! If superpower humans didn’t bow to those bastards!]  

If sacrificing a few could save many—then the few must be sacrificed.  

Even if they’re civilians. Even if they’re fellow heroes.  

There’s no choice.  

Superpower humans aren’t gods.  

So—you must choose.  

“Haa…”  

The ground beneath Yoo Anna’s feet began to melt.  

Not an illusion—the high-temperature energy was glassifying the earth.  

Just as she was about to unleash her suppressed energy—the venom in her brain dragged up an even older, hazier memory.  

[I’m sorry… Because of our child, I’m truly sorry.]  

A white hospital room. Blurred vision from tears. A man on the bed waved his hand in the shimmering sunlight.  

[No, no—it’s fine. Really. Is your daughter okay?]  

A floating sensation. Climbing onto the bed, the bandaged man smiled brightly and reached out.  

His hand stroked her head—her voice trembled on its own.  

[You’re okay…?]  

[Yeah, I’m okay.]  

[But… Hic…]  

[Dad!]  

The man’s family entered, half-chasing her out. She’d been left at the door while her parents stepped away—so she overheard the conversation inside.  

[You retired! Someone else would’ve helped if you waited! Why go in unarmed?]  

[Not unarmed—I had a bucket of water.]  

[Please, never do this again. Just let others handle it.]  

[That child would’ve died if I did.]  

[After retiring from this, you still want to save people?!]  

Silence. Only the man’s voice drifted through it.  

[If someone has to do it—then the one who can should.]  

[You got hurt again without equipment!]  

[So what? I got hurt.]  

[Honey!]  

[Hey, I’m alive~ Right? Ow! I’m a patient!]  

Smack! A slap on the back. Then her parents returned with hospital bills.  

The memory faded. Yoo Anna opened her eyes—and laughed.  

“Ha ha…”  

Since when do heroes get to choose?  

Still dizzy, Yoo Anna lowered her head and gradually suppressed her energy.  

Gu Seo-ryong frowned and flicked her fingers.  

“What’s this? Too drugged? Or gone insane? Why suppress your energy now?”  

If I weren’t insane, I wouldn’t be a hero.  

With a hollow laugh, Yoo Anna drove her fist into Gu Seo-ryong’s approaching face.  

Her melting face—she expected it. Swinging her hand toward the sensation, she sliced off her wrist.  

CRASH!  

Another punch blew off half her torso. Gu Seo-ryong frowned, regenerated, and picked up her severed wrist with her tail.  

Now, she couldn’t tell if the impact was real or an illusion.  

“Tch…”  

“At this point, you’re worse than a B-rank hero.”  

Gu Seo-ryong, though puzzled, didn’t waste the chance—jamming the severed wrist’s fingers into Yoo Anna’s stomach.  

Then her neck. More venom. She only twitched, no longer attacking. Her wariness eased.  

As Yoo Anna slumped against her, the villains and spectators roared.  

“Boss wins! We did it!”  

“Woooooah!”  

“Gu Seo-ryong! Gu Seo-ryong! Gu Seo-ryong!”  

“Boss! You promised Starlight would be shared among us all!”  

“Boss! When’s the auction?!”  

“Damn it! Should’ve skipped the casino today!”  

“…Tch.”  

Gu Seo-ryong smiled at the noisy underlings but kept injecting venom, tense.  

An S-rank hero wouldn’t fall this easily.  

Playing dead? Waiting for people to leave Guryongseong? Or for the drugs to overwhelm her?  

Whatever she was thinking—pretending to be unconscious only made things worse.  

“What’s on your mind, Starlight?”  

Gu Seo-ryong stroked her with eager hands.  

No carelessness. Even if she faked it, the venom and energy didn’t stop.  

Yoo Anna, having received a lethal dose, trembled weakly, eyes unfocused.  

If I play this right, I might turn an S-rank hero into a puppet.  

Grinning, Gu Seo-ryong licked her lips and shouted loud enough for all of Guryongseong to hear,

“Who wants to take Starlight home? The loudest one gets first dibs!”  

“Wooooah! Me! Me! Me!”  

“Me! Meeeee!”  

“Unit 304, Building 102! Unit 304, Building 102!”  

The roar of voices shook Guryongseong like thunder.  

Of course, she had no intention of handing her over until she was fully drugged.  

But the sheer superiority of reducing Starlight to a lowly product—with no resistance—was intoxicating.  

As a special service, Gu Seo-ryong dragged her nails over Yoo Anna’s hero suit.  

“Gotta be louder~!”  

“Oooooooh!”  

“Waaaaah!”  

Let’s see—if she’s really waiting for something, will she stay still even if I strip her naked?  

Gu Seo-ryong grinned, slowly tearing at her suit—  

[OOOOOOOOOOOH!]  

A deafening cry drowned out the city’s cheers—followed by a shockwave.  

A low-frequency vibration, triggering primal fear, froze everyone mid-celebration.  

All eyes turned toward the source—a black silhouette perched on a rooftop, backlit by the moon.  

“The B-Black Cat…?”  

“Grrrr…”  

Yoo Anna weakly looked up at the Black Cat.  

Amid the blaring monster alarm, the Black Cat opened its maw—a terrifying energy gathering within.  

Gu Seo-ryong’s face stiffened.  

“W-Wait—!”  

PING!  

A thin beam shot toward Gu Seo-ryong—then expanded into a blinding pillar of light.  

KABOOOOOM!  

A white explosion slammed down in a colossal column.
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Ch.36 Do as You Please

“Hmm.”

Amid the deafening explosions that shook the heavens and the earth—Kwaang! Pueong! Kwaang!—I finished healing all the wounds on my body and stretched as I got up from the bed.

Sniff, sniff. Following the familiar scent, I headed toward the elevator, crushed the steel door with my hand, and opened it. Inside was the necklace—the reason I had come here.

I wrapped the necklace around my wrist and opened the refrigerator.

Inside were limbs of dead humans and an abundance of alcohol.

I grabbed a cola from the fridge and walked over to the shattered window, sitting down.

Outside the broken window, Starlight and Gu Seo-ryong were locked in fierce combat.

Of course, Starlight would win—or so I thought as I sipped my cola, watching Starlight being gradually pushed back.

She’s not fighting at full strength.

My gaze naturally drifted toward the people filling the apartment.

High on stimulants, their excitement and euphoria saturated the air.

Starlight never fully unleashed her powers—whether chasing me or other monsters—until all civilians had taken shelter.

Even if they were drugged, they were still people—beings a hero had to protect.

It was the right thing for a hero to do, but watching Starlight get beaten down made me wonder—Is this really the right way?

Killing humans who’ve done nothing wrong didn’t sit well with me either.

But these guys here were bad people—so was it okay even if they hadn’t done anything wrong?

Even if they committed evil deeds, humans were still humans—the same went for villains.

Humans were animals.

The law of the jungle, where the strong preyed on the weak, was the natural order—nothing wrong with that.

The instinct of a monster whispered, the strong feed on the weak.

Humans were prey. Devouring a powerful hero would make me even stronger.

Gu Seo-ryong, another monster from the same lab, gave off a familiar vibe. If I teamed up with her to kill Starlight, I could eliminate a threat to myself.

The scent of bullets, blood, and stimulants lingered in the air.

My monster core pulsed, urging destruction.

The more I watched Gu Seo-ryong overwhelm Starlight, the more alluring she became—like a persistent courtship.

Starlight was a formidable opponent, and Gu Seo-ryong, who dominated her, was an attractive female.

This nest was comfortable—everything I wanted was within reach.

Settle in, monster. CXI, test subject. Follow your instincts.

Gulp, gulp. I chugged the cola, then crushed the empty bottle between my hands, compacting it into a ball the size of a fingernail.

Should I just quit this whole pretending to be human act? It’s less effective than drinking a cola anyway.

As I rolled the plastic ball in my palm, the monster inside me lay dormant.

Then—Starlight plummeted from the sky.

The long, trailing arc of her fall—a star descending—triggered a faint childhood memory.

[Hey… Do you, uh, wanna look at the sky?]

In the memory, I was staring at a sky full of stars.

The person beside me, also gazing upward, called those who did what needed to be done heroes.

And my hero became a star in my childhood.

[From up there… They’re watching over us.]

That night, I stayed up late, staring at the stars, wondering if they were really looking at me.

If they were, I wished they’d at least wave.

[Ah.]

Deep in the night, a star streaked across the sky.

Like a distant runner, clad in glowing red and yellow—just like back then.

They were there.

[Hah… Hah…]

Starlight collapsed on the ground, staggered as she curled up, gathering strength while exchanging words with Gu Seo-ryong.

[Because someone has to do it.]

The moment I heard that, I laughed without realizing it.

Stars belonged in the sky, shining.

I watched the fallen starlight flicker out, then stepped out the window and transformed into a monster.

[Ooooooooh!]

The drugged humans snapped out of their highness and stared at me in terror.

Above the apartment, I stood on the rooftop and activated my monster core to its limit.

Gu Seo-ryong’s frantic signal spread through the night sky.

Ignoring her warning, I fired a beam of destruction toward the ground.

“Kyaaaaah!”

“Aaaah! R-run awaaay!”

“What—why is the Black Cat—aaaah!”

Ping, ping, ping! Gu Seo-ryong dodged the beam in rapid succession as it swelled and exploded, chasing her.

Booooom! The blast sent people screaming and fleeing, and I amplified their terror with an infrasonic vibration.

[Ooooooooh!]

“R-run! Run awaaay!”

“I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die!”

“Save me! Aaaah!”

The apartment itself shook as if from an earthquake, pushing the humans into utter chaos.

Watching them flee, I shifted forms, summoning the power of a phoenix.

With wings of crimson flame unfurled, a scarlet canopy spread across the night sky, raining fire.

Terrified, the humans ran barefoot across the asphalt as villains shot storms and icy mist upward, buying time.

In the center of the now-silent Guryongseong, I leaped down through the white concrete smoke and landed in front of the dazed Starlight.

“Ha…! What the hell are you doing?!”

An irritated voice. Gu Seo-ryong stepped through the smoke, glaring at me warily.

I turned my back to Starlight, staring at Gu Seo-ryong as I tilted my head.

I’m doing this because I want to. Got a problem with that?

Gu Seo-ryong frowned, vibrating her core.

“Are you out of your mind? You’re a monster, and that’s a hero!”

Her monster core resonated with my wavelength, as if saying, Your kin are on my side, not her. She gestured for me to hand Starlight over.

No.

When I shifted my wavelength, Gu Seo-ryong’s resonance followed—Uuung, uuung—harmonizing.

Don’t bother persuading me. I’m a monster who does as I please.

Uuuuuung! A powerful infrasonic rejection burst out, cracking the apartment walls.

“F-fuck…! So it’s true—Starlight tamed the Black Cat!”

“How are we supposed to fight a Despair-class and an S-rank at the same time?!”

Eventually, as the ground split from our clashing wavelengths, some villains began retreating.

Gu Seo-ryong, scowling, stopped resonating and glared at me, fists clenched.

Then—Whap! Her tail lashed out, spreading a disorienting ability.

The thick sensory distortion tickled, so I shook my head once and stared back.

What, wanna go all out? Fine. You should transform too.

Uuung. I pulsed my monster core aggressively.

Gu Seo-ryong’s face twisted in frustration before she relaxed her fists.

“Ugh! Seriously! This is unfair, you damn monster!”

Thud, thud! As she stomped the ground, one of the remaining villains landed beside her and shouted.

“Now’s our chance, boss! Starlight’s out of it—we’ve already got her! What’s stopping us from taking down the Black Cat too?!”

“You think Starlight and that monster are the same? Human shields don’t work on that thing!”

Gu Seo-ryong sighed, signaling she had no intention of fighting.

“Ugh… Do whatever. If you’re taking her, just grab her and go!”

“Boss?! After all the trouble we went through?!”

“Shut up! You think I’m letting her go because I want to?!”

“A-ah… Hah, you’re right, boss…”

Having given up on fighting me, Gu Seo-ryong pointed outside Guryongseong. When a villain tried to stop her, she grabbed his throat.

Poison seeped into his eyes, and after dropping him, she jerked her chin at me. Get lost.

Glancing back at Starlight, I turned, grabbed her hair with my teeth, and flew toward the mountains behind the apartment.

As I did, Gu Seo-ryong whispered something only a monster could hear.

“You’d better remember this, sweetheart. You reject my courtship, then grab another girl right in front of me?”

“Gruk?”

“I pay back what I’m owed. I won’t forget this humiliation.”

Hearing that, I paused midair and looked down at her.

Now that I thought about it, she had kept pestering me about courtship and mating despite my rejections.

Ruining a good meal with her poison, claiming her body was some kind of delicacy—even free food is infuriating if you find a cigarette butt in it.

Growing a second head, I opened another mouth and aimed it at Gu Seo-ryong.

As the second head’s vocal cords swelled, Gu Seo-ryong panicked.

“W-wait…!”

BOOM! A sonic blast shot toward Guryongseong.

Guuuuung! The shockwave slowly eroded the apartment, reaching even the underground.

The remaining superpower humans barely held on, but the ordinary structure crumbled, leaving only steel skeletons.

Above the now-vanished Guryongseong, Gu Seo-ryong—hair disheveled—screamed.

“I told you to just leave!!”

Ignoring her, I flew into the night sky.

***

Cold night wind, moonlight glinting off buildings.

Starlight dangled from my mouth, swaying left and right.

“Ugh… Hah…!”

Leaving District 9, I arrived at a zone under reconstruction and quietly landed on the rooftop of an unfinished building.

Just how much poison did they pump into her?

Groaning in pain, Starlight slumped against a concrete pillar, glaring at me wordlessly.

“Hah… Hah… Unbelievable, really.”

Even now, a highly condensed energy flickered dangerously in her right hand.

Probably a finishing move she’d been gathering without Gu Seo-ryong noticing.

“Hah… What… Do you want?”

After staring at me for a moment, Starlight released the energy, scattering it.

Then, dizzy, she leaned her head against the pillar, breathing heavily.

“Because of you… My carefully planned operation went to hell. I was gonna let them take me, then finish them off when only the villains were left.”

Her tone was relaxed, devoid of wariness—like she was complaining to me.

“How is a monster more helpful than a hero? Really… I thought they’d at least send backup if things got bad, but they just watched. Meanwhile, the villains were busy figuring out how to counter me… Ugh, so annoying… What’s with that double awakening? She’s not even a hero—why’s a villain rivaling an S-rank? Useless against monsters, too…”

Thud, thud! Knocking her head against the pillar, Starlight clutched her forehead and muttered weakly.

“Hah… This is exhausting… Being a hero…”

The emotions radiating from her were complex—excitement, confusion, calmness… Likely a mix of stimulants, sedatives, and disorienting abilities.

Sweating and visibly dizzy, Starlight pulled her hero suit down to her waist, exposing her bare torso.

“Huuu…”

Startled, I stepped back.

Fwoosh, fwoosh! Starlight ignited flames over her chest, burning away Gu Seo-ryong’s poison.

The layered disorientation had already been burned off, but biological toxins—part ability, part not—took longer to purge.

Starlight’s power is a flame that burns abilities… I accidentally learned a weakness.

As I circled restlessly, Starlight—who’d had her eyes closed—peeked at me.

“What…? Why are you fidgeting? I’m not hurt. Just detoxing.”

I knew that, but… How should I describe this feeling?

Like I was seeing something I shouldn’t.

I jerked my chin, gesturing for her to zip up. Starlight frowned.

“Did you just tell me to zip up?”

“Ooong.”

“What kind of monster…? Ugh, whatever. Should’ve guessed—male, after all…”

Sighing, she intensified the flames, rapidly burning off the remaining poison.

Once done, she zipped up her suit—made of some special material—and stood, pulling herself off the pillar.

“I’m too busy to play today. Just go.”

“Waong?”

Stretching, Starlight seemed ready to fly back to Guryongseong.

Going back there? I whined in confusion.

Starlight clenched a ball of white light hovering above her palm and said,

“Thanks to you, all the civilians evacuated. Gotta go catch them all now.”

“Owaong.”

She wasn’t wrong.

With civilians out of the way, Gu Seo-ryong and the villains stood no chance against Starlight.

The basics of hunting, never miss the prey’s weakest moment.

Even if Gu Seo-ryong transformed, the odds were still against her—one Despair-class monster and a few villains were too weak to hunt Starlight.

Earlier, it felt less like killing her and more like briefly incapacitating her.

“…Don’t do anything weird today. Just behave. Legally, monster extermination takes priority over villain suppression.”

Fwoosh! Boosting her output, Starlight rose into the sky.

Glancing down at me, she chewed her lip with an odd expression.

I could smell gratitude and discomfort from her as I sank into the shadows.

It’d be weird for a hero to thank a monster.

“Ugh—seriously, what a headache, you!”

Boom! As I vanished, Starlight shot off with a shockwave.

Her expression was not bright as she flew toward Guryongseong—but her trail shone brilliantly.

Soon after, a sun descended upon the ruins of Guryongseong.
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Ch.37 After Destroying Guryongseong

[The Dark Side of District 9, Cleaning Up Guryongseong—A Signal for W-City’s Anti-Corruption Campaign?]

[Secret Operation Name ‘Garbage Cleanup’—Led by W-City’s Police Chief?]

[Police Chief Oh Hae-young: “As W-City’s first female police chief, I could no longer stand by and watch the exploitation of women in W-City to build power.”]

[Past Remarks from A-City’s Kage Resurface: “All villains are trash.”]

[Some Citizens Voice Discontent, Arguing Guryongseong Was Just an Entertainment Venue and Didn’t Need to Be Targeted Like This.]

[The Traces of Guryongseong’s Complete Destruction and the Monster Alert Just Before—Coincidence?]

[Citizens Who Escaped Guryongseong Testify: “The Black Cat Destroyed It…”]

[Large Amounts of Drugs Detected in the Bodies of Those Who Entered Guryongseong.]

W-City’s online community was buzzing like never before.

The news that Guryongseong, a massive entertainment venue and a known underworld hub in W-City, had been reduced to rubble overnight.

Some said the police chief destroyed it, others claimed Starlight did it, or that a group of heroes stormed in and demolished it—that it was a villain hideout.

Some insisted the Black Cat was the one who destroyed Guryongseong, that Starlight lost to its owner, or that Starlight melted the entire place down.

Amid the flood of conflicting reports, people struggled to find the truth.

[Looking at the destruction, it does seem like Starlight did it. Everything’s melted and shiny—you know what that means.]

[Starlight! Did you use the Eraser again?! That technique is forbidden…!]

[Wasn’t it justified this time? Anyone who knows anything knows Guryongseong was a villain hideout.]

[If you lived honestly, you’d think it was just a casino or entertainment spot. But if you’ve lived even a little recklessly, you know what kind of place it really was.]

Only two truths were confirmed: Guryongseong was a villain’s hideout, and Starlight destroyed it.

But what about the rest?

Just as everyone was wondering, a hero appeared in the community, verifying their hero license.

[I’m a B-rank hero, and I’m making a conscience-driven statement: District 9 was practically operating as a lawless zone.]

[The reason the news isn’t reporting properly is because Starlight let Gu Seo-ryong escape. The reporters are too scared to speak up in case villains retaliate.]

[Starlight was the one who took down Guryongseong alone this time.]

[The police Chief did nothing. Oh Hae-young? Garbage cleanup? Yeah, she’s the one who needs to be cleaned out—she should step down immediately.]

[It’s true that Guryongseong was hosting drug-fueled murder festivals. Those people weren’t human. Kage was right—villains are trash.]

[People saying Starlight lost to Gu Seo-ryong? If she lost, how is she still out there fighting monsters? Starlight 2.0?]

[All the talk about the Black Cat showing up is coming from people who were inside Guryongseong. Did anyone see testimony about a fighting pit with stone lions? They were probably high and mistook the stone lions for the Black Cat.]

The citizens eagerly questioned the B-rank hero, but soon after, the hero was caught writing the post and disappeared after leaving a final message: I’m screwed.

Presumably busy writing an incident report, the hero’s online absence left the citizens to speculate further about Guryongseong.

[My younger sister came back from Guryongseong this time… I thought she was a monster victim, but she was trapped there the whole time… I’m in shock. What the hell were the police doing?]

[My older sisters came back too. I’m happy, but I also feel like I’m starting to hate the world.]

[Looking at these posts, I guess having a mom come back from the dead isn’t even worth mentioning.]

[What’s up with that last post? I got scared for a second—turns out it was just chat from a game. You wanna die?]

[I work for the police… When I was working overtime, I heard shouting from the deputy chief’s office. They were begging someone to cover up that Starlight acted alone and the police had nothing to do with it.]

[So the deputy chief was bribed by villains?]

[Maybe it wasn’t just the deputy chief—what if someone higher up was involved? Like A-City’s police Chief?]

[There are rumors W-City’s Chief is involved too. That’s why Starlight went in alone.]

[If that’s true, Chief Oh Hae-young needs to step down.]

Not long after, the Chief and deputy Chief held an emergency press conference and resigned.

The new Chief and deputy promised to lead the fight against villains alongside the heroes, with Starlight standing behind them.

After the press conference, Yoo Anna lay on her sofa, sipping beer as she scrolled through the community.

[Lately, I’ve been smiling thanks to Starlight and the Black Cat, but it’s also made me realize how messed up the world is.]

[Damn, life’s already hard with monsters, and now villains are causing chaos too?]

[Honestly, villains who don’t destroy buildings are better than monsters who do.]

[What kind of villain apologist is this? Are you a villain?]

Today’s community was as noisy as ever, veering in a direction Yoo Anna didn’t like.

The topic of the day: Which is better—villains or monsters?

The problem was, the monsters people were comparing villains to weren’t ordinary monsters.

[Compared to the Black Cat, villains are way better.]

[Are you sane?]

[No, damn it, I misspoke. Compared to villains, the Black Cat is way better.]

[Black Cat’s thumbs-up emoji]

[?? Does that emoji exist? Where do you get it?]

[Make it for me.]

Wait, that exists? Startled, Yoo Anna was about to search for the emoji when the next reply made her frown.

[The Black Cat vs. villains? The Black Cat wins by a landslide. Do villains let you pat their heads? Play with their tails? (Though lately, it doesn’t let people touch it.)]

[Why would you pat a villain’s head…]

[I kinda want to pat Gu Seo-ryong’s head though.]

[The Black Cat fights monsters and barely causes any property damage.]

[Our Blackie’s a good monster, that’s why.]

Good monster? That’s… Well, it is good… Wait, no, monsters shouldn’t be good.

As the debate comparing the Black Cat to villains continued, Yoo Anna felt uneasy but couldn’t find a way to refute it.

[Saying the Black Cat is 5,000 times cuter than villains is like comparing my toenail clippings to the city’s top beauty.]

[I’d want a Black Cat keychain, but I wouldn’t take a villain one even if it was free. It’d be like carrying around a mafia gang symbol.]

[There’s a Black Cat keychain?? Where do you get it?]

[Make it for me.]

Again! Just as Yoo Anna was about to search for where to buy it, she realized she’d been fooled twice by the same user.

This guy deserves a ban. She was about to report him to the moderators but hesitated, remembering she was an S-rank hero and shouldn’t bother with this.

[Black Cat photo book = must-have. Villain photo book = well, there are some villains I’d want pictures of…]

[Make it for me?]

[Yes.]

Okay, you’re done. Yoo Anna immediately contacted the moderators and got the poster banned for three days.

As the comparisons between villains and the Black Cat continued, Yoo Anna sighed, wondering if she should just let it go.

It was good that people were becoming more wary of villains, developing a sense of hostility toward them.

It would help eliminate young superpower humans’ admiration for villains and raise public safety awareness.

But she still wanted to stop the comparisons with the Black Cat.

Why couldn’t they just compare villains to other monsters? Why did it have to be the Black Cat?

Well, at this point, the Black Cat had become something like the icon of a good monster in W-City. But the term good monster was as contradictory as a hot iced Americano.

A good monster—that made no sense.

As Yoo Anna thought this, memories of everything that had happened so far flashed through her mind.

The Black Cat protecting a child, protecting other heroes, devouring bad people, and even showing up openly to protect her.

What the hell? You’re a monster—you shouldn’t be appearing to save me when I’m in danger instead of going after other rampaging monsters!

And then showing up at just the right moment, roaring like it was some grand display—what, did you think that was cool?

And that time it got flustered just because her clothes slipped a little—are you sure you’re a monster?

“What the hell are you…?”

Now, even Yoo Anna couldn’t see the Black Cat as just another ordinary monster.

But could she really go around telling people, the Black Cat is dangerous?

It’d be nice if people could just see the Black Cat as separate from other monsters…

The problem was, many still didn’t.

The hashtag #MonstersAreFriends, which spread alongside the Black Cat’s rise, was proof enough. The posts under it were full of people doing unthinkable things.

[I want to domesticate a monster.]

[I want to raise a monster.]

[I heard rich people in B-City raise monsters.]

[Guryongseong was also drugging monsters to keep them docile and using them in fighting pits.]

[If some monsters can be tamed, couldn’t they help humans? Why don’t we raise them?]

Many of these posters ended up in the emergency room or arrested—ignoring monster alerts and trying to catch small monsters with butterfly nets instead of evacuating.

Just reading it made her sigh. The monster research division has already tried that. They gave up because it didn’t work.

Taming monsters? A ridiculous fantasy that would only endanger people.

[Delivery!]

“Coming~!”

Just then, Yoo Anna heard the delivery she’d been waiting for and hurried to the door.

After carrying the new refrigerator and freezer into her room with superpower strength, she unpacked a box of beef and filled both appliances halfway.

She’d bought them because sneaking into supermarkets every time the Black Cat showed up risked getting caught on CCTV.

From now on, I’ll feed Black Cat with this. She even double-checked the special meat bag she’d bought—made from the same material as her hero suit, custom-ordered to be flameproof.

“Ugh, this isn’t the time to be excited…”

As she cheerfully organized the meat, Yoo Anna suddenly sighed, realizing she shouldn’t be feeling this way.

Why was she smiling when she hadn’t even caught her target?

Right… The one she had to catch—the villain, Gu Seo-ryong.

“Sigh…”

Yoo Anna recalled the night she destroyed Guryongseong.

When she returned, the villains were already waiting, as if anticipating her comeback.

It took only one second to defeat them—using the Eraser (she couldn’t even remember its real name anymore), she swept through them in an instant, leaving them all incapacitated.

As the villains lay there, limbs melted and burned, Yoo Anna realized Gu Seo-ryong wasn’t among them.

She interrogated them, but Gu Seo-ryong had already vanished.

The villains, even limbless, crawled toward her with vacant eyes, risking their lives just at the mention of Gu Seo-ryong’s name.

It was bizarre behavior for villains, who usually prioritized self-interest. Tests revealed they were under the influence of an unknown drug—likely the venom from Gu Seo-ryong’s ability, the same poison that had been injected into Yoo Anna.

Because of this, even though she’d captured all of Guryongseong’s villains except Gu Seo-ryong, Yoo Anna couldn’t feel happy.

Right now, Gu Seo-ryong was a greater threat to her than the Black Cat.

An ability that slowly forces obedience? If she didn’t catch her soon, she’d just rebuild her power.

A villain who could cause more damage than a Despair-class monster?

Was this a case of a strange monster or a strange villain?

“Ugh…”

Her headache was only getting worse.

As Yoo Anna pressed a cold piece of meat against her forehead, her phone rang.

Was it the call she’d been waiting for? She set the meat down and immediately answered.

“Hello? Hyena? Is everything okay? Are you safe?”
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Ch.38 I’m still hungry.  

The buildings in the Age of Monsters were designed with the expectation that they would be destroyed, so they were built with modular structures that could be easily reconstructed.

However, even then, some high-rise buildings and internal pillars still required concrete and steel reinforcement.

And for that, the task of carrying cement up the stairs is called gombang.

“Whoa… Lee Moo-han, you’re seriously strong…? You’re faster than the construction drones?”

After arriving at the site to work as a day laborer, I was told to do gombang instead since I ended up punching holes through several steel plates while attempting welding.

Precise tasks like welding were difficult for me, but gombang was my calling.

I finished carrying the cement so quickly that I had time to spare, and the foreman suggested that if I was okay with it, he’d introduce me to another site nearby where I could keep working.

“Is this guy even human? How many kilos is this?”

“Is he a superpower human?”

“Huh, I think he really is a superpower human. How can a person carry a ton by himself like it’s nothing?”

“Why would a superpower human come here to do gombang…?”

After carrying cement at three different sites, I was told, ‘Yarikiri!’ and left the construction site.

Yarikiri means that once you’ve finished your work, you can leave regardless of the time—a truly beautiful culture.

“Moo-han! See you next time!”

“It’s Lee Moo-han, right? Come back to work again! Make sure to call!”

After receiving my pay, the place I headed to next was even more beautiful than Yarikiri.

There are some incredibly beautiful words in this world.

Gobongbap (extra-large rice portion), gopbaegi (double portion), super jumbo, bulk, 1+1… But there’s one word that surpasses them all.

The glorious, the magnificent—unlimited refills.

“Sir, um… Meal time is over.”

“Hmm…?”

At that moment, I had just picked up my 30th plate at the all-you-can-eat pork restaurant near the construction site.

The owner, for some reason, approached me and tried to take the towering pile of meat from my plate back to the fridge.

“It’s only been an hour, hasn’t it?”

“Well, sir… You’re, uh, done now.”

“Why? The sign says meal time is two hours.”

“Ah, no… I mean, what kind of human eats a plate every four minutes? And each plate has almost a kilo of meat on it.”

“It’s delicious.”

“Yes, yes! Thank you for enjoying it! But please, just enjoy it up to this point! You’ve already eaten so much!”

“I don’t understand… Is eating a lot not allowed? It says unlimited refills…”

“My wallet isn’t unlimited, sir, please…”

This was strange… If it’s unlimited refills, then why isn’t it unlimited?

Unjustly kicked out of the all-you-can-eat restaurant, I went looking for another one.

“Please, please stop eating. I’ll give you your money back.”

“Sir, please… This isn’t right…”

“Hey, you—fuck! Get out right now! Don’t come back, please, just don’t come in! Please!”

From the day I was kicked out of the fourth all-you-can-eat restaurant, my photo was posted in every unlimited refills place near construction sites.

The sign, which looked exactly like a villain wanted poster near a police station, read: ABSOLUTELY NO ENTRY.

That day, I decided to change my name from Lee Moo-han (Infinite) to Lee Yoo-han (Finite).

Unlimited refills—such a beautiful phrase, yet it turned out to be nothing but a deceptive lie to lure in unsuspecting people.

“So that’s why you told us to call you Yoo-han from now on? This guy’s really something.”

“What a tragic story… An unlimited refills place that isn’t actually unlimited.”

“Yeah, yeah, very sad story indeed…”

“So that’s why your photo’s up in those places? You should’ve just eaten in moderation.”

“I did eat in moderation.”

“You got kicked out for eating in moderation…? If you ate until you were full, would a murder happen or something?”

“Huh, so is that why you’re so strong and tall? Because you eat so much?”

“That’s just because I’m a superpower human… Wait, does eating a lot make it easier to awaken superpowers? I don’t know, I never studied it.”

As I carried cement at the gombang site and shared the tragic news that unlimited refills places don’t actually exist, the construction workers chuckled and mocked my misfortune.

One of them said something like, ‘Tragedy becomes comedy when seen from afar’. It really did seem that way.

“By the way, if you like eating that much, why don’t you check out the Black Bear Park in District 4?”

“Oh, that place? I’ve been there before.”

“Black Bear Park?”

Curious about what was there, the workers all chimed in to tell me about it.

“They open a free meal center there every weekend at lunch. Out of all the free meal centers in W-City, it’s the one with the most food. And hey, today’s the weekend, right? Moo-han, you’re gonna do Yarikiri early again today, aren’t you?”

“The portions are huge, and the food’s pretty good too. The people there are nice enough that they don’t say anything even if you go back for more. Though there’s this girl with a sharp memory who might give you a look if you take too much.”

“For people like us, food is money. Since the money we earn goes straight into our stomachs, we often fill up at Black Bear Park whenever we’re in District 4.”

“Free… Meal center…!”

Unbelievable. How could something so absurd actually exist?

Stunned by this unimaginable combination of words, I dropped the cement I was holding.

Gobongbap, gopbaegi, hefty portions, unlimited refills—all the beautiful words that once held the highest place in my heart were now dethroned by the emperor of all words: free meals.

And if you could eat as much as you wanted without paying, then the word unlimited could be added to this emperor… No, that would surpass even an emperor—it would be godlike.

“Moo-han really loves food, huh?”

“With that body, there’s no way normal meals would be enough.”

“But how many servings do you think they’ll let him take before saying something?”

“I heard once that a guy who took seven servings got a quiet stare from that girl, but I think even ten would be fine.”

“Damn, now I’m curious what the limit is.”

That limit—I’ll be the one to test it.

My mind already filled with thoughts of heading to Black Bear Park, I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth and kept carrying cement.

With this, my work at this building was done. After carefully counting the money the foreman gave me, I pocketed it.

“Moo-han, let’s work together again sometime, yeah? Give me your number.”

“I don’t have one.”

“Huh? Who doesn’t have a phone these days? If you’re gonna reject me, at least make up a believable excuse.”

“I really don’t have one.”

“Wow… I thought you were just being loyal by refusing when guys from other sites asked for your number.”

“Those guys didn’t understand work-life balance.”

“This is the first time I’ve seen someone talk about work-life balance while doing gombang.”

I have no intention of working under construction sites that don’t provide a single meal.

Work-life balance—after working, there must be time to eat, and work must go hand in hand with food.

Whoever came up with that concept, it’s a damn good one.

“Well then.”

“Yeah! Take care, and let’s see each other on site again!”

“Moo-han! See you!”

“Thanks to you, my back feels great!”

With that, this job site was over, and it was time to say goodbye to these workers too.

As I, the first to Yarikiri, prepared to leave, the workers who had assigned me the heaviest and most dangerous tasks waved with bittersweet expressions.

But only for a moment. Leaving behind the sounds of cement mixers and the workers laboring away, I set off toward District 4.

The day my name becomes ‘Free’ isn’t far off.

***

District 4 of W-City, where the slums were concentrated.

Rumor had it that District 4 was considered a slum even in cities like A-City and B-City.

In the Age of Monsters, District 4 was avoided because the number four was considered unlucky. Aside from government-insured buildings, the area was filled with makeshift structures illegally assembled by squatters.

This was a place for those who had no room to worry about superstitions.

The flimsy, thin-plate structures looked like they’d collapse if pushed by a human, let alone a monster. The cracked asphalt roads showed that this area was low on W-City’s priority list.

Yet, there was a big difference between District 4 being called a slum like District 9 and being called a poor district.

“Hahaha! I’m the Black Cat!”

“Then I’m Starlight!”

“I wanna be the Black Cat too!”

Children in dirty black clothes (where stains didn’t show) ran through the broken streets, playing a game of tag called The Black Cat.

Passersby watched them, each carrying a basket with some food inside.

“Kids! Don’t trip while running!”

“Okay~!”

It was an old district, but not filthy.

Strangely, public safety here was no worse than in other Districts.

Thus, it wasn’t a slum—just a poor district where those unlucky enough to lose their homes to monsters or struggling to make ends lived.

Though pockets were empty, hearts were still generous here. Every weekend, a community gathering took place.

The free meal center at Black Bear Park, sponsored by the Starlight Foundation.

For those barely scraping by, one misstep away from starvation, this free meal was both welfare and a chance to check in on their neighbors.

“Slurrrp!”

Even the residents of District 4, who had known hunger themselves, never saw outsiders coming for free meals as stealing their share.

They must be taking a break from working hard. Eat well and keep going.

After all, thanks to the Starlight Foundation, there was always more than enough food.

“Gulp… Gulp… Gulp… Haaah…”

Perhaps because word had spread, sometimes people from other Districts would come and fill their hungry stomachs over and over.

But no matter how much they ate, no one had ever seen someone eat this much.

“That’s insane. Where does it all go?”

“Wow… Is today’s meal gonna run out because of him?”

Like the dust-covered laborers who sometimes visited, the man didn’t stop at one bowl—he went back for more, again and again.

The residents of District 4 greeted him warmly, saying, eat as much as you want!

But when his servings went past dozens, everyone began to stare.

“He finished another one!”

“Whoaaa!”

“Whoooooa!”

Next to the man, children and adults cheered as he climbed onto his chair and raised his empty tray high.

His meal had turned into an entertaining show.

The only ones not laughing were the Starlight Foundation staff.

“…What do we do about this?”

“That’s not a person, that’s a pig…”

“Ugh, damn it… Do we have to cook more already…?”

“That guy just ate an entire pig by himself.”

“Surely he’s full now? That was the last one, right? Aaah…!”

Amid the cheers, the large man gulped down water leisurely while children patted his firm belly.

“Are you gonna eat more, mister? Really? Where does it all go?”

“It’s gone! Poof!”

“If you eat this much, you’re gonna poop a lot!”

“Don’t talk about pooping while eating.”

“Eek! Ahahaha!”

Patting the boy’s head, the man stood up and approached the serving table with his empty tray.

The volunteers paled as the girl at the front took the tray with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Twenty… Three! Right? Did you… Enjoy the meal?”

One rule of this meal center was that when asked, Did you enjoy the meal? you were supposed to say, Yes, thank you, and leave your tray.

In other words, it was a polite way of asking, Are you done eating?

All eyes turned to the man as he looked around and declared boldly,

“I’m still… Hungry.”

“WHOOOOOOOA!!”

“O-oh my~! My, you really… Eat a lot, don’t you?”

Amid the cheers, the girl’s smiling face twisted.
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Does that make any sense? Eating that much and still saying you’re hungry.

It clearly shouldn’t make sense, yet he piles food onto his tray as if performing a circus act.

Double portions, mountain-like servings—no, even those terms fall short. A special double portion, a special mountain serving.

This was his 35th plate, but honestly, it should’ve been counted as four times that.

Watching the man return to his seat, Yoo Hyena, standing behind the serving counter, stepped into the makeshift kitchen where volunteers were busy cooking. With a forced smile, she asked,

“How much of the ingredients are left?”

“Th-they’re almost gone… That guy alone emptied three whole pots.”

“We always bring more than enough… What do we do, Hyena?”

“We’ll have to go to the nearest supermarket and restock. The quality might drop, but we can’t let anyone go hungry today because of him.”

Sighing, Yoo Hyena rummaged through her belongings and pulled out a gold-colored Hero-exclusive card.

Equipped with fingerprint recognition, the card wouldn’t work unless it was her, so she had to go herself.

After signaling the larger male volunteers with a glance, she got into the truck used to transport the food and headed to the nearest supermarket, grabbing vegetables and meat indiscriminately.

By the time Yoo Hyena returned to Black Bear Park, the cheers from the residents had grown even louder.

“44! 44! 44!”

“Woooooah!”

What’s all this commotion now? Don’t tell me he’s already on his 44th plate?!

Horrified, Yoo Hyena rushed into the kitchen to check the situation.

The volunteers, sweating as if they were running a high-end restaurant rather than a free meal service, didn’t look relieved to see her—just utterly defeated.

“Aaaaah…! You’re finally back! With ingredients!”

“No! Give us a break!”

“Ugh… Ughhh…!”

As the male volunteers dumped onions, potatoes, and meat beside the last remaining cooks, the groans only grew louder.

But it didn’t last long. The cooks, moving with swift hands, refilled the empty pots.

Residents lined up, took their portions one by one, and then—the towering man who dwarfed everyone else got back in line.

Clenching her fists, Yoo Hyena steadied herself and approached him.

Don’t get mad just because he eats a lot. He’s here because he’s hungry too. Treat him equally, let him leave full…

“D-did you… Enjoy the meal?”

“It was good.”

At least he’s not complaining about being hungry. Good, he should eat well. But after all that… Surely he’s full now, right?

Betraying her thoughts, the man lined up again and scooped another mountain of food onto his plate.

“You’re… Having more?”

“I’ll eat more.”

“O-oh…? That’s… Impressive?”

“Hmm… Isn’t this what they call a thumbs-up?”

He raised his thumb, and Yoo Hyena felt a throbbing headache coming on.

Thumbs-up my foot! No matter how you look at it, this is just too much!

As the freshly filled pot was half-emptied by his towering serving, the volunteers groaned while the residents cheered.

And then—again—surely this is the last time?

Please, just say it’s the last time already!

Seriously!

“I’m done.”

“Ah, ha, ha…?”

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the man who had been eating nonstop announced he was done.

Yoo Hyena’s smile, long past its limit, didn’t even resemble a smile anymore.

As the man placed his bowl in the return bin, the residents—who had stayed even after finishing their meals—erupted in cheers.

“57! It ended at 57!”

“Ahahaha! Just a little more next time!”

“Woooooah!”

“Amazing! So cool!”

Watching the man pat his stomach in satisfaction before raising a triumphant fist, Yoo Hyena’s eyebrow twitched.

Is he even human? Where does he put all that?!

If he were wearing clothes, she might’ve suspected he was hiding it somewhere, but the man was only wearing tattered firefighter pants, his muscular torso fully exposed.

Standing nearly twice her height, the man let out an impressed sigh as he approached her.

Now that he was right in front of her, his mountain-like frame and the clearly defined muscles—despite all that food—made Yoo Hyena blink in disbelief.

“You must be the leader of this place.”

“I’m not the leader, I’m just—ah, uh—”

“Impressive. I never thought I’d actually get to eat until I was full.”

“You’re… Finally full? R-really? This is full?”

“This is the first time I’ve ever eaten this much delicious food to my satisfaction.”

Without realizing it, she reached out toward his abs. Snatching her hand back like she’d been burned, Yoo Hyena felt a fleeting sense of fulfillment at the man’s sincere tone.

But that didn’t last. The sheer amount he’d eaten made her more suspicious than satisfied.

One of Yoo Hyena’s rules for this free meal service was never to ask about someone’s background.

Even if they were criminals, feeding them until they were full and sending them off could turn them into honest workers.

But even so, she couldn’t help but wonder—what the hell is this guy?

Is he even human? Some monster disguised as a human? Or just a pig? A superpower human who awakened an eating-based ability?

But it is over now. Sighing, Yoo Hyena gave the same farewell she always did to the residents.

“I hope you find the strength to keep going, now that you’ve eaten your fill.”

“Hmm… You’re not going to ask for money?”

“No. This is a free meal service for those in need.”

“Truly amazing. Actually free…!”

Did she know? That it was rare for this man to show emotion like this?

So rare that he even opened his mouth wide and clapped before extending a hand the size of a pot lid toward her.

What’s this? Hesitantly, she took his hand—only for her delicate fingers to be vigorously shaken by his rough grip.

“You’re an incredible woman. The fourth most incredible I’ve ever met.”

“Uh… Fourth isn’t exactly special, is it?”

“No, fourth is special. As impressive as Yarikiri.”

“Ya…ri? Yakitori? Are you talking about skewered chicken…? We didn’t serve that today.”

Is there something wrong with him? Confused by the bizarre conversation, Yoo Hyena checked if her hand was still intact after being released.

What kind of hand is this big? She suddenly felt like a child again.

Meanwhile, the man—perhaps afraid she’d ask for money—had already retreated to the park entrance, giving her another thumbs-up.

This time, with both hands—still backing away while doing so.

Dumbfounded, Yoo Hyena blinked.

“What a typhoon of a man…”

Behind her, a volunteer muttered the same sentiment, and she silently nodded.

That’s exactly what he was—a typhoon.

Appearing out of nowhere, devouring everything in his path, vanishing just as quickly.

Leaving behind exhaustion, but also the feeling that they’d survived.

And the desperate hope that he’d never return.

“…He won’t come back tomorrow, right?”

“Ahaha… Surely not.”

“If I ate that much, I’d be full for a month…”

With a sigh, Yoo Hyena and the volunteers continued serving the remaining food.

Even the biggest eaters after that only had three or four servings. To them, she smiled brighter than usual and asked how they were doing.

And so, the day ended.

But the very next day—the last day of the weekend—the man returned.

“That guy? The one who ate 57 plates? Seriously?”

“Wow! It’s 57 Uncle!”

“57 Uncle!”

“Hiiiiii….”

“Why’s he back…? After eating that much yesterday…?”

Standing imposingly at the meal site, the man was impossible to miss—even if you didn’t want to see him.

Yoo Hyena and the volunteers trembled, their arms aching just at the sight of him.

Amid the residents’ laughter, the man—gulping down saliva—approached Yoo Hyena.

With shaking hands, she handed him a tray and greeted him.

“Y-you came back again today…?”

The usual greeting ended there. Names and identities weren’t asked—that was the rule.

But Yoo Hyena couldn’t hold back any longer. Lips trembling, she asked for his name.

“Um… By the way, what’s your name?”

“Hmm… My name.”

The man scratched his unkempt head thoughtfully before answering.

“It’s Han Mu-ryo.”

“That’s… Quite a name for someone who loves free things…”

How can someone’s name be ‘Free’? Wait, actually… It’s kind of cool?

Her thoughts didn’t last long.

“Han! Mu-ryo! Han! Mu-ryo!”

“Woooooah! He eats so well!”

“Boss, looks like we’ll have to go shopping again.”

“Ha, ha, ha, ha…”

Having learned from yesterday, the volunteers cooked faster—but he ate even faster.

By the time he hit 55 plates, Yoo Hyena—who had already gone shopping once—prepared to go again.

Word of Han Mu-ryo’s food-devouring spectacle must’ve spread throughout District 4, because the number of residents coming for meals had doubled from the day before.

For Yoo Hyena, who had been worried about how to attract those in District 4 who prioritized pride over hunger—those who refused to visit free meal services even when starving—this was good news.

Free food and entertainment in the form of Han Mu-ryo. She told herself she should be happy the residents were enjoying themselves as she went shopping.

Today’s record: 68 plates.

As Han Mu-ryo patted his stomach and walked out amid the cheering crowd, placing his empty tray in the return bin, the park erupted.

“The best! Han Mu-ryo!”

“The best! The best! The best!”

Amid the cheers, Han Mu-ryo closed his eyes and waved his hands, as if denying the title.

Then, approaching Yoo Hyena, he grabbed her wrist and lifted it high.

“She is the best… This Yarikiri-like woman!”

“Woooooah! Yari, Yarikiri…?”

“What’s that…? Something perverted? Or dazzling?”

“Director Yoo Hyena isn’t perverted…? She’s elegant! Not dazzling either…?”

What is he talking about?

As the residents buzzed in confusion, Han Mu-ryo took a deep breath and roared loud enough to shake the park.

“YARIKIRI!!”

“Woooooah! Yarikiri! Yarikiri! Yarikiri!”

Amid the cheers for something nobody understood, Yoo Hyena waved blankly at the crowd.

And just like that, the man who had swept through the meal site like a typhoon vanished just as quickly.

“Whoever he is, he’s fun!”

“Isn’t Yarikiri that thing where you leave work as soon as you’re done?”

“Like, I ate, so I’m out?”

“Yarikiri’s a good thing!”

Even after he left, the residents laughed and chatted about their new source of entertainment.

Watching them, Yoo Hyena decided to take it in stride as she cleaned up.

Surely he won’t come back next week… Right?

***

After discovering the paradise of unlimited free meals, my life changed.

I finally understood why people looked forward to weekends so much—why weekends were truly something to be happy about.

Just thinking about the weekend made even tasteless meals feel satisfying.

Sure, some citizens clung to me unnecessarily, or tried to feed me drugged meat without getting bored, or those pests who kept multiplying and attempting to capture me became annoying—but I was still in a good mood.

And so, a week later, I returned to the utopia that had appeared in District 4.

Just being here made my mouth water. Gulping down saliva, I locked eyes with the woman in charge—who froze upon seeing me.

What’s on the menu today? As I peered behind her, she strode toward me with an unusual intensity.

Sensing her emotions, I slowly swallowed the remaining saliva in my mouth.

“…Han Mu-ryo?”

“Hmm?”

“Han Mu-ryo… Sigh. Starting today, you’re limited to 30 plates. No more.”

“AAAAAAH!”

“NOOOOOO!”

Thud! The shock hit me like a critical strike from Starlight. My eyes widened.

Knowing what was coming, I clenched my fists.

The people around me groaned in sympathy before nodding in agreement.

“I mean, I screamed too, but she’s not wrong.”

“This guy eats way too much. Last week, because of him, the food ran out, and I had to wait in line for 10 minutes.”

“Same. It’s rare for this place to run out of food.”

“You heard her, right? If you eat like last time, others will suffer.”

…That can’t happen.

Glancing around, I saw only people who clearly didn’t eat well normally.

Still reeling, I nodded slowly.

Honestly, eating until I was full twice had been absurd to begin with.

But this is an unbearable regret…

“So, just 30 plates. You do realize that’s already a lot, right? I wouldn’t even offer this much normally, but after seeing how you eat…”

“Aah…”

So this was it… Unlimited and free couldn’t coexist.

Nodding again, the woman repeated firmly,

“30 plates. Only. Understood?”

“I’m… Not Han Muryo anymore.”

“Huh?”

Today, my sparkling world crumbled.

Unlimited and free—the names couldn’t coexist. Unlimited had to go.

But free remained—dimmed, yet still noble.

Yet, this emptiness was unbearable…

“Call me… Heo Mu-ryo from now on.”
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“Ah… Yes, Mr. Heo Mu-ryo, enjoy your meal.”

Yoo Hyena handed me a tray with a hollow expression and gestured for me to quickly join the line.

30 servings… After scooping up today’s menu with a ladle and pressing it firmly into my tray, I trudged weakly to my seat and ate the free meal.

“Mmm, slurp! Mmm…!”

Eating delicious food made me think—why feel empty about it?

Getting 30 plates of food to my heart’s content for free—wasn’t this practically unlimited?

Maybe instead of Heo Mu-ryo (Empty Free), I should go by Han Mu-ryo (Limitless Free). Lost in thought as I ate, I watched the woman handing out trays, engaging in conversation with each resident of District 4.

“Good for you, congratulations!”

“Oh my, already 10 years old? You’ve grown so much!”

“There should be government support for that. Why don’t you go to the welfare center this time…?”

She wasn’t just a woman handing out food.

When people shared their joys, she rejoiced with them. When they voiced their troubles, she worried alongside them.

Sometimes, if a resident mentioned losing their job, she’d introduce them to another. If she saw someone in tattered clothes, she’d have another volunteer bring out a clean, donated outfit.

In those brief moments, residents who received her help thanked her before taking their meals.

Was this woman like the boss of a temp agency at this free meal center?

“Ooh…”

“He really ate all 30 servings…”

“Wow~ That’s amazing. They say last week he ate several times that?”

True to my word, I finished 30 servings. Amidst applause and cheers—much quieter than last week—I headed back to the serving area.

Clack. As I set down the tray, the woman gave me a strange look and greeted me.

“Did you enjoy your meal?”

“It was delicious, but I’m still hungry.”

“You ate 30 servings and still say you’re hungry? I don’t even know what to say… I was thinking of reducing it further.”

“Mmm.”

Still, my stomach was about half full.

Being able to fill half my stomach with a free meal was an unbelievable stroke of luck. Yet, still hungry, I stared at the serving station and gulped.

The woman chuckled softly and pushed my back with both hands.

“Alright, if you’re done, hurry up and get to work.”

“Work’s over for today.”

“Nuh-uh~ If you’re done with work today, you should go look for your next job~ Fighting!”

Next job, huh… Pushed along by the woman, I headed toward the park exit.

Just then, a group of men brushed past us, cutting in line at the serving station.

“Move, move, move!”

“Wh-what the…? Hey, get in line.”

“Damn filthy District 4 beggars… Scram!”

“Sigh…”

Dressed in suits stained with dust, dirt, and dried blood, the men grabbed food from the pots with their filthy hands, shoving it into their mouths before attempting to carry the entire pots away.

The woman who had been pushing me let out a tired sigh and returned to the serving station. She clapped her hands to get their attention and spoke.

“You’re welcome to eat as much as you want, but please don’t grab food with your hands—others need to eat too. And don’t take the whole pot.”

“Huh? The hell’s wrong with this bitch…?”

“You know who I am?”

“I don’t care who you are. Wash your hands over there, take a tray, and eat properly.”

“You got some nerve, huh?”

“Hold up, this chick’s kinda pretty.”

Flick. A fireball the size of a human head floated above the man’s outstretched finger.

Beside him, another man, who had been greedily shoveling food into his mouth, flexed his bulging muscles—his arm swelling until his enlarged hand clamped around the woman’s waist.

“Eek…!”

“Kyaaah! Villains!”

“Director!”

“Hyena!”

Screams erupted as people backed away from the serving station in shock. Men standing by the truck rushed forward, activating their abilities.

Crackle, crackle. A man wreathed in lightning and another with a metallic upper body—volunteers who were clearly at least C-rank superpower humans.

But the villains, also likely C-rank, outnumbered them.

“Wh-what? Why are superpower humans here? Heroes?”

“Director? This bitch some big shot? Hehe, crushing her’ll be fun…”

“Hyena? Pretty name~ Hmph, girl, how about after filling my stomach, you and I have some real fun? My ability isn’t just making my hands bigger, y’know?”

“Hey! Take out the superpower humans first!”

The five villains, having wrecked the serving station, lunged at the two superpower humans.

Meanwhile, the woman trapped in the villain’s grip wriggled her slender hand free and tightly gripped something near her hip. A strange signal pulsed outward—buzz.

Was it a police distress call?

“Run! Damn it! Heroes will be a pain!”

“What’re you staring at? Scram!”

“Wait, you! Come here! Hmph, damn, why’re there so many pretty girls in District 4?”

“Ahhh! Mommy!”

“Don’t touch anyone else! If you’re taking someone, just take me—!”

Breaking away from the two superpower humans, the villains tried to flee with the woman and the food.

Crash! In the blink of an eye, the meal center was in chaos. Standing before the escaping villains, I frowned slightly and positioned myself at the park entrance.

“Wh-what’s with this giant?”

“Are you a superpower human too?!”

“Kill him!”

The villains, now wary, unleashed their abilities at me.

A swollen, meaty fist, several fireballs, petrified rock bullets, compressed air shots, and a pot hurled with enhanced strength.

“Nooo!!”

“Kyaaaa!”

Amidst the screams of the woman and residents, I raised one hand.

Wham! I smacked the first fireball skyward with the back of my hand, took the rock bullets and air shots with my body, and caught the pot’s handle with my fingertip.

Spin, spin. Balancing the spinning pot on my palm, I raised my elbow and caught the incoming meaty fist.

Squelch. With a burst of pus, the man’s hand exploded.

“Huh…?”

“Wh-what…?”

“W-whaaaat?! What the hell?!”

The woman’s shocked voice, the villains’ terrified reactions—the one who’d thrown the punch shrank his hand back, trembling in agony as broken bones jutted out.

I stepped toward the hand-enlarging villain and slashed with the edge of my palm.

Schlick! The woman fell from his severed fingers.

“Huh, since when?!”

“Ahhh! M-my haaand!”

“H-he’s a hero! They had a hero lying in wait to catch us!”

Holding the fallen woman, I raised the pot and smashed it against each villain’s head.

Thud! Gak! Ugh! Oof! Ack! The villains collapsed, twitching.

Cradling the woman in my arms, I looked down at the writhing figures.

“Get lost.”

“H-huh…?”

“I won’t say it twice.”

“Uwaaah!”

“Ahh! Agh!”

Staggering to their feet, the villains fled the park in disarray.

I set the woman down—she had been staring quietly at my face.

“Wha…?”

She made a strange noise, hugging her arms, blinking silently.

Then, the residents who had backed away burst into cheers and applause.

“Wooow! Han Mu-ryo! Han Mu-ryo! Han Mu-ryo!”

“So cool! Wow!”

“He’s a superpower human?! No wonder he ate so much like a monster!”

Clang clang clang! Amidst the cheers and tray-banging, I held out the empty pot to the dazed woman.

She numbly took it, blinking rapidly—then swung it hard at my head.

“Why’s a superpower human at a free meal center?!”

“Eep.”

After saving her, instead of giving me meat, she hit me with a pot. Stunned by the unexpected reaction, I failed to dodge.

“Go work! Eat at a hero cafeteria! Go hunt monsters! Seriously! This place is for people struggling to eat!”

“…I hunt monsters too.”

“Then why eat here?! Hunt monsters! Earn money and buy your own food!”

“Even if I earn money, it’s not enough to eat until I’m full.”

“…Okay, fair point.”

Her anger flickered briefly before she scowled again.

“Ugh~! I hit my savior with a pot!”

“But you’re not wrong! Why’s a superpower human mooching free meals?!”

“Ugh~! Han Mu-ryo! Thanks for saving me, but still! Ugh~!”

“Director got hugged! So jealous! Ugh~!”

“Ugh~! Director’s blushing is cute!”

“Quiet down and eat!”

Were they cheering or teasing? Flustered, the red-faced woman grabbed my waist and pulled.

I stood still, watching her strain with all her might.

“What?”

“G-go wash your hands! And your body—you’re covered in blood!”

“Mmm.”

Sticky with blood and flesh, I flexed my fingers—then resisted the urge to lick them clean.

As she dragged me toward the sink, residents whispered as they watched.

“My, no matter how rushed, doing that right here…”

“Kinda cool though. Suddenly—whoosh, boom, bang—he saved her.”

“Still… Wow, Director’s bold…”

“No! It’s—his hands are dirty! He needs to wash them! That’s all!”

“Ahahaha! Gotta wash up! Then what?!”

“Hey!”

“Oops, hold on—hey! Clean this up! We need to eat!”

“Thanks to those bastards, it’ll take a while to serve more food.”

“Let’s tidy up while we wait, everyone~”

The park was a mess, but laughter filled the air. The woman, biting her lip with a flushed face, handed me a wet towel before checking on the two injured superpower humans.

“Are you two okay? Any injuries…?”

“Director Hyena, we’re sorry. We didn’t expect villains to show up…”

“I’m fine, ah—! I need to make a call. I accidentally sent a distress signal earlier… Just a sec?”

Pulling out her phone, she dialed someone.

“Ah, sister? Sorry for bothering you on your break. False alarm…”

The voice on the other end was loud—I could eavesdrop if I wanted, but I didn’t care. After wiping off the blood, I held out my dirty hands.

She handed me a rubber hose, letting water run over my hands as she continued the call.

“Got it, got it… Hang up and rest while you can.”

Click. Hanging up, she sighed—then stared up at me with wide eyes.

At the same time, the hose slowly lowered… Bending to wash my hands, I noticed her glancing at the residents before leaning close to my ear.

“I’m… Yoo Hyena.”

“Mmm.”

Yoo Hyena. At the sudden introduction, I shifted my gaze. Blushing, she took a step back.

“Th-thanks for helping. Really, I thought I was done for… U-um, you can have… A few more servings. Eat more before you go.”

“Really?”

“As thanks… You said you were still hungry.”

Such generous words. I grabbed her hand and raised it high for all to see.

“She said I can eat more!”

“Whoa, what? What’d she say?”

“She said he can eat more?”

“Wooow! Yoo Hyena! Yoo Hyena! Yoo Hyena!”

“Ahahaha!”

Amid laughter and cheers, Yoo Hyena—red to her ears—pulled her wrist free and clutched it herself.

“D-don’t just grab a woman’s wrist like that! Geez!”

“Wooow! She’s embarrassed! Wow!”

“Quiet down and eat!”

Later, amidst the lively crowd, I ate ten more servings.

When I tried for more, Yoo Hyena stopped me.

“You said I could eat more.”

“A little more! A little means a bit! This isn’t a bit!”

“It’s a little…”

“…One more bowl. A small one… No! This is a lot! A whole lot!”

As expected… Unlimited refills don’t exist in this world.
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Ch.41 Because of the Black Cat

“You didn’t press it by mistake! That’s why I told you to take a break from volunteering for a while…!”  

[Because of that person, nothing happened!]  

The morning after the weekend ended, Yoo Anna, who had just received a report from the heroes escorting her younger sister, immediately called her sister.  

[And, sister, is that something a hero should say? What about the people who’ll starve if I’m not there?]  

“I know, I know, but it’s dangerous right now. The villain Gu Seo-ryong—”  

[I know, can’t you stop talking about that already?]  

“We’re talking about your safety right now!”  

[Safety? Then, sister, have you ever listened to me even once? You kept being a hero even when it was dangerous and climbed all the way to S-rank.]  

“That’s not the point right now—”  

[Enough, I have work to do. Bye.]  

“Hello? Hyena? Hey! Yoo Hyena! Ugh, seriously!”  

With a sigh, Yoo Anna put down the abruptly ended call, furrowed her brow, and leaned back against the sofa.  

“Ha… What kind of mess is this over one villain…?”  

Currently, a significant number of heroes in W-City are being deployed to escort high-ranking officials and the families of heroes.  

The real cleanup that began after eliminating the Guryongseong, the growing unease over retaliation as villains from District 9 are dealt with, and the ongoing pursuit of Gu Seo-ryong, still remains at large.  

Though nothing has happened to the heroes’ surroundings yet, the fleeing villains are harming ordinary citizens.  

They’re being caught one by one, but the situation is far from safe.  

“At least… We’re lucky to have the Black Cat.”  

“Hey.”  

“…Haah.”  

Yoo Anna shot a sharp glance at the subordinate hero’s remark but sighed, acknowledging it was true.  

If not for the Black Cat, things would’ve gone wrong long ago.  

Right now, it’s the Despair-class monster, the Black Cat, that seamlessly fills the gaps left by the heroes diverted to escort duty.  

If not for that creature hunting monsters like an S-rank hero working 24/7 across W-City, civilian casualties from monsters would’ve snowballed.  

“It’s true, we’re lucky to have the Black Cat… Though he’s a strange one.”  

Not something a hero should say, but reality must be accepted.  

Within W-City, among the heroes, the Black Cat’s threat level has already been downgraded to Disaster-class.  

Most heroes don’t tense up when the Black Cat appears—they even feel relieved.  

The problem is, it’s not just the heroes who think they’re lucky to have the Black Cat.  

This time, the high-ranking officials of W-City have also pulled out the Black Cat card, demanding protection.  

“The Black Cat handles the monsters, so what are the heroes even doing? Stop the villain attacks, protect us.”  

It’s infuriating that they’ve never fought monsters on the field yet act like they know everything—and worse, they’re not entirely wrong.  

Right now, the best course is to leave the monsters to the Black Cat and minimize villain damage.  

Yoo Anna needed to find Gu Seo-ryong as soon as possible.  

Before her poison reached her sister.  

“…Show me the footage.”  

“Ah, yes.”  

Taking a small button from the hero in charge of escort duty, Yoo Anna removed the chip inside and plugged it into her phone.  

Checking the reported time, she played the video, and a strangely familiar man appeared on screen.  

Wild, tousled hair, a tall stature, and a well-balanced, muscular upper body that didn’t seem artificially enhanced.  

“This person…?”  

A face hard to forget—the man who saved her sister was the same man from Gu Seo-ryong’s bedroom.  

Yoo Anna pulled up the file containing testimonies from the villains captured from Guryongseong.  

That day, Gu Seo-ryong took a man to her bedroom… The man’s name was Park Deun-deun.  

“Park Deun-deun…?”  

Is that even a real name? What kind of name is that?  

What’s going on? Did the testifying villains play a prank? This document only contains cross-verified testimonies.  

Is he Gu Seo-ryong’s subordinate? Brainwashed with powers? Are they trying to lower their guard to kidnap Yoo Hyena?  

If so, this would’ve been the perfect opportunity, but instead, he helped her? Why?  

Nothing made sense. Frowning, Yoo Anna kept watching the footage.  

The more she watched, the more tangled her thoughts became.  

“Is this person in the registered database?”  

“…Facial recognition shows no match.”  

“At B-rank peak or early A-rank level, but unregistered…?”  

If he’s a physical enhancement-type of this caliber, he could’ve pressured Yoo Anna alongside Gu Seo-ryong without issue.  

Gu Seo-ryong’s subordinate? Or maybe a favorite?  

What’s his game? To uncover his identity, Yoo Anna watched every scene featuring the man.  

And shortly after—  

[Yarikiri!]  

[Waaaaah! Yarikiri!]  

Yoo Anna weakly closed the video.  

“What the heck is this…?”  

“Uh, maybe… He’s not all there?”  

“His body’s seriously impressive. He fights terrifyingly well, and seems experienced in combat, but… His head’s a bit…”  

“Intelligence-wise? Like a big kid.”  

“Either way, he doesn’t seem like someone with ulterior motives.”  

It looks like Gu Seo-ryong’s poison affected his brain.  

Just a strong fool—a victim Gu Seo-ryong dragged to bed because of his rugged charm?  

Feeling slightly reassured, Yoo Anna thought for a moment before addressing the two heroes.  

“From the footage, it seems he really just comes for food. Propose this: if he stays at the park from the start to the end of the volunteer shift, he can eat until he’s full.”  

“You want to use him as your sister’s bodyguard?”  

“He doesn’t seem like a bad person.”  

“…Should we suggest he register as a hero?”  

“No. Registering him would just give other villains intel. Leave him as is… He doesn’t seem subservient to Gu Seo-ryong, so he’d make a good guard dog.”  

If she could place a powerful superpower human near her sister, a little food was nothing.  

Just as she considered herself lucky—Beeeeep!  

An alarm blared throughout the government building where heroes were stationed.  

[District 6! Four Disaster-class appearances! Repeat, four Disaster-class appearances!]  

The alarm pattern signaled Disaster-class. Reflexively jumping up, the heroes preparing to leap out the window hesitated at the next broadcast.  

[Additionally, District 6—the Black Cat has appeared! the Black Cat has appeared!]  

“Ah.”  

“Well, it’s fine now.”  

“Fine? What do you mean fine? They said four! If even one gets away, imagine the damage!”  

“S-Sorry!”  

Yoo Anna, one foot on the windowsill, angrily paused and turned back.  

“I’ll go! The rest of you, stand by! Watch for villains taking advantage of the alarm!”  

“Yes!”  

Thinking this much should be manageable, Yoo Anna slung her bag over her shoulder and accelerated into flight.  

From District 1 at W-City’s center to District 6 took barely a minute.  

Spotting a Disaster-class monster fleeing through the air, Yoo Anna charged.  

“Kyeek?!”  

Boom! Blasting the monster’s lower half into a fountain of gore, Yoo Anna landed on a rooftop and punched toward the falling monster.  

Whoosh! A massive fist-shaped blaze engulfed the monster.  

Leaping lightly back into the air, Yoo Anna grabbed the monster’s remaining head.  

“This is Starlight. One Disaster-class eliminated—Stormbird.”  

Crunch! Crushing the head with both hands, Yoo Anna shattered and incinerated the core.  

Eliminating a Disaster-class in two strikes, she felt herself growing stronger.  

Had chasing the Black Cat made her stronger? Flexing her hands, Yoo Anna approached the Black Cat, who was stomping on another Stormbird’s corpse below.  

“Grr… Grr… Grr…”  

“…Remaining Disaster-class monsters—all eliminated by the Black Cat.”  

Stormbird corpses littered the area. An even stronger Black Cat had devoured three Disaster-class like snacks.  

Treating Disaster-class like Terror or Crush-classes—he wasn’t this strong when they first met.  

If he grows further, he might reach Annihilation-class. Would he still be the Black Cat she knew then?  

The thought alone brought an odd unease.  

Noticing the Black Cat chewing on a Stormbird core, Yoo Anna rushed over.  

Thud! Her bare hand struck the Black Cat’s head, but he kept chewing, unfazed.  

“Hey! Don’t eat that! Bad! Bad!”  

“Kyyaaoo…!”  

“I’ll give you beef! Beef!”  

“Ooong?”  

Insistent on eating the core, the Black Cat paused at the word beef, holding it in his mouth as he approached Yoo Anna.  

Is this really how a monster should act?  

Eating monster cores is a monster’s instinct—to devour humans, devour monsters, grow stronger. Yet beef overrides instinct?  

“Here, give me that and eat this.”  

“Ooong-yaaang.”  

Tossing the Black Cat a slab of roasted beef, Yoo Anna took the core and crushed it between her hands.  

He’d likely already eaten the other two Stormbird cores, but this was better than nothing.  

Sighing, Yoo Anna pulled out the beef she’d packed in her bag, roasting and tossing pieces to the Black Cat as she spoke.  

“Honestly, it’s a good thing you’re such a weirdo…”  

“Waaoong-oong.”  

“Tasty?”  

“Waong.”  

Seeing his cute demeanor, she felt the fridge, bag, and meat prep were all worth it.  

But the thought made her sigh in sudden emptiness.  

Is this really okay for a hero…? No matter how docile the Black Cat is, he’s still a monster. Yet he helps so much, and we’re benefiting from it…  

“Haah… Huh?”  

Stressed and headache-ridden, Yoo Anna let out a heavy sigh.  

Then, the Black Cat suddenly rubbed his head against her leg.  

“Huh? Wh-What? Are you cheering me up?”  

“Waong.”  

“Ah, right, you want more beef…”  

His wide-open mouth made it obvious. As she roasted another piece, Yoo Anna thought—if he’s this close, maybe…

The Black Cat’s smooth, glossy fur. His fluffy head. Even as she cautiously extended her hand, he stayed focused on chewing the beef.  

Could today be the day? Swallowing her anticipation, Yoo Anna’s hand touched the Black Cat’s head.  

“Aah… Ah…”  

“Grrrr…”  

Gentle strokes. The Black Cat calmly let her pet him, sending shivers down Yoo Anna’s spine.  

The envy she’d felt watching those community videos—Chwarak—flashed through her mind as she screamed internally, ‘I’m petting the Black Cat too!’

“Kyaaaa…!”  

“Oong, aong…! Kyaaak!”  

“Ah! Aaah…!”  

Scritch-scratch, scritch-scratch! Yoo Anna ruffled the Black Cat’s fur like kneading dough until, after gulping down the beef, he fled into the shadows.  

Did I pet too hard? It should’ve been gentler! Regretful, Yoo Anna wiggled her fingers, savoring the lingering sensation.  

“Ehehehe…”  

Her stress had melted away.  

*** 

“…So, if Han Mu-ryo is okay with it, how about staying here on weekends?”  

“If possible, maybe even helping out with the volunteer work?”  

The utopia of free, unlimited food vanished just last week.  

Yet, having returned to this paradise of free meals, two superpower humans made me an offer:  

Stay at this free cafeteria on weekends, and if villains show up again, help out.  

In return, they’d feed me as much as I wanted, like the first time.  

“Hmm, no thanks.”  

Casually refusing, I kept eating. The superpower humans persisted, annoyingly.  

“I-It’s understandable if fighting villains is daunting, but we’ll fight alongside you. It won’t be too burdensome—”  

“Busy.”  

After eating, I need naps, restaurant-hopping, and rolling around aimlessly by the river.  

And they expect me to waste my precious time sniffing food I can’t even eat?  

Are they trying to torture me?  

“Uh, by any chance… Mu-ryo, are you misunderstanding? We’re not saying you only get food if villains show up.”  

“I’m not?”  

“N-No… Even if villains don’t come, if you stand by, you can eat… Until serving time ends…?!”  

Clatter! Pushing the chair back, I stood abruptly, shoved the remaining food into my mouth, and lined up for seconds.  

As I returned with a heaping plate, Yoo Hyena blinked blankly.  

“…Does that mean you agree?”  

“Mhm.”  

“Th-Then, we’ll be in your care, Mu-ryo.”  

Thumbs up! The joy of free, unlimited delicious food—utopia is real after all.  

“Truly, even if clouds pass, the sun remains in its place.”  

“You’re on par with Yarikiri—no, above it.”  

“Ah, sure…”  

“From now on, I’ll call you Yarikiri.”  

“Please, for the love of god, don’t…”  

Yarikiri… It’s a good name, though…  
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Ch.42 It’s a Snake  

“I did say you could eat until you’re full, but you have to follow the rules.”  

The moment the dream of unlimited refills became reality, Yoo Hyena set a few conditions in exchange for providing me with meals.  

First, don’t take food too quickly so others can eat too.  

Second, even while eating, if a villain appears, prioritize protecting the citizens and fight.  

Lastly, don’t go around whispering weird things or egging people on to cheer for you.  

If I followed those rules, I could eat as much as I wanted, whenever I wanted.  

“You can do that, right?”  

“Mm.”  

After agreeing to the conditions, I ate until I was full and let out a satisfied yawn.  

Who would’ve thought the lost utopia would return… This place is sacred ground blessed with unlimited refills, and Yoo Hyena is the Director who protects it.  

Even after finishing my meal as promised, I didn’t leave the park. Overcome by drowsiness, I searched for a place to nap. Since the weather was nice, I lay down in a corner of the park, on the playground sand, and closed my eyes. The warm sand was like a natural electric blanket.  

“Ahahaha! Ahahahaha!”  

“Wahaha! Ahahaha!”  

As I slept, children gathered around me, playing and covering my body with sand. I listened to the murmurs of the residents while being lightly patted by their tiny hands.  

“These days, villains are running wild. It’s such a mess.”  

“That villain boss, Gu Seo-ryong or whatever, still hasn’t been caught, right? Maybe she’s already fled to another city?”   

“That Black Cat guy doesn’t even bother catching villains.”  

“I really don’t like him. He’s still a monster, right? If left alone, who knows when he’ll destroy a house?”  

“But he does eat a lot of monsters, right? Like spiders on window sills in summer.”  

Talk about me, monsters, villains, and the emotions of living in the present. The voices of the residents, lying in the sand, tickled my ears like a news broadcast in a restaurant.  

Clang, clang, clang, clang… The sound of utensils hitting plates echoed widely.  

“Starlight has it tough—looking after the poor, catching monsters, gauging public sentiment.”  

“Seems like she does more work than the mayor. Though, the government does handle some welfare stuff.”  

“Here in District 4, Starlight takes better care of us than the government. Even this food comes from Starlight’s pocket.”  

“But Starlight is still a government hero. And has she ever even come here? She just sends her little sister, the foundation director.”  

“Hey, you shouldn’t eat then. You think sending her sister is easy?”  

Hmm… So this free meal service is funded by Starlight, and the foundation director sent here is Starlight’s younger sister.  

Nodding blankly, I opened my eyes slightly and glanced at Yoo Hyena.  

So, that woman is Starlight’s sister.  

Now that I think about it, they do look alike.  

The scent… Starlight always smells like mineral eggs, but this woman carries the aroma of boiled beef and rich beef fat. Both are delicious in their own way.  

I see… Starlight’s sister…  

Lost in thought, I yawned and warned,

“Move your hand.”  

“Ah, you knew?”  

When the sound waves spread unnaturally wide, I sensed the presence of Gu Seo-ryong’s ability.  

Just before she could drive her fingers into my neck, Gu Seo-ryong stopped and raised her hands in surrender. Beside her, children blinked at her.  

“Pretty lady!”  

“Where’d you come from, lady?”  

“When did you get here? Did you eat? If you’re hungry, eat! It’s delicious!”  

“Oh? These kids have better eyes than some kittens I know.”  

Glancing over, I saw Gu Seo-ryong huff and stroke the children’s heads.  

Already sensing that her confusion ability didn’t affect the kids, I looked around at the oblivious residents and said,  

“You didn’t use your ability on the children.”  

“Of course not? If little kids like this got hit by a confusion ability, it’d be bad for their brains.”  

“Fair point.”  

The sensory confusion ability doesn’t create illusions in reality—it affects the brains of living beings exposed to it. If children with still-developing brains were hit, side effects, big or small, could occur.  

“Plus, if I mess with kids, I know exactly what you’d do. You’re not soft like Starlight, are you?”  

“Is that the only reason?”  

“Heh, only reason? We’re both test subjects, aren’t we?”  

Gu Seo-ryong chuckled at the shared understanding.  

All test subjects were orphans sold from orphanages to labs.  

That’s why we don’t harm children.  

Not because of any promise, but because, after realizing we’d become monsters, we instinctively felt it was right.  

“I really hate this. The monster who ruined four years of my life is napping leisurely in the sand. And in that short time, you’ve even become the Cerberus guarding her last card.”  

“You mean Yoo Hyena.”  

“Oh? So you were listening to people’s conversations while lying here.”  

Yoo Hyena is Starlight’s sister. Gu Seo-ryong came here to take her hostage.  

Crouching, Gu Seo-ryong rested her chin on her hand as the children tugged at her hair.  

“Just one more year, and W-City would’ve been mine. I’d already started working on the mayor, and with the right plan, even Starlight was within reach… Then some damn kitten had to ruin everything~”  

“Bad luck.”  

“Ugh, if I had that girl in my grasp, even Starlight wouldn’t act recklessly… This time, with experience, I could’ve restored my nest in just a year. And she’s Starlight’s weak point, so I came prepared… That cat is seriously no help. Ugh, so annoying.”  

“Give up.”  

“Yeah, give up, give up. I’m a smart woman. I don’t fight lose battles.”  

“Wow! So tall!”  

“Lady, your boobs are huge!”  

“Oh my, kid, you’re gonna grow up to be a villain, huh?”  

As one child climbed onto Gu Seo-ryong’s shoulders using her hair as a rope, she sighed and plucked them off, only for another to start scaling her back.  

One little boy tried to climb up by grabbing her chest, but she stopped him off and looked down at me.  

“So? You’ve fully become Starlight’s dog—no, cat?”  

“Not a cat.”  

“Whatever. Why are you siding with Starlight so much? Heroes are our natural enemies. Or are you planning to be a monster-hero or something?”  

“Not doing the hero thing.”  

“You know what you’re doing isn’t much different from heroes, right?”  

“Is that so?”  

Even if I worked hard every day, I’d just get cursed at. And yet, heroes have to keep going. My situation feels different.  

I just eat what I want and do what I want.  

“Well, not exactly. But why help humans? Why help heroes?”  

“Because I feel like it.”  

“What a monster-like, splendid reason…”  

“Why do you do it?”  

Why, as a monster, do you try to stand above humans, mimicking them among their kind?  

Gu Seo-ryong gave a monster-like answer to my layered question.  

“It’s much more efficient this way. They say women are gatherers, not hunters, right? If I build a proper nest, I won’t even need to hunt—food will overflow.”  

“Just that?”  

Sensing a lie, I pressed further. She smirked and continued.  

“There’s more. I want to succeed, be pretty, be admired. I want men to beg me to bear their children. Isn’t that every woman’s dream? If I make my nest magnificent, I can have it all.”  

“I see.”  

This time, she sighed sincerely.  

“So, you’re really going to keep siding with Starlight? Just because you want to?”  

“Mm.”  

“Then you and I are enemies. I want to kill that girl.”  

“Any grudge?”  

“No? I just want to eat her. She looks delicious. A hero that strong… If I eat her, I’ll become stronger than you.”  

“If you wanted to eat her that badly, why not monsterize?”  

Gu Seo-ryong is a monster.  

Monsterization makes you stronger than partial transformation, where you only extract what you need.  

But she refused to monsterize to the end.  

“I told you, monsterizing makes me ugly. I hate it.”  

“At least monsterizing would give you a fighting chance.”  

“Even if I did, that freak wouldn’t take much damage. So I went for psychological warfare. Humans crack under pressure.”  

“Did she crack?”  

“Ugh, no! Damn bitch… If I just killed some humans, her mental state would’ve shattered. It was obvious.”  

“Would things change if Starlight broke?”  

“Hmph, not immediately… But it’d create an opening. Mind control needs slow, steady erosion.”  

Tsk. She coated her fingertip with venom and licked it.  

“My ability, Venom Alchemist, lets me make medicine inside my body—not liquids with any ability I want. It’s tricky. I have to research which mixtures work. To brainwash with mind-control drugs, I need to addict them first. Takes time… Heroes panic and are always screaming, we have to catch her now! No time! She’s manipulating people!—so it’s hard to move.”  

“I’ve noticed this before, but you talk a lot.”  

“Oh? So you don’t like it?”  

“I can’t sleep when I want to.”  

“Hehe, you know what? You’re talking a lot too.”  

“…I suppose.”  

Now that I thought about it, because we were both test subjects, I spoke more freely than usual.  

Admitting I was being unusually talkative, Gu Seo-ryong giggled.  

“Well, anyway… Since things turned out like this, I’m going with Plan C.”  

“The future-seeing ability?”  

“No, the third plan—pretend to flee to another city and hide in plain sight. But you know what? Sometimes, you seem kinda dumb. Wanna have a baby with me? A kid with my brains and your strength would be perfect.”  

“No.”  

“Really? I’ll settle somewhere in District 4. If you change your mind, come find me. I’ll answer anytime~”  

Bzz, bzz. She vibrated her monster core like a whisper. Frowning, I voiced a sudden question.  

“Why are you telling me all this? Your weaknesses, your hideout—things you shouldn’t reveal?”  

“Huh? Isn’t it obvious? I’m courting you. I’m harmless, I won’t hurt you, so let’s make a baby. That stuff’s important for monsters like us, right? Never know when someone might bite your neck or target your core.”  

“You told me to wait and see.”  

“A woman’s revenge is making the man who rejected her regret it. Things like ‘Should’ve had my baby~ She’s so much better than that girl~ Have my baby~ More~’ Seeing you beg would be the ultimate revenge.”  

“Is that how it works…? I don’t get it.”  

“You really don’t understand women, do you? Bet you don’t even know why I showed myself to talk to you.”  

“Why did you talk to me?”  

“Heh, what female passes by a male she likes?”  

At some point, the children resumed covering me with sand. Crouched on the sand, Gu Seo-ryong spat a long, sticky strand of saliva and began slathering mud on me.  

“What kind of poison is this?”  

“You think I’d spit poison where kids play? Pure saliva. Just coating you.”  

“Lady, you spit so much!”  

“Do you have a water dispenser in your mouth?”  

“Bleh~”  

“Ahaha! Gross!”  

Gu Seo-ryong gathered another mouthful spit and dumped it on the sand. The children happily smeared the mud on me.  

Then, in one smooth motion, she leaped onto the park wall.  

“Well, see you later, Deun-deun. Don’t go wagging your tail at other girls.”  

“Bye, lady~!”  

“See you, sis~!”  

“Oh my… Bye-bye~♥”  

The children waved as Gu Seo-ryong slithered away like a snake, disappearing into the distance.  

After she left, Yoo Hyena approached, puzzled.  

“Was someone on the wall just now?”  

“A snake.”  

“A—a snake? Oh no! Kids, come here quick!”  

“Already gone.”  

Worried the children might get bitten, Yoo Hyena pulled them close, then paused when she saw me.  

“Is it okay to keep lying there? If a villain causes trouble, you have to protect us.”  

“Doesn’t matter. They won’t come.”  

“How can you be so sure?”  

I vibrated my core, sending out faint waves.  

Far away, still in District 4, I sensed Gu Seo-ryong hunting down any villains foolish enough to cause trouble.  

Before settling in, cleaning up around the nest is a monster’s instinct.  

“They can’t come.”  

Corpses don’t cause trouble.  
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Ch.43 Beastly Man

Did I make a mistake by deciding to give him more food?  

Once I made the decision, the thought naturally crossed my mind.  

“Lately, the number of villains coming to the free meal center has dropped significantly.”  

“It’s peaceful and nice.”  

After effectively hiring Han Mu-ryo as a security guard for the free meal center, District 4 became unbelievably peaceful.  

According to the police in District 4, not only the free meal center but the entire district saw the disappearance of rampaging villains.  

[…There’s information that Gu Seo-ryong was spotted on a train heading to B-City.]  

“Really? Then does that mean no more annoying interference from you, sister?”  

[Annoying…?]  

“You usually don’t even pay attention to me, sister. Not that you have the time to worry about me either.”  

[Y-You don’t have to say it like that…]  

“…Yeah, sorry. Get some rest. You said you were busy over the weekend.”  

According to the news, the villain leader, Gu Seo-ryong or whatever, had vanished, and without a central figure, the villains were gradually falling apart.  

The arrests of villains in W-City continued, and the news was filled with headlines like #Gu Seo-ryong on the Run: The Fall of the Crime City. and #A Great Victory in the War on Crime: Starlight Leads the Charge Against Crime.

If even the reporters, who usually blamed Starlight for everything, were now praising her, then she must be doing something right, no?  

So, giving Han Mu-ryo food should end here… I wanted to, but I hesitated.  

“Mr Mu-ryo? Could you move this for me?”  

“Mhm.”  

After asking him to stand guard to prevent villains from causing trouble, I saw Han Mu-ryo napping early in the morning on the weekend, sniffing the food as we prepared meals. I thought, What kind of huge guy just sleeps all day?  

He really was like a bear—waking up only when it was time to eat, sleeping after finishing his meal, suddenly jolting awake to stare blankly at something, then going back to sleep.  

Annoyed by the sight, I once woke him up and made him work, and he did so much it was almost inhuman.  

Han Mu-ryo was like a human crane.  

“Wow… Seriously, how can someone carry luggage like that?”  

“This is the first time I’ve seen the food prep finish so fast.”  

“Enhanced physical superpower humans really are something.”  

He effortlessly moved sacks and boxes of ingredients, each weighing dozens of kilograms, set up the serving tables by himself so we only had to assemble them, and even carried gas canisters for the kitchen equipment with one hand.  

There was something awe-inspiring about watching his muscular body lift heavy objects with ease.  

Just having Han Mu-ryo around reduced the preparation and closing time of the free meal service to less than a third.  

Even the dishes—he stacked them neatly and loaded them onto the truck so quickly that the volunteers had nothing left to do.  

“Even if no villains show up, isn’t Mr Mu-ryo earning his keep just by doing this?”  

“Maybe a quarter of it.”  

“Well, considering how much this guy eats…”  

Not only that, but Han Mu-ryo also got along really well with the kids in District 4.  

The children adored him so much it was puzzling—how could someone so big and intimidating be so popular? But watching them approach him without hesitation was fascinating.  

Maybe this beastly aura was the secret to winning the kids over.  

Kids love animals, after all.  

“Alright, everyone, good work today!”  

“Good work, Director!”  

“Good work~!”  

“Bye, Director!”  

“Director, are you leaving?”  

“I’m not leaving for good~ See you next week!”  

After the volunteer work ended, the volunteers split into two trucks and left District 4.  

At this point, Han Mu-ryo would disappear somewhere, not to be seen again until the next weekend.  

In a way, he was like a neighborhood cat—only visible if you went to that area.  

He was there, but it wouldn’t be surprising if he vanished at any moment.  

“Hyena, good work today.”  

“You two as well. You might not need to escort me anymore—why not return to being heroes?”  

After parking the truck at the building rented by the Starlight Foundation in District 3, the commercial hub of W-City, and sending off the other volunteers, Yoo Hyena tied up her hair and spoke.  

These superpower humans were temporary escorts sent by her older sister, Yoo Anna, who insisted the current situation was dangerous.  

Before them, weaker superpower humans had taken turns guarding Hyena during her volunteer work.  

“Ahaha, we’re fine.”  

“Honestly, it’s nice not having to fight dangerous monsters.”  

“That’s not something a hero should say. Not that I want you two in danger, of course.”  

To Hyena, heroes were those who always fought monsters.  

Always, always…  

She knew she shouldn’t force that ideal, but the belief that it was natural lingered in her mind.  

“Well then.”  

“Yes, stay safe on your way back.”  

Hyena tied up her hair and put on glasses at the foundation, making it hard for anyone who knew her to recognize her.  

In fact, this simple disguise worked on most people.  

A bit of makeup, a change in posture, and Hyena’s ability—Heat Haze, as she called it—did the rest.  

Unlike her sister, Yoo Anna, Hyena had awakened her ability at a different time and was classified as an E-rank superpower human.  

E-rank referred to those whose abilities were barely different from ordinary humans—powers so weak they couldn’t even harm a human baby.  

Hyena’s Heat Haze slightly increased her heat resistance, allowing her to handle hot pots easily and regulate her skin temperature to keep her hands and feet warm in winter.  

It was a useful ability for everyday life but utterly useless for hunting monsters.  

Still, there was one special way to use it.  

Hyena could apply Heat Haze to her face and body, creating a slight refraction—just enough to distort her appearance by 1 or 2 cm.  

This minor refraction completely changed how she looked.  

Once, it even saved her—making a robber’s knife barely miss her on her way home.  

It was a trivial ability, but for Hyena, living as Starlight’s younger sister, nothing could have been more useful.  

Though, it wasn’t the ability she had wanted.  

As Hyena walked home, using her ability…  

“…This is weird.”  

Sensitive to being followed, she instinctively sensed someone tailing her.  

Paparazzi shouldn’t be a problem anymore—so, a robber?  

She hoped to shake them off, but Hyena’s running speed was below the average for a normal person.  

Debating whether to press the emergency button in her pocket, Hyena shook her head and dashed into an empty alley.  

The man following her started running too, and Hyena grew more frantic.  

Just as she approached some men smoking in the alley to ask for help—  

“E-Excuse me…!”  

“Whoa? Miss, you in some kind of trouble?”  

“Hehehe…”  

The smoking men chuckled, pulling knives from their pockets.  

The man chasing Hyena also caught up, panting as he drew a small blade.  

“Huff…! Huff…! You damn bitch…!”  

“Haah…! Haah…!”  

Hyena panted and clicked her tongue.  

A group robbery—so, ordinary criminals…  

In this era, where monster attacks left many gaps in public safety, villains weren’t the only ones committing crimes.  

Thinking she was out of luck, Hyena took out her wallet and threw it at the criminals.  

“Huu… Huu… Take it and let me go. I just want to go home.”  

“Huh? Look at this, she’s being reasonable. Nice.”  

“Hey, this wallet’s got a lot of cash.”  

Please, let them just be desperate for money, driven to crime by hunger.  

As Hyena tried to slip past the men rummaging through her wallet, the armed men blocked her path again.  

“Hold up. You live in District 3, right?”  

“You look like some rich family’s daughter. Let’s squeeze some money out of your parents.”  

“Haah… I don’t have parents. They’re already gone.”  

“Oh? An orphan? Even better!”  

“No one to report us—let’s take her and have some fun. She’s cute.”  

“Keugh… I like feisty ones like her.”  

Ugh, seriously. Hyena told them they’d gain nothing by holding her, but the criminals seemed determined to prove they were scum.  

Just as Hyena reached into her pocket—thud—a sound came from the shadows at the end of the alley.  

“W-What the—? Huh?!”  

Whoosh! A black figure rushed forward, instantly knocking the knife out of the hand of the man in front of Hyena.  

Then—thud thud thud!—like popcorn bursting, the robbers were sent flying through the air, slamming into the walls.  

“Ugh! Kehk! Agh! Gahk!”  

As they screamed and clutched their injuries, a large, beast-like man stepped forward.  

“…Do you have parents?”  

“Ugh, aaaah…! What the hell, you bastard…!”  

“Guess not.”  

“Eh? Mr Han Mu-ryo…?”  

Emerging from the darkness was Han Mu-ryo, the superpower human who had recently appeared at the free meal center.  

Moving with surprising agility for his massive frame, he grabbed each man’s hand one by one and crushed them.  

“Kyaaaak!”  

“Agh! Aaaah!”  

“Huff…! Stop! That’s enough!”  

“Why should I stop?”  

“P-Please… Spare me…”  

“Grrrr…”  

Crunch, crunch… Ignoring Hyena’s pleas, Mu-ryo kept crushing the criminals’ hands until blood dripped from his own. Then, he turned to look at her.  

Maybe it was because they were facing each other in the dark, but the usually gentle Mu-ryo now radiated a heavy, murderous aura. Swallowing hard, Hyena trembled as she spoke.  

“T-The police… The law will punish criminals. You can’t do this.”  

“The police aren’t here.”  

“That doesn’t mean you can resort to violence!”  

“Even after they pointed knives at you?”  

“…This is excessive. It’s vigilantism. You’re an superpower human, too.”  

“Strange. I heard thieves get their hands cut off.”  

“T-That’s… Too much.”  

“Too much?”  

“Well, maybe that’s fair punishment, but these days, with the monster crisis…”  

“Hmm.”  

Mu-ryo blinked his wide eyes like a curious beast, pausing in silence.  

After a tense moment, he stood up, leaving the groaning men behind.  

“Fine. I’ll leave one hand.”  

“Hiiii…!”  

“Ugh, aaaah…! Police, call the police…!”  

“Haah…”  

As Hyena sighed in relief, the robbers staggered to their feet and limped away.  

Mu-ryo stared at her silently, then gave his usual blunt greeting.  

“You’ve gained weight since I last saw you.”  

“T-That’s rude!”  

“Just joking. So you’re an superpower human.”  

“It’s nothing special… I can’t hunt monsters or catch villains.”  

Beep beep beep beep— Pulling out her phone, Hyena reported the robbers’ escape direction and coordinates to the police before looking up at Mu-ryo.  

Was it the night fog? Or the blood she’d just seen? Unlike in daylight, he now seemed dangerous and sharp.  

Her heart pounding, Hyena placed a hand on her chest and asked,  

“Why are you here, Mr Mu-ryo…?”  

“I was hunting a monster nearby.”  

“Huh? But there was no alert.”  

“Because I killed it before the alarm went off.”  

Was this another joke? Monster alerts sounded the moment a monster entered the detection range, and heroes only knew where monsters were after the alarm.  

Even Starlight, who could sense monsters, had never claimed to detect and kill one before it appeared.  

After a moment of thought, Hyena’s face suddenly turned red.  

“D-Don’t lie, Mr Mu-ryo… And, you shouldn’t follow women like this.”  

“Follow? I don’t see any footprints.”  

“No, I mean… Stalking. You know what that means, right?”  

“Stalking?”  

“Y-You know, when you secretly follow a woman you’re interested in… Oh, never mind.”  

As Mu-ryo innocently tilted his head, Hyena’s face burned even hotter, and Heat Haze rose from her head.  

Her embarrassment made her lose control of her ability, raising her body temperature.  

Noticing this, Mu-ryo stared at her head and swallowed.  

“Looks delicious.”  

“You shouldn’t say things like that to women.”  

“Mhm.”  
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Ch.44 The Strange Man  

Because Han Mu-ryo was the one who helped her, Yoo Hyena thought, He’s just going to ask for food again and brushed off his rude remark as she turned her steps back toward home.  

But only for a moment. Sensing something strange, Yoo Hyena turned around and saw Han Mu-ryo standing still in the alley, watching her.  

“Huh? Aren’t you coming?”  

“Should I?”  

“What? Well, I mean… Right now…?”  

Wasn’t he supposed to help her and walk her home? Or was it just a coincidence, and they were supposed to part ways now? Should she even tell him where she lived?  

As these thoughts raced through Yoo Hyena’s mind, Han Mu-ryo began walking toward her, like a stray cat following her at night.  

Despite his odd behavior, the sheer size of the man walking beside her in the dark gave Yoo Hyena an unexpected sense of security. She decided to use him as a bodyguard for the rest of the way home.  

Han Mu-ryo followed closely behind her, his eyes scanning their surroundings.  

Is he keeping watch in case another criminal shows up? Yoo Hyena felt her face grow warm at the thought, but his next words chilled her more than the night air.  

“Is Starlight not coming?”  

“…You must’ve heard from the residents. That I’m Starlight’s younger sister.”  

“A lot of people mentioned it.”  

“She’s not coming.”  

“Why?”  

“Because I told her not to.”  

“Why?”  

“My sister is busy, you know? Even if she’s an S-rank hero, she’s still human. Instead of wasting time on me, she should rest at home when she can. That way, she can save more people when it really matters.”  

“I see.”  

Han Mu-ryo nodded as if he understood, which left Yoo Hyena bewildered.  

Was his question not out of curiosity about Starlight, but genuinely wondering why her sister wouldn’t come when her younger sister was in danger?  

Feeling guilty for her sharp reaction, Yoo Hyena bowed her head slightly.  

“I’m sorry. You helped me, and I wasn’t even grateful.”  

“If you’re grateful, add more meat to the cafeteria menu.”  

“Food again? You really love eating, huh?”  

She let out a small laugh, thinking how simple Han Mu-ryo was. It put her at ease.  

Han Mu-ryo was a strange man, but not a bad one.  

He didn’t hide complicated intentions, nor did he approach with ulterior motives. All he wanted was to eat his fill and sleep soundly.  

When they arrived at her doorstep, Yoo Hyena bowed deeply, sincerely thankful that Han Mu-ryo had saved her by chance.  

“Thank you for helping me today. If you have time later, I’ll treat you to a meal.”  

The words slipped out naturally, something she’d grown used to saying while volunteering at free meal services.  

But Han Mu-ryo’s eyes lit up, and he stepped closer with sudden enthusiasm.  

“A meal? You’re going to buy me food?”  

“Y-Yes? That’s… Right?”  

“When is later? The weekend?”  

“Uh… N-No? I have volunteer work on weekends…”  

“A weekday, then? Good. I can eat my fill on a weekday too.”  

“W-Wait, don’t just rush at me like that!”  

Ah, crap…! Realizing her mistake too late, Yoo Hyena blinked rapidly and took a step back.  

He was so big that just standing close made her feel like she was being enveloped, leaving her flustered.  

Unfazed, Han Mu-ryo kept pressing, his excitement obvious.  

“Which weekday? Later isn’t specific enough.”  

“Huh? I mean, uh… Whenever you’re free?”  

“Good.”  

With that, Han Mu-ryo suddenly leaped up, landing on a nearby streetlight.  

As the cold night air finally snapped her out of her daze, Yoo Hyena stared blankly. Han Mu-ryo crushed the streetlight underfoot with a crack and jumped onto a higher building.  

“W-Wait! You’re leaving without even a goodbye?! Hey! Why’d you break the streetlight?!”  

What should I even criticize first? Confused, Yoo Hyena hesitated before shouting after his disappearing figure.  

“Be careful on your way home!”  

Does Han Mu-ryo even need to be careful? Embarrassed by her own words, she touched her warm cheeks and headed inside.  

He really was like a typhoon—appearing and vanishing in an instant, just like when he first showed up in District 4.  

He’d disappeared like this, but she had a feeling he’d suddenly reappear at some point.  

But she never expected to see him again the very next morning.  

“What are you doing here?”  

Early in the morning, as Yoo Hyena left for work, Han Mu-ryo stood in front of her house, dressed exactly as he had been the night before.  

“I’m hungry.”  

At his innocent tone, Yoo Hyena smacked her forehead without thinking.  

Ah, right… This guy eats a ridiculous amount.  

She had told him to come whenever he was free, and apparently, that meant now.  

“S-Sorry, but not today—I mean, not right now. I’m heading to work… I won’t have time until after my shift.”  

“When does your shift end?”  

“Huh? Uh… Around six in the evening…?”  

Han Mu-ryo raised a single finger on his palm, pointing toward the rising sun.  

“That’s 9 hours and 11 minutes from now. Understood.”  

“How do you even know the time like—wait, what?”  

Pulling out her phone to check, Yoo Hyena was startled.  

It was 8:49 AM—exactly 9 hours and 11 minutes until her shift ended.  

Before she could marvel at this, Han Mu-ryo leaped back onto a streetlight.  

Crack!  

The already damaged streetlight from last night shattered completely under his weight.  

“Hey! I told you not to break the streetlights!”  

And why jump on a new one when you could’ve used the one you broke last night?!  

Exhausted before her day even began, Yoo Hyena hurried to work.  

At the company, Yoo Hyena went by Oh Hana, concealing her appearance to hide the fact that she was Starlight’s younger sister.  

Her job was at a private monster insurance firm, where she reviewed damage claims and ensured payouts were correctly processed.  

Pressing ‘Approve’ sent the insurance money, while ‘Review’ held it back.  

Yoo Hyena had one of the highest approval rates in the office.  

“Oh Hana, the manager wants to see you.”  

“…Sigh.”  

“Hang in there.”  

Because of her leniency, she was frequently called into the manager’s office.  

“What are you thinking, approving so many claims?! You think we’re here to hand out money?!”  

“Manager, but these are—”  

“Is it your money?! Huh?! Wake up! Do you know how much the company’s losing because of you?!”  

“But the victims deserve their insurance—”  

“If you’re just gonna hand out money, go work at a welfare center! Why are you even here?!”  

Scolded and kicked out once again, Yoo Hyena washed her face in the restroom.  

“…It’s not even his money.”  

She followed the regulations exactly—what was the problem?  

If anything, the insurance money came from citizens’ premiums and government support. It wasn’t meant to fatten the company’s profits but to help those in need.  

Part of her wanted to report the company to the authorities for withholding rightful payouts.  

But if she involved Starlight, the media would spin it as a hero’s sister abusing her influence.  

Even reporting it herself would lead to similar complications.  

Yoo Hyena, living as Oh Hana to avoid the spotlight, didn’t want that.  

“Sigh…”  

Stressed, she splashed water on her face and headed back to her desk.  

Outside the window, a long contrail streaked across the sky.  

Her sister was flying off to battle another monster.  

Whenever an S-rank hero moved, it meant a Disaster-class monster.  

After the Black Cat’s appearance, W-City no longer treated disasters as catastrophes like A or B-City, where heroes were abundant. But large-scale incidents still caused massive damage.  

“Working hard as always… Huh?”  

Just then, a large figure sat up abruptly on a rooftop across the street.  

Rubbing his eyes as if he’d been napping, the man stared at Starlight’s fading trail, then yawned and stood.  

“What the…? What’s he doing there? Taking a nap…?” 

Wait—is he waiting for me because I said I’d treat him to food after work?!  

Flustered, Yoo Hyena pressed her face to the window.  

Han Mu-ryo noticed her gaze and met her eyes.  

He patted his stomach—a clear I’m hungry gesture.  

Yoo Hyena let out a disbelieving laugh.  

Then Han Mu-ryo started running across the rooftops.  

“Is he seriously going to hunt monsters now?”  

Moments later, back at her desk, Oh Hana received an alert about another major monster attack.  

At the same time, the manager’s furious shout echoed through the office.  

“Goddammit! It’s the Black Cat again!”  

News of the Black Cat hunting a monster nearby was never good for private insurers.  

Unlike government insurance, which only assessed the damage, private insurers lured customers with special policies—like paying out only for ‘Despair-class’ or higher monster attacks. 

Such attacks were rare, and victims often didn’t survive to claim the money.  

It was a lucrative product—until the Black Cat showed up.  

“How is the Black Cat a Despair-class?! That damn cat should be under a special clause! When is the government passing that law?!”  

For W-City’s private insurers, Despair-class policies were no longer profitable.  

“People get full eating kebabs at food stalls and then claim full Despair-class payouts?! How does that make sense?!”  

“Oh Hana, heading out?”  

“Yes. Good work today, Team Leader.”  

“Take care~ You worked hard.”  

After a tiring day under the manager’s scolding, Yoo Hyena finally left work.  

Glancing toward the rooftop where Han Mu-ryo had been, she heard a thud from between buildings.  

Remembering last night, she realized it was Han Mu-ryo landing.  

A moment later, he emerged—still shirtless—and began lumbering toward her.  

Panicking, Yoo Hyena hurried away from the office entrance.  

Han Mu-ryo sped up, falling into step right behind her.  

“You’re off work.”  

“Y-Yeah, so stop following me so closely!”  

“Were you lying?”  

“I wasn’t! I’ll treat you, just… Walk a little farther behind me, okay?”  

“I’m hungry.”  

“Ugh, fine! But at least wear something!”  

“Can’t find clothes that fit.”  

Should I buy him clothes first?  

After a brief debate, Yoo Hyena glanced around to ensure no coworkers were nearby, then tugged at Han Mu-ryo’s waistband.  

“Come with me.”  

She dragged him into a nearby clothing store and picked out the largest sizes available.  

In this era of monsters, average body sizes had decreased due to reduced food intake, but some brands still carried oversized clothing for physically enhanced superpower humans.  

Finding the biggest hoodie, Yoo Hyena marveled at how much more normal Han Mu-ryo looked with a proper top.  

“H-How about trying these too?”  

“I like these pants.”  

“Come on, they’ll look good. I’ll buy them for you.”  

“No.”  

Despite his stubbornness, his tattered firefighter pants stayed. But at least he looked less like a weirdo and more like a fitness enthusiast now.  

Now we won’t stand out too much.  

Yoo Hyena pondered where to take him.  

Wait… Is this like a date?  

She glanced at Han Mu-ryo, then pulled out a lipstick from her pouch and applied it.  

“You’re putting ketchup on your lips.”  

“It’s lipstick.”  

Sighing at his clueless stare, she asked,  

“So… What do you like to eat?”  

“Gukbap.” (Korean soup with rice)  

“…Gukbap.”  

I shouldn’t have bothered with the lipstick.  

Deflated, Yoo Hyena led the way.
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Ch.45 Villain or Hero 

Yoo Hyena searched for a nearby gukbap (soup rice) restaurant and arrived. As soon as she sat down, she ordered gukbap for the hungry Han Mu-ryo.  

“Excuse me, six bowls of gukbap to start, please.”  

“Ah, yes, miss… Are more people coming?”  

“No, it’s just the two of us.”  

“Huh…? Uh…? Understood.”  

Well, of course, that would be the reaction. Blinking in surprise, the server glanced at Han Mu-ryo, probably wondering if this huge man really ate that much.  

What should she do? Six bowls was already a low estimate—she didn’t want to order too much and seem like she was joking.  

A short while later, when the gukbap arrived, Yoo Hyena immediately ordered five more bowls.  

“Could we get five more bowls, please?”  

“Huh? But these just came out…”  

“Uh… Just watch for a second. You’ll understand once you see.”  

“Gulp—!”  

Glug glug glug— Han Mu-ryo downed the steaming-hot gukbap like it was alcohol, then set the empty bowl down. The server’s eyes widened in shock.  

Then, the next bowl—gulp gulp—it took him about ten seconds to finish an entire bowl. For Han Mu-ryo, one bowl of gukbap was like a single spoonful to Yoo Hyena.  

“R-right away, I’ll bring more!”  

“Good.”  

“Yes, I’ll bring some chives too!”  

Sigh…  

Yoo Hyena exhaled and slowly began eating the gukbap in front of her.  

For a brief moment, she had felt her heart flutter because of this man—how stupid of her. Still, Han Mu-ryo didn’t seem to have any ulterior motives, which put her at ease.  

“Eat slowly. I won’t say anything even if you eat until you’re full.”  

“I am eating slowly.”  

“After already emptying four bowls?”  

“More gukbap is here—Whoa, seriously? Should I clear these away right now?”  

“Ten bowls… No, just keep bringing more until I say to stop.”  

“Yes!”  

The owner—a middle-aged man—had come out to see if such a voracious eater really existed, carrying more gukbap with an astonished expression.  

What a windfall! Excited, the owner hurried back and forth. Watching him, Yoo Hyena quietly observed Han Mu-ryo and asked,

“Do you like gukbap?”  

“Gukbap is the best food. It’s not expensive, comes out quickly, has a lot of volume, and the broth fills you up well.”  

“Huh…? So, you like it not because it tastes good but because it fills you up?”  

“It’s also delicious.”  

“Well… If that’s the case, I could’ve taken you somewhere with a better atmosphere where you could eat a lot of other things too.”  

If that was the reason he chose gukbap, she could’ve just taken him to a nicer place. Feeling slightly regretful, Yoo Hyena watched as Han Mu-ryo emptied his tenth bowl.

“Every site supervisor I’ve worked with says the same thing: the best free meal you can get is gukbap.”  

“Ah…”  

“Maximum three bowls.”  

Wait, so did he choose this because he knew he ate a lot and didn’t want to burden her with expensive food?  

Suddenly, gukbap didn’t seem so bad. Yoo Hyena glanced at the menu.  

“…Do you like suyuk (boiled pork slices) too?”  

“I’ve never had it because it’s expensive.”  

“Excuse me~! Bring us four plates of suyuk too!”  

“Do you like suyuk?”  

“I ordered it for you.”  

With suyuk added to the order, Han Mu-ryo’s eyes widened, and he began devouring the food ravenously.  

He didn’t eat messily—he used his utensils properly—and if not for the sheer quantity, he would’ve looked like a blissful eater.  

Glance. Yoo Hyena checked the growing pile of empty bowls and the bill, then carefully pulled out Yoo Anna’s card from her bag.  

If possible, she would’ve paid with her own money… But this man was someone who ate at free meal centers, and it was her sister who told her to feed him and use him like a bodyguard.  

As Han Mu-ryo happily continued eating, he suddenly spoke up as if a thought had just occurred to him.  

“There’s one thing I’m curious about.”  

“Hm? If you’re wondering whether I’ll really keep ordering until you’re full, I promised—”  

“What is punishment?”  

“Punishment…?”  

The sound of Han Mu-ryo stuffing a heap of chives into his gukbap and chewing (crunch crunch) overlapped in Yoo Hyena’s memory with the sound of him crushing the Hands of those robbers.  

Suddenly, last night’s events flashed through her mind. Han Mu-ryo, who had stopped himself from crushing the criminals’ Hands at her request, was now asking her again—more carefully this time—why.  

“I thought about it while sleeping. Was it unjust for me to break those bastards’ Hands because I’m not human?”  

“Superpower humans are humans too, Han Mu-ryo.”  

“I am different from humans.”  

“Well, that’s true, but… You’re still human, so the same laws apply to you.”  

“Laws.”  

“Yes. So even if the one who committed a crime is a villain, and the one who arrested them is a hero, the same standards apply. If a non-superpower human arrested another non-superpower human crushed their Hands like that… It’d be excessive force. So you shouldn’t do it either, Han Mu-ryo.”  

Suddenly, Yoo Hyena remembered something her sister had gone through not long ago.  

Even if they’re villains, even if they’re criminals, even if they’re citizens who don’t obey heroes—  

Heroes must protect civilians, so they can’t recklessly kill.  

Against villains, the rules loosen slightly, as it becomes a mutual standoff with weapons drawn… But even then, killing is the last resort.  

Those who can be rehabilitated after arrest are guided; those who can’t are punished only then.  

Frustrating, but that’s the law.  

“Why must such rules be followed?”  

“Do you… Not really know what the law is?”  

“I have a rough idea, but I haven’t known about it for long.”  

“Were you locked up somewhere and just got out…?”  

“Something like that.”  

What kind of life had this man lived to say such things?  

She’d met many people while working in District 4, but this was the first time she’d heard something like this.  

“Well… The law is the rules people live by. For example, right now, if you wanted this gukbap, you could just beat up the owner and take it, right? But why don’t you?”  

“Because the owner would get hurt.”  

“Right? So, to live happily together, we agree to follow these rules. That’s the law.”  

“G-gukbap… Is here.”  

The owner, glancing nervously, set down the gukbap. Han Mu-ryo blinked, deep in thought.  

A short while later, after emptying another bowl, he spoke as if something was strange.  

“What if the other side broke the rules first?”  

“We don’t know their circumstances, right? The people we saw yesterday were just bad criminals, but some criminals have no other choice.”  

“No other choice?”  

“There are people who commit crimes to survive.”  

“If they want to survive, they can go to a construction site.”  

He wasn’t wrong.  

As long as society exists, anyone with the courage to work can earn money through their own labor.  

So why do criminals choose robbery and theft instead?  

“Some people might not even have the strength to do that, right? If they’re starving, with no work…”  

“As you said, there are children who steal to survive, and those forced into theft or robbery against their will.”  

“Right. Giving them the same punishment… Doesn’t seem fair.”  

“Support programs.”  

“Huh…?”  

“You said it yourself. That the government has support programs.” 

Indeed, Yoo Hyena had told District 4’s residents about welfare programs that help those in need. If they applied, they’d receive support funds, which they could use to start working gradually.  

“Those who have strength but break the rules don’t even try to find another way—they just pick up a blade. They bite their own kind, licking up their blood.”  

“But… Some just don’t know the right way.”  

“Even animals hunt when hungry. Rarely do they choose to prey on their weaker kin. Only monsters do that as a matter of course.”  

“…Those who choose crime of their own free will should be punished—for the wrongs they’ve committed.” 

Yoo Hyena agreed on that point.  

Even if they knew there was another path, if they chose crime for their own convenience, they deserved punishment.  

Like a child who learns that touching fire hurts, they must learn that crime doesn’t benefit them—it only invites others’ anger.  

“Then why shouldn’t they be punished?”  

“Because we don’t know. What those people have done.”  

“They pointed a knife at you.”  

“That’s true for those people, but others might have different circumstances. Some might pick up a knife just to earn today’s milk money, praying no one gets hurt.”  

“Then shouldn’t we just not punish those people?”  

“Yes, but if excessive actions are justified as punishment for theft or robbery everywhere, then excessive punishment becomes the legal standard. Without knowing why someone did something, excessive punishment could become the norm, right?”  

“I see.”  

“…Do you understand?”  

“Cutting off a thief’s Hand isn’t a bad punishment, but if it keeps happening, even those with no choice lose their Hands. You must consider that the other person might be weak—then bite.”  

“R-right! So… First, give thieves a light punishment. Then, if the investigation confirms they acted with malicious intent, add more punishment.”  

“And the ones who investigate are the police?”  

Nod. Yoo Hyena bowed her head, caught in a strange feeling.  

Huh? She thought this man was a fool, but maybe he was unexpectedly sharp. Was his comment about being locked up not a joke?  

Han Mu-ryo, as if writing new information on a blank page, stopped eating and muttered quietly.  

“The reason for the investigation is to confirm intent.”  

“Yes, exactly.”  

“If the intent is already known, punishment is acceptable.”  

“That’s why superpower humans with mind-reading abilities testify in final court judgments.”  

“So if you know someone’s true heart, punishing them is fine?”  

“No, no, no—not like that. Many people must know. If one person decides, how can we be sure it’s the right call? The one who claims they have ill intent might be lying. That’s why courts exist.”  

“Monsters are exterminated immediately, but humans like monsters aren’t?”  

“Exterminated? Heroes shouldn’t talk like that.”  

“I’m not a hero.”  

Yoo Hyena felt a small but significant shock at those words.  

Strictly speaking, the man before her was an illegal superpower—neither hero nor villain.  

“Non-humans dying benefits humans. So why hesitate to kill them?”  

“That’s… Not wrong, but… Wait, Han Mu-ryo, have you… Killed people before?”  

“Yes. Those who treat children like trash, and… Dying humans who begged me to kill them.”  

Crunch, crunch. Han Mu-ryo chewed through a piece of meat with bone still attached, speaking with the same tone as if commenting on how delicious the meal was.  

How could his words carry such a stench of blood? It was like talking to a beast, not a person.  

The illusion faded as the metallic scent thickened, overpowering even the greasy smell of the gukbap in front of her.  

“You don’t seem surprised or scared even though I’ve killed humans.”  

“Well, that’s… It doesn’t feel real and in this era… A world where people die easily to monsters…”  

“And yet you say killing humans is wrong? Why?”  

“Because…”  

“If fruit has a rotten spot, you cut it out before eating. If you eat it, you get sick. So why can’t humans cut out the rotten parts?”  

“Humans aren’t germs.” 

The more they talked, the more Yoo Hyena felt Han Mu-ryo’s standards were slightly misaligned with ordinary humans.  

But that didn’t mean he was just a deranged serial killer who murdered people indiscriminately.  

The fact that he was asking her these questions now proved that.  

“Han Mu-ryo? Wait, can I tell you why I think criminals shouldn’t be killed recklessly?”  

“Speak.”  

“Of course, the people you killed… Probably crossed a line. People targeting children would’ve gotten the death penalty even if Handed to the police. But what you’re struggling with isn’t whether those people should die or live, right?”  

“Hm.”  

“They don’t seem to have done something worthy of death, but they should still be punished, right? If you cut out everything rotten, you might cut out the healthy parts too.”  

“True.”  

“Then first, the reason we shouldn’t kill: people can change. Even criminals can reform, so we shouldn’t kill them.”  

“Reform…?” 

Again, Han Mu-ryo reacted as if he’d never heard the word before.  

Like a blank slate—a strong child who knew nothing.  

His methods were brutal, but his reasoning was a kind heart that sought to remove trash harming others from his sight. 

In that moment, Yoo Hyena realized: depending on her words, Han Mu-ryo could become either a villain or a hero.
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Ch.46 The Instinct of a Monster

“Rehabilitation means forgetting the past where you did bad things, living a righteous life, and atoning for your sins.”  

“That’s strange. Then do the wrongs disappear? What about those who were harmed by them?”  

“Of course, the wrongs don’t disappear. The victims would want the perpetrator to be punished rather than rehabilitated…”  

“Then why is rehabilitation necessary?”  

“It is necessary.”  

Han Mu-ryo set down the bowl of soup he was eating and frowned.  

“If rehabilitation is necessary because, as you say, people can change, then by the same logic, couldn’t someone who has been rehabilitated revert back to their old ways?”  

“Then should we kill all good people too, since they might do bad things someday?”  

“That’s not it. But if you say we shouldn’t kill inhuman humans just because there’s a chance they can become good, then the law is wrong.”  

“…Why do you think that?”  

“Monsters have the instinct to eat humans. Humans who are like monsters also have the same instinct. Nature doesn’t change.”  

A tense feeling—Yoo Hyena’s lips dried as if she were walking a tightrope while holding the leash of a beast.  

“If you care about humanity, monsters must die.”  

“So you’re saying criminals instinctively make choices no different from monsters, so they should die?”  

“Correct.”  

“Then… Hey, Mu-ryo? Why aren’t you eating your food right now?”  

Noticing something, Yoo Hyena pointed at the untouched bowl of gukbap Han Mu-ryo had set down.  

“Mu-ryo, you’ve been prioritizing conversation over eating your gukbap for a while now, haven’t you? Even though you love eating, why is that?”  

“I can eat later.”  

“Right, you’re more curious about the conversation than your instinct to eat, aren’t you? And the reason you’re curious is because you want to understand my thoughts, right?”  

“That’s correct.”  

“And the reason you want to understand is… Because you want to get along better with me… Right?”  

“…Is that so?”  

“Not just me, but with other people too, right? Someone as strong as you could easily take the gukbap by force. So you want to understand to get along well… Right?”  

“Hmm…”  

Seeing Han Mu-ryo lost in thought again, Yoo Hyena expanded her reasoning further.  

“Rehabilitation is about teaching someone how to overcome their instincts again. Wanting to understand others and being understood makes people refrain from doing bad things. Instincts can be overcome—that’s what makes us human.”  

“If you can overcome your instincts, you’re human…”  

“Right? You’re human too, Mu-ryo. That’s why you’re overcoming your instinct to eat the soup right now, aren’t you?”  

“Human…”  

“Exactly. There’s even the Black Cat, right? Even monsters can overcome their instincts.”  

Han Mu-ryo, his expression stiff, picked up the gukbap bowl and set it back down in silence.  

Though a mutant, the Black Cat is the greatest example of a monster overcoming its instinct to prey on humans and instead helping them.  

“If even monsters can do it, why can’t humans? If you keep resisting, even those who seem irredeemable might have a chance to return.”  

“The cases of them returning seem few.”  

“But the fact that there are any at all is worth noting. And among those people, many made mistakes out of necessity, just as you said.”  

“So rehabilitation isn’t for the sake of those who did wrong, but for those who didn’t?”  

“Yes. Plus, if we don’t even give them a chance to rehabilitate, they might do worse things. A cornered beast lashes out harder, doesn’t it? If villains are humans like monsters, we should believe there’s still some humanity left in them and try to communicate. If that doesn’t work… Then there’s no choice…”  

The humanity remaining in monsters—Han Mu-ryo slowly closed and opened his eyes at those words, his dark gaze settling.  

The ‘monsters’ Yoo Hyena spoke of were villains.  

But to Han Mu-ryo, those words didn’t sound like they referred to villains.  

“Actually… Even though I said all that, I think you’re right, Mu-ryo… I often wonder if rehabilitation is really possible. Like how forcing carnivores to eat grass makes them sick.”  

“Because that’s how they’re born.”  

“So even with rehabilitation, it all comes down to believing the other person is human… Do you know the story of the shepherd? To protect the sheep, you must kill the wolves—living with them is impossible. But dogs, the same species as wolves, can be used to protect the sheep, right? You hope it’s a dog, not a wolf, and teach it if it does wrong… But if it turns out to be a wolf… Yes, killing it is right. Still, I think it’s okay to carefully check whether it’s a wolf or not at least once.”  

Dogs and wolves are different.  

Monsters and villains are different.  

Even if humans become villains, they can still return to the fold of humanity.  

“To make the world a better place, as many people as possible must think and act rightly. For that reason… Even villains shouldn’t be killed carelessly. If we say, ‘Since monsters exist, it doesn’t matter if people die, crime is fine,’ then humans won’t fight monsters—they’ll just be chased by them.”  

The fold of humanity is what keeps humans from becoming beasts.  

That’s why, even if they suffer harm from beasts who reveal themselves, humans strive to protect that fold.  

Because they believe humans are better than beasts, because they believe they must remain human.  

That’s how humanity has survived.  

“In the end, rehabilitation is an ideal. But if people don’t dream of ideals, things won’t improve. We must all uphold the ideal together… It’s not that rehabilitation is necessary, but the belief that it’s necessary is what’s needed. It’s a bit hard to understand, isn’t it?”  

“No, I understand.”  

“…Really?”  

“Humans, weaker than monsters, survived by striving to follow the rule of not killing each other… Right?”  

“Uh… And?”  

“Believing in rehabilitation isn’t for those who can’t be rehabilitated, but for those who truly made mistakes. If we abandon the ideal of rehabilitation, we’ll shed even more blood than by killing monsters.”  

Han Mu-ryo’s understanding was infinitely close to Yoo Hyena’s answer.  

To live happily together, one cannot seek happiness alone.  

Everyone must put in a little effort to survive.  

“The law exists to protect the weak from each other. It’s not too sharp because it considers the moment it might stab them by mistake. It’s about remembering that the other is human and attempting dialogue…”  

“Breaking the rules by force for what you want is the act of a monster, not a human…”  

As Han Mu-ryo muttered blankly, Yoo Hyena felt something was off.  

His expression seemed hollow, like when he talked to Starlight—as if the essence of the conversation had gone astray.  

Noticing her gaze, Han Mu-ryo, who had been stuffing his mouth with meat, spoke.  

“Humans are human because they protect the weak. They grew as strong as monsters by moving for the weak. Even if reality isn’t like that, it was possible because they strove to make it so.”  

Even laws that seem flawed exist for the weak.  

Failing to properly punish the strong is also for the weak.  

If the rules of monsters, based on strength, were applied, it would no longer be a human world.  

“If you’re strong, you don’t need to follow the law. But because you follow it, you’re human.”  

“…That’s right. Though… Unlike what we say, reality is a mess.”  

“It doesn’t matter. Isn’t that the ideal of being human?”  

“Huh? Oh, right?”  

Seeing Han Mu-ryo respond as if he understood her, Yoo Hyena’s lips curled up on their own.  

Because Han Mu-ryo is also human, he must uphold the law for humanity’s sake.  

Even if it’s hard, striving for the ideal is what matters.  

“Effort to remain human…”  

Saying this, Han Mu-ryo picked up his bowl again and gulped down the now perfectly cool gukbap.  

Is this what it feels like to teach love and understanding to a beast?  

With a heart full of pride, Yoo Hyena placed more meat in Han Mu-ryo’s new bowl of gukbap.  

“I never imagined I’d have this kind of conversation with you, Mu-ryo.”  

“Why?”  

“Well… I thought you were the type who’d only say things like ‘Meat good, soup good.'”  

“Meat good.”  

“Wait, Mu-ryo? Are you pretending to be dumb on purpose?”  

“Not dumb.”  

“Mu-ryo?”  

What’s with him? Han Mu-ryo, who had seemed enlightened moments ago, reverted to his usual self in an instant.  

Just earlier, he had the contradictory charm of a beast with intelligence—now he was just a beast.  

What a weird guy… Thinking this, Yoo Hyena went back to eating her delicious-smelling gukbap.  

The meal ended after Han Mu-ryo finished his 70th bowl.  

“Good meal.”  

“Thank you! Come again! Preferably with a reservation next time!”  

“…You ate a bit less today? Are you holding back?”  

“Gukbap is salty.”  

Realizing even her sense of portion sizes was warped, Yoo Hyena wondered if she should add more salt to Han Mu-ryo’s food.  

Taking the card from the exhausted but happy restaurant owner, she stepped outside, ready to head home.  

Then, Han Mu-ryo, having finished his business, tried to leap onto a streetlight again without a word.  

“W-wait! It’s night! Walk me home!”  

“Hmm.”  

“And stop breaking streetlights! Why do you keep breaking them? Is it fun?”  

“Kind of fun.”  

“Huh? No way… You’re not serious, right?”  

Han Mu-ryo slowly averted his gaze, and Yoo Hyena, about to scold him, burst into laughter instead.  

The more she looked at him, the more he seemed like a giant child.  

A mischievous child who listens well if taught properly.  

“Don’t do it again. Streetlights are paid for with taxes! Just one light gone makes the night so much scarier.”  

“Too bad.”  

“Too bad… Seriously, no more. Promise?”  

“What’s a promise?”  

“Huh? You don’t know promises…? Here, hold your hand like… This…?”  

As Yoo Hyena forcibly took Han Mu-ryo’s hand to make him promise, he raised both hands above his head.  

“I don’t really get what a promise is.”  

“Are you really a child?”  

Is he just messing around for fun?  

Yoo Hyena erased her earlier thought of him being a giant child.  

This is a giant, stubborn, ridiculously strong child.  

At least he’s kind-hearted—that’s some comfort.  

“Look, this streetlight is broken because of you. It’s dark now.”  

“Streetlight was weak.”  

“Ugh, seriously…”  

After Han Mu-ryo walked her home, Yoo Hyena thanked him and stepped inside, passing under the broken streetlight.  

Flicker, flicker… Under the broken streetlight that flashed like gasping breaths, she looked up at Han Mu-ryo standing beside her.  

“Then, be careful going back. Thanks again for helping me at night. And… If there’s anything else you don’t understand, feel free to ask anytime.”  

An inexplicable sense of responsibility for Han Mu-ryo sprouted in Yoo Hyena’s heart.  

If I don’t teach him properly, he’ll probably do weird things somewhere else.  

But he seems to understand well when taught, so maybe I should talk to him more when he visits the cafeteria.  

“Yoo Hyena, let me tell you something.”  

At that moment, Han Mu-ryo spoke.  

“Humans who become monsters can never return to being human.”  

“No, they can. Even villains. So…”  

“I just ate until I was full.”  

“Huh…?”  

“It’s not overcoming instincts—it’s ignoring them. So it’s just endurance.”  

“W-wait, Mu-ryo, why are you suddenly—”  

Han Mu-ryo stepped close, leaning in.  

The unfamiliar proximity startled Yoo Hyena, who shut her eyes tight. A low, beast-like growl whispered in her ear,

“To me, you still look delicious.”  

“Eh…? Wh-what…?”  

A hot haze rose in her head—was the night air always this cold?  

This guy’s too much like a beast…! What does he mean, ‘looks delicious’? What’s he trying to say by enduring his instincts?  

Her heart pounded so loudly she forgot to breathe.  

Just as she gulped, the sound tightening her chest, a siren blared through the night like an electric shock to her heart.  

A monster alert echoed in the distance—had a monster appeared somewhere else?  

The small, noisy sound gradually steadied her heartbeat.  

Regaining her senses, Yoo Hyena stepped back under the streetlight’s light.  

“…T-too close. Not yet, that kind of thing.”  

Why am I like this? She glanced at Han Mu-ryo under the broken streetlight, her heart still unsteady.  

Han Mu-ryo wasn’t looking at her but somewhere far away, his brow furrowed.  

At that moment, Yoo Hyena also realized something was wrong.  

The siren was getting louder.  

No—it was spreading across the entire W-City.  

[Emergency alert! Citizens of W-City, please evacuate immediately. Repeat! Emergency alert! All citizens of W-City, evacuate at once!]  

Beep! Beep! Beep! Emergency alarms blared from all over the residential area, lighting up the dark streets.  

People rushed out, fleeing toward shelters as buildings sealed their entrances.  

“Evacuate.”  

“Mu-ryo!”  

Han Mu-ryo didn’t step on the streetlight—he leaped onto a building in one bound.  

Among the fleeing crowd, Yoo Hyena, looking up at him, remembered that Han Mu-ryo was an incredibly powerful superpower human. She ran toward the shelter.  

The cold voice of the emergency broadcast cut sharply through the night air, which had been thick with tension moments ago.  

[The Black Cat is attacking people! Current casualties: 5 children, 47 adults dead!]  

Yoo Hyena bit her lip.  

So it’s finally happened.  

[Repeat, the Black Cat is attacking! Citizens, do not approach the monster and evacuate immediately!] 
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Ch.47 Anger

Yoo Anna had always known that something like this would happen.  

Until just a little while ago, she had been waiting for a day she didn’t want to come.  

And then, at some point, she stopped waiting.  

“Ugh…”  

[Two heroes have been defeated! B-rank Kim Hyuk-jun and C-rank Oh Cheol-sik are dead! I repeat! All B-rank and below, evacuate the area immediately! Please wait in the safe zone!]  

The urgent transmission cutting through the night fog made Yoo Anna replay the events of just moments ago in her mind.  

Seven Crush-class monsters had appeared in District 8, and the heroes on-site had responded to the alert.  

Then, along with an emergency alarm, shocking news had echoed through the building.  

The Black Cat wasn’t hunting monsters—it was hunting heroes.  

“Why…?!”  

Could it be that Kim Hyuk-jun and Oh Cheol-sik had secretly been up to no good?  

For a brief moment, guilt washed over her for doubting her fellow heroes—her comrades—but Yoo Anna refused to believe the Black Cat had done this without reason.  

Maybe there was some misunderstanding. No, why would the Black Cat start hunting humans now?  

That thing used to just eat beef. Why?  

Thorn-like thoughts twisted painfully in her head.  

This was stupid.  

The Black Cat was a monster.  

“Now, of all times…!”  

With a sonic boom trailing at her feet, Yoo Anna shot toward District 8, biting her lip.  

In the end, this was how it had to be.  

She must have known, deep down, that this was what monsters were like.  

The Black Cat was a monster that devoured humans.  

Monsters deceive—only fools fall for it.  

She should never have trusted it.  

And yet, even Yoo Anna had thought the Black Cat was different.  

Like an idiot, she had believed in it.  

She, the hero who should have been the greatest threat to the Black Cat in W-City, had let her guard down.  

[The B-Black Cat… The shelter… Ah…]  

This was the result.  

The operator sighed as she watched the footage from the scene.  

Just the word shelter was enough to tell her what was happening.  

The Black Cat had found it and was tearing into it—like a lunchbox filled with human meat.  

A shelter under attack by a Despair-class monster like the Black Cat wouldn’t last more than a minute.  

To a Despair-class monster, a shelter was nothing more than an annoying fruit peel.  

No—maybe not even that.  

Because the Black Cat had Devourer, the ability it gained from devouring heroes.  

[Life signals detected… Correction—current fatalities… Shelter No. 21 in District 8, all occupants deceased. Registered occupants… 52 total. Five children, 47 adults.]  

“Aaaaaaah!”  

At the transmission in her ear, Yoo Anna screamed and accelerated even faster.  

Disgust at herself forever finding such a monster cute. Guilt that people were dying because of her. Betrayal—by the Black Cat.  

Betrayal? What had she even been trusting in the first place?  

The night sky blurred past her. The moment the Black Cat had landed before her, it vanished like a distant cloud left far behind.  

A monster that protected heroes. A monster that protected children. A monster that protected humans.  

A monster that stayed still when she petted its head. A monster that cried cutely. A monster that understood words. A monster that didn’t attack humans.  

The Black Cat was a monster.  

What the hell had she been expecting from it?  

And yet, she had wanted to believe.  

Why?  

As District 8 came into view, Yoo Anna accelerated even more toward the black figure in the distance.  

Accelerating—accelerating. Among S-rank heroes, Yoo Anna was renowned for her destructive power and flight speed. The technique she often used when making first contact with a monster.  

A fall from the sky—Meteor Fall.  

Between her stretched vision, her hero senses took in the horrific sight she didn’t want to see.  

A black cat chewing on the corpses of several children, their eyes unfocused. The bisected remains of heroes are scattered around it. People who seemed to have been killed just for fun.  

All of them—dead.  

Weak humans were snacks for monsters. Monsters were humanity’s natural predators—humanity’s enemies.  

“BLACK CAAAAAAT!”  

“Kyyaaoooh?!”  

BOOOOM!  

Yoo Anna’s foot slammed into the black monster’s body as she crashed down, kicking aside the shredded remains of people turned into lumps of meat.  

The moment the cat’s cry rang out, she felt a hollow sensation, as if she had stomped on empty air.  

Sssshhk—  

The Black Cat, dispersed into black mist, reassembled itself in front of her.  

“Nyahaa…”  

“You… You…!”  

Grind.  

Clenching her teeth, Yoo Anna forced her chaotic thoughts into cold focus.  

Her tightly clenched fist trembled as white flames swelled around it.  

Whoosh. Whoosh.  

Engulfed in flames up to her head, Yoo Anna swung her fist at the Black Cat.  

“Now, of all times! You—YOUU!”  

If this was how it was going to be, why did you help me back then?  

No—I know. Because you’re a monster.  

Is it because you think you can take me on now?  

Because after eating all those other monsters, you finally think you can beat me? Because now’s your chance?  

In the end, the Black Cat started hunting humans because Yoo Anna was weak.  

These people died because Yoo Anna was weak.  

Yoo Anna trusted the Black Cat because she was weak.  

She was still weak.  

Still.  

“AAAAAAAH!”  

Covering her entire body in superheated plasma, Yoo Anna charged at the Black Cat as it scattered like mist.  

The technique that had made her nickname Eraser even more infamous—a sphere of destruction that would melt any monster below Despair-class just by approaching her.  

Even if she had to destroy the entire city with her own hands, she would kill this Despair-class monster.  

Before it could slaughter every human in this city.  

Grrrrrl—  

The space along Yoo Anna’s trajectory melted and collapsed.  

As if replacing the tears that had dried up from betrayal, steam rose into the sky, and the ground turned to glass, shimmering.  

Whoosh! Whoosh!  

Stretching both hands toward the Black Cat, who was fleeing with another ability—Shadow Mist—Yoo Anna summoned lightning from the Guryongseong into her body. A technique she had refined after realizing she could channel lightning-like energy into plasma.  

An improved version of her technique, was created solely to strike the fleeing Black Cat.  

Homing Flare.  

The light shot from Yoo Anna’s hand curved through the night sky, chasing the Black Cat’s flickering form.  

“Nyaaaaahk!”  

Ping! Ppang!  

The moment the flare struck, it exploded inside the Black Cat’s body. Letting out a pained screech, the monster twisted and clung to a building’s wall.  

Baring its fangs at Yoo Anna, its bladed tail lashed wildly—as if it would pounce any second.  

Then—Fwoop!—the tail sank into a window.  

A hole tore open in the night sky behind Yoo Anna as blades shot out.  

The blades burst in front of her—Shwaak!—scattering into tiny fragments that spread like mist before embedding themselves into Yoo Anna’s body.  

“Nyahahaha~”  

The Black Cat’s laughter, thinking it had landed a hit on a careless Yoo Anna.  

But Yoo Anna sneered at the monster for daring to laugh at something so pathetic, letting the blade fragments—unable to pierce her flame barrier—melt and fall to the ground.  

“Did you really think… That just because you got a few new abilities… You could beat me now?”  

You stupid thing—was this all you had before attacking humans?  

Unable to suppress her boiling rage and regret, Yoo Anna’s voice shook as she drew a circle in the air.  

A circular saw blade, shining like the sun—a new technique she had developed while researching ways to amplify the destructive power of her flares.  

The Solar Ring, originally prepared for a different Despair-class monster, began spinning rapidly in midair.  

“You’re delusional! You stupid bastard!”  

Yoo Anna overlapped two rings, spinning them in opposite directions.  

Tiny spheres of destruction, just like Yoo Anna herself, orbited around her.  

Satellite Sun.

As she launched miniature suns the same way she did her flares, the Black Cat—sensing danger—turned into shadow mist again.  

Shwaak!  

The spheres melted holes through buildings as they pursued the Black Cat, followed by curved beams of light.  

Dodging the destructive light filling the air—Bang! Bang!—The Black Cat flickered through the sky, bursting black mist with each teleport.  

Then, Yoo Anna appeared in front of it.  

“…Die.”  

The Black Cat’s eyes widened as it looked up at the sun overlapping the moon.  

In that instant, Yoo Anna’s tightly clenched fist smashed into the monster’s head.  

BOOOOM!  

A pillar of fire bore through the underground, leaving behind a glass-lined vertical tunnel glowing on the surface.  

Above, in the scorching steam that incinerated even embers, Yoo Anna radiated killing intent, spreading waves of energy.  

The Black Cat was a monster that would flee rather than fight to the death.  

The moment its head should have exploded from Yoo Anna’s punch, it vanished.  

If she failed to kill it here and now, W-City would be subjected to the Black Cat’s one-sided war of attrition.  

Just as Yoo Anna had chased but never caught the Black Cat before, each repetition of its playful human hunts would only increase the casualties.  

Crrrk—  

Clenching her fists until they nearly broke, Yoo Anna once again realized just how troublesome the Black Cat was as a foe—and cursed herself for not dealing with it sooner.  

She shouldn’t have let her guard down just because the Black Cat seemed to respond well to her act—shouldn’t have thought it was cute.  

She would kill it now.  

Whoom! Whoom! WHOOOM!  

Spreading waves to locate the hidden Black Cat, Yoo Anna sensed the monster’s presence on the roof of a cracked building and shot upward.  

The reaction was far too weak for a Despair-class monster—but that was the Black Cat’s nature.  

Sure enough, when she reached the roof, the Black Cat was there—eyes brimming with bloodlust.  

“DIIIIE!”  

BOOOOM!  

As Yoo Anna thrust her fist forward, the Black Cat sank into the shadows, dodging.  

This time, anticipating the ability, Yoo Anna stared at the shadow slithering beneath the horizontal pillars of fire she had painted across the sky.  

She raised a finger—and pulled the sun she had left below the building upward.  

Whoooom—  

The silent ascent of the sun melted and severed half the shadow.  

The Black Cat, writhing in pain, burst out from within it.  

“Grrrrrl…”  

The Black Cat’s body turned translucent, like a cloud obscuring the moonlight—an ability to phase through objects.  

But Yoo Anna’s flames burned through abilities.  

Whoosh.  

As the Black Cat sank into the building, Yoo Anna lowered the sun after it, dragging the monster back out in front of her.  

“I won’t… Fall for it… Anymore!”  

BOOOM!  

A pillar of fire pierced through the Black Cat’s lower body, blasting another hole into the ground.  

“I won’t… Let you kill anyone else!”  

One after another, wounds tore into the Black Cat’s body as it failed to evade the pursuing sun.  

“WHY?! WHY?! If this was how it was going to be—WHY?!”  

CRACKLE!  

The flames of destruction rained down toward the ground.  

The Black Cat, its head blown apart, landed.  

Right in front of a shelter that had already been ripped open—a metal case covered in claw and fang marks, filled with blood and chunks of meat.  

The Black Cat, standing before it, lowered its half-destroyed head toward the human flesh and blood.  

As Yoo Anna raised her fist, gathering energy to unleash, a fleeting image passed through her mind—the Black Cat sniffing at beef.  

Had even that been an act?  

“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOUUUU?!”  

An emotion no hero should ever feel—betrayal by a monster.  

Furious at herself for falling for it again, Yoo Anna’s fist, brimming with rage, shot toward the Black Cat.  

To kill it in this single strike, she enveloped her entire body in a massive pressure of flames—  

[Ooooooooh!!]  

The moment the Black Cat let out a deafening roar, the surrounding space distorted.  

Just as Yoo Anna controlled her flares, the Black Cat—wreathed in flames and wind—created a wall of heat, dispersing her energy.  

A new defensive measure against the long-range attacks Yoo Anna had developed to chase it.  

Just as Yoo Anna grew stronger, so did the Black Cat.  

But at point-blank range, her flames could still—no, they could inflict even more fatal wounds now.  

[OOOOOOH!!]  

“Gh—?!”  

As Yoo Anna tried to rush the Black Cat again, the ever-growing roar made her halt her energy for a split second.  

A sound that shook space—no, an ability overlaid on the roar.  

The sound itself hardened, carrying force far and wide.  

Spreading the cry across the entirety of W-City.  

[OOOOOOOH!!]  

“…What?”  

Whooom! Whooom!  

Just as Yoo Anna did when chasing monsters, a massive wave erupted from the Black Cat’s body, spreading through the entire city.  

Feeling the vibrations, Yoo Anna’s expression stiffened with an indescribable emotion.  

The monster’s pulse striking her body was telling her one thing,

The Black Cat is angry.
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Ch.48 Another Monster

“Fuck, that damn monster bastard!”  

Crash! An A-rank hero, having just returned from dispatch, kicked a trash can in anger.  

And for good reason—this was already his fifth dispatch today.  

Yet, despite responding each time, he hadn’t even caught a glimpse of the monster responsible, let alone engaged it. It would’ve been stranger if he wasn’t furious.  

The Black Cat was a Despair-class monster with a unique ability to deceive the monster alert system.  

At the same time, it was a mutant that didn’t hunt humans… Or so they had mistakenly believed.  

A monster that, as long as there was a hero stronger than itself, would maintain a friendly facade—until it was confident it could completely shake them off.  

“Why is the Black Cat acting like this now?!”  

“It’s not acting now—we’ve just been stupidly fooled this whole time.”  

“It’s not an awakening. It’s revealing its true nature.”  

The Black Cat was darting across W-City at an absurd speed, hunting and devouring humans.  

Three days had passed since the Black Cat began its hunt, and the death toll had already reached around 500.  

And that was with Starlight flying at top speed to minimize the damage.  

“For not being able to catch a Despair-class monster in three days, the damage is still relatively low…”  

“It’s still a miraculously low number for a Despair-class, but it’ll keep rising… Sigh…”  

Each shelter could hold a maximum of about 50 people. The fact that Starlight had failed to arrive on time ten times already meant…  

From the moment a shelter was breached to the time it took to dig deep into the ground—just a little over a minute.  

If Starlight arrived within that window, most civilians could be rescued, leaving only a few injured behind.  

And then, into the next shelter they went… Only to tremble in fear of death again.  

The civilians’ resentful, terrified stares as they were herded back into shelters crushed the morale of every hero.  

“Stop with the defeatist talk!”  

“What else can we do? That bastard was in District 2 one minute, then popped up in District 7 the next, and before we knew it, District 11!”  

“Even when Starlight manages to land a few hits, it just comes back completely fine… We’re the ones getting worn down in this war of attrition. What the hell are we even buying time for?!”  

“An S-rank hero couldn’t catch it before, and now you think charging at it will work…?”  

The situation felt like a game of tag between Starlight and the Black Cat that had spread from one district to the entire city.  

The Black Cat, now overwhelmingly faster, would vanish and reappear in entirely different locations, crossing from one end of W-City to the other to hunt humans.  

Its speed far exceeded Starlight’s, leaving the A-rank heroes unable to even catch its tail.  

Their only goal was to buy time until Starlight arrived, but even that was becoming exhausting.  

“There’s no way… This is…”  

“We can’t… We just can’t… We’re all gonna die…”  

Even if they had caught sight of it, a few A-rank heroes stood no chance against a monster that even top-tier S-rank heroes couldn’t defeat.  

The only result was more injuries and deaths.  

If those sacrifices had meaning—if they were necessary to hunt the monster—the heroes would’ve gladly thrown their lives away. But this? This was just meaningless slaughter.  

Even if heroes died fighting the Black Cat, Starlight still wouldn’t be able to catch it.  

Its stealth, its speed—everything was just too fast.  

The Black Cat understood humans too well.  

It knew exactly how to wear the heroes down, how to make humans afraid.  

The entire city had become its hunting ground, its playground.  

Has there ever been a monster that brought W-City’s heroes to such despair before?  

“Snap out of it! If S-rank heroes from other cities come to support, we can stop it! We just have to hold out until then!”  

“Sigh…”  

“We’re not even holding out right now… We’re just being dragged around, and so is Starlight.”  

No matter how much the A-rank hero tried to rally them, the others could only sigh in helplessness.  

Even if the heroes didn’t respond when the Black Cat appeared, the result would be the same.  

People would die, Starlight would chase, it would flee, and then instantly reappear in another district to kill more people like it was playing a game.  

Then, Starlight kicked open the door and stormed into the waiting room.  

“Hah… Hah… Hah…”  

“…You’ve worked hard.”  

Starlight, who had been racing back and forth across the city dozens of times, was breathing heavily—uncharacteristic for an S-rank hero.  

Without pause, Starlight immediately headed for the investigation room upon returning.  

Watching this, the other heroes let out sighs mixed with admiration and lament.  

“She’s amazing, really…”  

“She must be determined to catch it no matter what… The guilt must be eating her alive by now.”  

“Guilt? What guilt? The Black Cat’s just a fucking psycho.”  

“Damn it… If only Kage hadn’t pulled that stunt back then… If they’d just fought together—”  

“Everyone, to the investigation room!”  

“Yes!”  

The heroes, who had been muttering in exhaustion, immediately jumped to their feet and followed.  

Inside the dimly lit room, a large screen displayed every recorded sighting of the Black Cat so far.  

The heroes had been studying its abilities, trying to find a way to hunt the Despair-class monster.  

“That hole that appears when it throws its blade-tail… It looks like a wormhole.”  

“Maybe it’s an ability similar to its shadow teleportation.”  

“No, this is clearly spatial blinking.”  

“The blade-tail’s traces—victims say it’s ice hardened by its ability.”  

A whiteboard beside the screen was filled with notes on the Black Cat’s newly observed abilities and countermeasures.  

Except for one ability—shadow teleportation. There was still no way to counter it.  

“It disappears into the shadows and pops up on the other side of the city. There’s no way to react.”  

“This speed… It’s already beyond Despair-class. It might be close to Annihilation-class…”  

“Aaaah! We’re already running out of time, and now you’re saying we have less?! How are we supposed to stop it if it becomes Annihilation-class?!”  

“Will you shut the hell up?! Why are you freaking out now?!”  

“How can I not freak out?! There’s no way to stop that monster!”  

“You think you’re the only one with a headache?!”  

“Quiet! The ones suffering the most right now aren’t us—it’s the civilians!”  

Currently, W-City’s civilians have been trapped in shelters for three days straight.  

Unlike Disaster-class monsters, which S-rank heroes could definitively end, Despair-class monsters had no clear resolution. Hiding was the only way to minimize casualties.  

With the Black Cat appearing and disappearing at random to hunt humans, the civilians could only cower in fear, wondering if they’d be next.  

Their helplessness was even greater than the heroes’.  

“When will the S-rank reinforcements arrive?”  

“At best, two more days.”  

“Damn it… Thousands more will die by then…”  

“Enough! No more defeatist talk! Let’s focus on coming up with a plan!”  

“Is there even a plan to begin with…?”  

The A-rank heroes, drowning in despair, spoke in gloomy voices.  

Every plan so far had failed.  

When multiple A and B-rank heroes laid an ambush, the Black Cat just tore apart nearby shelters and mocked them.  

When they spread out to buy even a few seconds for Starlight, it only resulted in three more casualties.  

With nothing else to do, the heroes’ gazes naturally turned to Starlight—the only one who could even make the Black Cat flee.  

Starlight was staring blankly at the screen displaying the Black Cat’s appearances.  

“…This is weird.”  

Starlight—Yoo Anna—had been chasing the Black Cat nonstop, and something felt off.  

Three days ago, right after the Black Cat started hunting humans and fled in anger from a shelter…  

When reports came in that it had appeared in a completely different direction, Yoo Anna rushed there and threw a punch—but something felt wrong.  

That day, the Black Cat she faced was grinning excitedly, unlike the furious one from before.  

“It’s… Too different.”  

The first time, the Black Cat had scattered like mist from Yoo Anna’s punch.  

After landing a critical hit, it melted away like always.  

Then, it scattered like mist again…  

…Different.  

No, this is wrong.  

This is weak thinking.  

The Black Cat had simply dropped its thorough disguise and decided to start hunting.  

The game was over—all that remained was one-sided slaughter.  

As if to prove Starlight could no longer keep up, it was running rampant across the city.  

Monsters were like this by nature.  

When weak, they hid their instincts. When strong, they acted on them freely.  

But… Maybe.  

Yoo Anna felt uneasy, wondering if her thoughts were mistaken again, but she followed her intuition and moved her hand.  

“This… Is different.”  

Click, click. Yoo Anna pulled up every recorded video of the Black Cat from the past three days.  

As she began sorting through them, the other heroes’ eyes turned to her.  

Watching the multiple the Black Cats on screen, Yoo Anna’s eyelids trembled.  

“This one’s different… This one too…”  

“…Senior?”  

“Different!”  

What if—just maybe—  

Even as she dismissed the thought, Yoo Anna shot up from her seat and turned to the nearest A-rank hero.  

“Aside from the ice blades and spatial manipulation, were there any heroes harmed by its other abilities?”  

“Huh?”  

“Wait, no—the opposite. Lightning, fire, wind… Any heroes harmed by the Black Cat’s previously known abilities?”  

At her sudden question, the heroes glanced at each other.  

Not a single one raised their hand.  

Yoo Anna recalled how the Black Cat never retaliated against her attacks.  

Whenever it did counterattack, it only used new abilities—never the old ones.  

As the realization hit, her voice shook slightly.  

“Amorphous monsters change their form freely as needed. So why has the Black Cat maintained the same shape all this time? Because that form was advantageous? Because it was good for deceiving humans? No—because it looked cute…!”  

“Wait, what are you—”  

“It didn’t need to change its form! That appearance was already the perfect disguise!”  

Clatter! She shoved chairs aside and marched to the whiteboard, igniting flames at her fingertips to scorch words onto it.  

“Why… Why didn’t I think of this sooner?! Why?!”  

“What the hell are you talking about…?”  

Yoo Anna wrote Black Cat on the board and listed every observed ability:  

Stealth, shadows, swimming, lightning, flames, physicality, sound waves, shockwaves, telekinesis, regeneration.  

Then, in another section:  

“Code… A?”  

“Senior, what is that…?”  

Code A—a temporary designation for newly observed monsters.  

Below it, she wrote: stealth, ice blades, blinking, and other abilities before letting her hand drop weakly.  

“Y-You mean… This isn’t the Black Cat, but a different monster?”  

“Wait, then that insane speed…”  

“There’s not just one… We’ve been mistaken this whole time…?”  

“Why… Why didn’t we notice?!”  

“Noticing would’ve been the weird part…”  

The Black Cat was unique—a monster that could completely evade detection systems.  

For another monster to exist, one with the same appearance and similar abilities…  

It was so absurd that no one considered the possibility.  

That mistake had already cost 500 lives.  

As the heroes’ guilt peaked, Yoo Anna stared at the board and muttered, 

“…There might be one more.”  

“What?”  

She wrote Code B next to it, freezing every hero in the room.  

Then, she drew an = between A and B and clenched her fist.  

Two entities with identical abilities—like pack monsters, possibly a mated pair.  

“Otherwise, the movement speed and recovery don’t make sense.”  

“If the Black Cat had reached Annihilation-class…”  

“Annihilation-class wouldn’t need to hide! The Black Cat is still Despair-class!”  

“Wait, if that’s the case…”  

Currently, W-City has three Despair-class monsters: The Black Cat, Code A, and Code B.  

As despair deepened, Yoo Anna spoke in a trembling voice,

“If that’s true… Then…”  

A complicated emotion surged as a thought crossed her mind.  

With a whoosh, she summoned her ability, filling the room with scorching heat before slumping into a chair and holding her forehead.  

If her theory was correct… Should she be happy? Or sad?  

To confirm, she reviewed the footage again.  

“…Hah.”  

After scanning the videos, she made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob.  

“Were we… The ones getting in the way?”  

“Getting in the way…?”  

The meticulously organized footage showed the Black Cat exhibiting two distinct behaviors,  

One had its back to the shelters.  

The other was facing them.  

Yoo Anna’s head dropped limply.  

Bewilderment, absurdity—and then, a fleeting hope.  

This was insane.  

If she was wrong… This would be an even bigger blunder than Kage’s.  

But she had to do it.  

There was no other way to reduce casualties.  

With her resolve set, Yoo Anna looked around at the heroes and spoke.  
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Ch.49 Bad Cats 

Already, more than 10 people inside the shelter have died.  

The more they eat humans, the stronger their superpower output becomes.  

Each of them is still individually weaker than me—Despair-class… But if this continues.  

There’s no time.  

The longer this drags on, the worse it gets for me.  

I land on the rooftop of a deserted city, where a cold wind blows, and quietly suppress my core.  

To avoid detection by them, while simultaneously sensing them so I can rush out the moment they appear.  

Mixing the abilities of a monster’s physical body—its fur—into my transformation, I puff up my spiky, needle-like fur.  

Holding my breath, I focus on every speck of dust in the air—when suddenly, something my size is sensed far away.  

I immediately release all tension in my body and leap toward the ground.  

Embracing the earth, I sink silently into the ground and flow through it like water. Then, from a hidden shelter, a sweet scent of fear tickles my nose.  

The direction of the sweetest smell is where they are.  

“Kroooar!”  

“Nyaaaoo!”  

The moment I burst from the ground, I charge straight at them.  

The one tearing open the shelter’s outer shell leaps into the air as if accustomed to this, vanishing with a poof before reappearing, clinging to a building’s shattered window.  

“H-Hiiik! Hiiit…!”  

“H-Huuk…! Uuugh…!”  

The sound of people sobbing leaks through the cracks of the broken shelter. The shelter’s outer shell can withstand pure pressure for over three minutes, even against an Annihilation-class monster. But the moment a Despair-class or higher uses their superpower, it becomes nothing more than a wooden plank that can’t even last a minute.  

That brief moment is an alarm signaling their location. I must follow the sound of their claws scraping against the shelter or the wavelength of their power and arrive before it’s too late.  

This time, I wasn’t late… But the real problem starts now.  

The time limit is 30 seconds. If I don’t kill that annoying bastard within that time, Starlight will arrive.  

“Nyahahaha!”  

Having experienced this multiple times, the bastard knows this too well. It disappears into thin air with poof, poof, repeating its escape.  

Even if I detect its core’s wavelength and lunge toward its escape path, it creates tiny spatial rifts to vanish again.  

Experiencing firsthand just how infuriating it is to chase a fast-running enemy, I wreathe myself in lightning and slash with my claws.  

Zzzzzt!  

In an instant, my body turns into particles, tearing through space and materializing in front of the bastard—only to slash at it with lightning.  

Then, another one appears beside the lightning-struck bastard and lunges at me.  

“Nyaaoo!”  

“Grrrr…!”  

Schlick!  

I dodge the wide-sweeping tail and claws, along with the torn space, landing safely on the ground as the two monsters cling to the wall, glaring down at me.  

This is one of the reasons why I’m so pissed.  

Two Despair-class monsters—not one. Every time it seems like there’s only one, the moment I chase it and leave an opening, the other appears out of nowhere to attack me.  

“Nyahahaha!”  

“Kuhohohoho!”  

Their mocking laughter. The chance to kill one of them is already gone.  

If I chase after two Despair-class monsters, I’ll die. But right now, they can’t kill me either.  

In five seconds, Starlight will arrive.  

Knowing this, they don’t recklessly charge at me, maintaining a safe distance instead.  

“Kyarrrr…!”  

Now comes the most infuriating part.  

If I leave first to avoid Starlight? The remaining bastards will attack the shelter.  

If I stay to protect the shelter? They’ll flee far away, hiding their presence, and I’ll get attacked by Starlight.  

If I get injured, they’ll secretly stalk me to hunt me down. If I escape successfully, they’ll move on to the next shelter.  

This is a vicious cycle—a battle of attrition between me, the two monsters, and Starlight.  

The moment I realized this, I tried to team up with Starlight.  

Communication—if I speak now, they might think a high-intelligence monster is deceiving them, backfiring. But trying is better than not trying at all.  

However, the moment I attempted to talk, the bastards used an superpower from afar to silence me.  

The result? Starlight, who still sees me as just another monster, attacks.  

If I don’t counterattack, maybe they’ll notice something’s off and stop?  

But the moment I’m injured, the two monsters will start chasing me.  

That’s no good either.  

What if I change my form and tell Starlight that I’m Black Cat and that the others are different monsters?  

The moment I transform, the bastards will split—one will hold me down while the other goes off to hunt humans.  

If Starlight catches them, they’ll hide their presence and vanish like I do—and I’ll end up getting attacked again.  

To chase them without being detected, I need to maintain my cat form.  

To escape Starlight safely without getting hurt, too.  

But in this form, the only superpowers I can use are ones they can block.  

If they overpower me, humans die.  

If humans die, they grow stronger.  

The stronger they get, the more I’m overpowered.  

No matter how much this vicious cycle repeats, there’s nothing I can do.  

“Grrrr…”  

These monsters are weird.  

No matter what I do, they counter everything.  

Almost like they’ve studied how to deal with me.  

“Nyaaaoo~!”  

“Kroooong!”  

Then, the two monsters staring at me let out laughter-like cries before quickly vanishing into the shadows.  

Like how I erase my core’s wavelength when escaping, the two monsters do the same—just as Starlight descends like a meteor in front of me.  

BOOOOM!  

Landing with an explosive sound, Starlight stares at me silently, her superpower radiating killing intent.  

“Grrrr…”  

And I, preparing to escape from Starlight… Freeze in place.  

A hunch—something instinctual—whispers in my ear.  

Kill Starlight. Eat her.  

Then, I’ll be the strongest here.  

If killing Starlight is too hard—what if, while I’m still slightly faster than them, I eat the humans before they do?  

To save more humans, a few must die.  

To save humans, I must kill humans.  

“Grrrrrr…”  

Chasing ideals won’t accomplish anything.  

To survive, I must choose reality.  

The worst or the lesser evil.  

No—this isn’t that kind of choice.  

Between monster and human…  

“…Black Cat.”  

Baring my fangs, I clench my front paws, ready to move—when suddenly, Starlight, who had been silently glaring at me, suppresses her superpower.  

Gulp.  

Swallowing dryly, Starlight exudes a scent of mixed emotions, crushing a button on her hero suit with her hand.  

Her other hand slowly extends—not in the form of a technique used for long-range interception.  

“Tell me… I was wrong.”  

The height of her trembling hand—the same as when she tried to pat my head before.  

A desperate scent radiates from Starlight as she plead,

“Tell me I was wrong, that it wasn’t you… Who attacked people!”  

Begging, yet simultaneously ready to stab me again at any moment.  

“Please, I’m begging you!”  

The moment I hear those words, my conversation with Yoo Hyena flashes through my mind.  

If you chase ideals because reality is painful, nothing will improve.  

Starlight, who attacked me, is the first to clear up the misunderstanding and reach out—this situation is too ideal for me.  

So, I don’t even hesitate.  

I unclench my front paws and lower my body again.  

[Oooooooh!]  

“Eek…!”  

Letting out a loud cry to draw attention, I charge at Starlight.  

At that moment, Starlight, eyes tightly shut, reveals despair—swinging the fist she had hidden behind her back.  

I slash past Starlight, gritting my teeth.  

“Huh…?”  

As I create distance, Starlight looks at me—her fist having pierced straight through my stomach—with a complicated expression.  

“Just now… You deliberately missed? Why…?”  

“Ghk, kuh, kgh…”  

“B-Black…?”  

A wound that won’t regenerate. Shredded organs. Blood gushing from my throat.  

Vibrating my monster core intensely, I sink into the shadows and flee.  

Starlight noticed it.  

When I vibrate my core again, Starlight responds by emitting her own wavelength.  

That’s it. Don’t lose track of me.  

“Black Cat!”  

In the daily cycle of chase and escape, Starlight has learned to track me—no matter how much I suppress my core’s vibration—through the chaotic reflection of her wavelength.  

Barely regenerating my wounded body, I swim through the earth, leaving a trail of blood.  

Dodging Starlight, I circle once before diving deeper—shaking her off.  

Further in, widening the distance.  

Descending into the deep underground, I hear the creaking of space in the pitch-black earth.  

At the same time, the wavelength of a monster core spreads through the ground.  

They’ve come for me, wounded.  

Unlike me, who need to materialize to deal decisive blows, they tear through space in their shadow state to attack.  

“Ghk…!”  

I try to swallow them whole in my shadow form, but they isolate space to block me.  

Even attempting to devour the torn space, gghk, gghk—the sound of steel bending clashes with superpowers.  

Our powers are equal in output—but there are two of them, not one.  

Every time a chunk of space is erased like a footprint, another wound tears into my spine.  

Their laughter echoes amid the intensifying stench of blood.  

“Nyahahaha!”  

“Kroooar!”  

Ooooooh!  

Spreading a wide wavelength—a warning not to come closer—the two monsters circle me underground, accelerating the speed at which they tear into me.  

Like a scream, the wavelength spreads wider, drowning out their own signals in the noise.  

Above, sensing the reflected ripples, I surge toward the surface.  

“Grrrr…”  

I emerge in the center of the cold, lifeless city—where people have hidden in shelters these past few days.  

The two monsters, rising like smoke from the shadows, bare their fangs and laugh at my bloodied state.  

“Nyahahaha!”  

“Kghhu!”  

The two Despair-class monsters charge to end my life.  

The moment a monster is most excited is right before a successful hunt.  

I instantly regenerate my hidden wounds, transform into a shadow, and burst from beneath one of them—biting into its neck.  

Poof!  

The bastard vanishes into black smoke just before its neck is torn out, fleeing into the air—only for a massive hole to blast through its body.  

“Nyat…?!”  

A tiny sun.  

The monster’s cry mixes with the sound of bloody foam as hidden heroes unleash their powers simultaneously.  

Unlike monsters, human superpower humans presence is hard to detect.  

Had Starlight not deliberately resonated with my widely spread wavelength, I wouldn’t have been able to escape here.  

“Bad Cats confirmed!”  

“They really were different monsters!”  

“These goddamn bastards!”  

A-rank, B-rank heroes—all of them—with Starlight at the center, spinning a miniature sun.  

Every superpower human in W-City fires their powers at the two monsters.  

“Krooooooar!”  

“Nyaaaaaa!”  

Telekinesis for direct restraint. Air manipulation for crushing pressure. Lightning formed from combined electrical powers. Beam cannons. Flames. Soundwaves grating on a monster’s nerves.  

Amid the storm of mixed abilities, I use powerful telekinesis to pin the monsters in place.  

Yoo Anna leaps into the storm, burning all her power to create a space where nothing exists.  

Absurd flames that ignore all resistance, delivering unbearable pain.  

The sun that kills monsters.  

A sphere that erases them silently, swallowing even sound, now heads for the two monsters.  

Even Despair-class monsters can’t evade this fatal blow.  

At that moment, the larger monster bites the wounded one—hurling it toward the tiny sun.  

“Nyaaaaaa!”  

“Kgh!”  

Poof!  

A pained cry as the tiny sun grazes the wounded monster’s body, releasing black smoke like a smokescreen.  

The injured one abandons its fatally wounded companion, poofing away to escape the heroes’ encirclement.  

A monstrous decision—throwing an injured comrade as bait to flee when cornered.  

As I leap to chase, Starlight shouts while attacking the remaining monster,

“Leave the last one to the Black Cat! We’re killing this bastard here, no matter what!”  

Leaving one to Starlight, I chase the lone monster through the sky.  

Already wounded by Starlight’s attack, our positions are now reversed—it flees from me in desperation.  

If it can’t regenerate, that means it’s severely injured.  

A wounded monster. The scent of blood. I can catch it. This ends here.  

The moment I think that the monster lands in a grassy field past the city, licking its wounds—regenerating.  

The exact same trick I used to lure them.  

[So this is how you deceive and lure prey? Using a monster’s instinct to chase blood.]  

This time, I realize—I was the one lured.  

The monster’s superpower mimics human speech.  

Not meaningless word jumbles—proper sentences.  

A talking monster.  

[I learned something good, CXI.]  

A lab experiment.
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Realizing that what I had been dealing with so far was not an ordinary monster but an experimental subject, I stiffened, raising my guard as my fur bristled.  

The second experimental subject after Gu Seo-ryong, but this one was distinctly different from Gu Seo-ryong.  

…This one was much closer to a true monster.  

[Was that the human tactic called ‘Ring’ just now? Simultaneously using multiple abilities to make countermeasures impossible—just like us.]  

[…You.]  

[Number 444.]  

[A Number, then.]  

The one who identified itself as 444 began slowly circling the grassy field around me.  

From the conversations I had overheard between researchers and experimental subjects in the lab, I had gathered a few scraps of information.  

Romania, Alphabet, Numbers—they shared the numbering system for experimental subjects.  

I, CXI, was the 38th subject after G3—that is, the 73rd subject, Gu Seo-ryong.  

The one before me now was the 333rd subject created after me.  

[Did you escape the lab?]  

[Escape? Don’t tell me you actually think you got out of the lab by your own power? You were discarded as a failure. And… I came here to devour you.]  

Suddenly, Gu Seo-ryong’s words when she first saw me flashed through my mind.  

“Did the lab send you to kill me?”  

I never thought something like that could really exist… A flicker of surprise crossed me as I heightened my abilities and denied 444’s claim.  

[You don’t seem capable of that.]  

[Of course, it’s a shame, but I can’t devour you alone.]  

That’s why there were two of them—but with one currently fighting Starlight, the one who would die here wasn’t me, but 444.  

Yet, as 444 remained eerily composed, another monster identical to it appeared beside it.  

[With two of us, it’s possible.]  

An illusion strong enough to fool even a monster? Or was it a clone?  

I hoped for the former, but unfortunately, the second one vibrated its monster core.  

A clone created by an ability wouldn’t have a core.  

A third one—this thing is also a Despair-class monster.  

[There was another one.]  

[But… How did you set up a trap with the humans?]  

[Is that why you opened your mouth? Because you’re curious?]  

[Curious? Is this what curiosity feels like? I see, I’m curious.]  

[Curious? I’m curious, curious?]  

Crunch, crunch. The grass beneath their feet gradually froze over, transforming into blades of ice.  

The two monsters, their tails coated in those icy blades, scritch-scritched, enlarging the frozen spikes.  

[How did you notice? I made sure to avoid being caught by more than one surveillance camera.]  

[You weren’t caught by surveillance cameras.]  

[I was careful to emit only one presence.]  

[I didn’t make any mistakes in hiding. The alarms only ever went off once.]  

[You didn’t even speak to humans, CXI. Did you devour a telepathy ability?]  

[CXI devours abilities. Unlike us, it can consume any ability it wants.]  

Whoosh! Whoosh! The two Despair-class monsters, now split again, erupted in black smoke as they surrounded me.  

Two Despair-class monsters—once again, the odds were against me.  

Judging that reckless movement would be unwise, I subtly heightened my abilities.  

[Thanks for throwing 404 as bait. Just as planned.]  

[404 can die for all we care! Bait!]  

[Now there are no more human nuisances in the way.]  

[The researchers are always right! CXI joined hands with humans!]  

The sound of squelch-squelch grew faster as they circled me, their frozen spikes expanding with every step.  

The residual energy embedded in the ice numbed my senses.  

The two monsters were setting up a barrier, mimicking the Ring tactic the heroes had used earlier.  

[But why? How can you defy a monster’s instincts?]  

[Why? How? I’m curious.]  

[I’m curious.]  

[I’m curious.]  

As they spoke, the two monsters grinned in anticipation, resonating their monster wavelengths.  

The overlapping circular wavelengths, shaped like an 8, formed a unique coupling—a monster’s instinctive cooperation to kill prey. The frozen spikes cracked under the strain.  

[If we eat you, we’ll find out.]  

[Eat CXI! Succeed!]  

Clang-clang-clang! The spikes, hardened by energy to be tougher than steel, scattered into the air, forming a blade-like mist that rushed toward me.  

I wreathed myself in opposing energy—flames—erecting a wall of scorching wind to block the mist. At the same time, I used telekinesis to seize 444 as it lunged at me.  

A brief restraint—just as I was about to tear into it, another monster erupted from the smoke above me and dropped down.  

Screeeech! At the sound of space tearing, I released 444 and leapt back. The one who had left claw marks in the air licked its talons.  

This thing… Is fast. Much faster than 444.  

[I’m late on introductions. This is 499, my junior sister.]  

[Introductions? Failures don’t get self-introductions! Monsters who don’t listen are failures! Hello, I’m 499!]  

[…CXI.]  

[Thank you! CXI?]  

The one called 499 sat with its legs together, bowing politely.  

After awkwardly returning the greeting, 499 immediately lunged at me, its upper body low.  

[Kill CXI!]  

Screeeech! With a sound like a bat’s cry, 499 tore through space to close the distance.  

It used spatial tears—accelerating by filling the void left behind by the torn space.  

I retreated, activating my ability to evade its pursuit.  

For an instant, my body transformed into pure energy, surpassing the speed limit of physical beings.  

In the blink of an eye, I became a raging bolt of lightning—just before silently piercing through 499, 444 tore open space.  

Whooosh! The moment I passed through the spatial rift, the ground and sky flipped before my eyes.  

Boom! Along with the delayed thunderclap, I crashed to the ground, my body numb as I regenerated. Glaring at the two monsters watching me, I bared my fangs.  

[Ultimate finishing move? One use and you’re exhausted?]  

[It’s useless, CXI. You’re no longer the strongest experiment.]  

[Spatial manipulation is the ultimate ability! Best for offense and defense!]  

Indeed, spatial manipulation seemed to be the core of their abilities.  

They could open wormholes to deflect all energy and physical attacks, or tear space itself to strike—an all-purpose ability.  

Unlike me, who adapted my abilities to my opponent, theirs seemed capable of handling any situation with just one power.  

[I’ll become the strongest experiment. By killing you! By devouring the cores of two Despair-class monsters!]  

[Will you eat me? Protect…? Eat me!]  

Whoosh! Leaving behind black smoke, they crossed space in an instant, claws bared as they reached me.  

I sank into the shadows to evade, but the frozen blades of energy slashed at my body.  

The icy shards clung stubbornly, freezing my flesh as they dug in.  

I quickly wreathed myself in flames to burn them away—only for 499 to unleash a sound-based ability.  

[Fire! Put out the fire!]  

[Kehahaha! Struggle all you want!]  

Ooooh! A cursed low-frequency wave distorted the flames.  

The sound ability was meant to block my communication and Phoenix abilities.  

Every one of their abilities was designed to counter mine.  

[Tag! If we catch you, you’re meat!]  

They chased me as I swam through the underground darkness, relentlessly tearing apart the space around me.  

While dodging, I desperately searched for a way out.  

Against one, I could win easily—but two was too much.  

The best option was to even the odds to 2 vs. 2. If I stalled long enough for Starlight to hunt one down and come for me…  

But would they really have no counter for that?  

They had said handing one monster to Starlight was part of their plan.  

If I were in their place, I’d avoid an unpleasant enemy, devour one target, then flee and wait for another chance.  

The easiest way to create an opening? Hunting humans.  

If I didn’t deal with these two now, the past few days would repeat.  

So then—how?  

As I reached that thought, an idea flickered in my mind.  

If they had been watching me all along, it might not work—but if that were the case, they wouldn’t have sent only three Despair-class monsters.  

A gamble. It might make things worse—but it was worth trying.  

[If you’re trying to buy time, it’s useless, CXI. 404 has the highest regeneration among the 400-series. Even if it fights every hero in W-City, it’ll last more than twice as long as it’ll take us to hunt you.]  

[Calculations! Accurate! Data! Data? Collect!]  

Crash! Releasing my intangibility, I burst from the ground and raced across the sky using Lee Han-young’s ability.  

Even Lee Han-young couldn’t use this ability consecutively—but I wasn’t Lee Han-young.  

Flash! Boom! With a thunderclap, I landed instantly at my destination.  

[Grrr…]  

[Second time! How? I’m curious!]  

On the charred ground, 499 arrived first as I regenerated my numb body.  

From my retreat, I’d sensed it—their spatial manipulation had limited range.  

Given 499’s superior energy emission speed and physical prowess, it made sense it would arrive first.  

I had a brief moment before 444 caught up. Targeting 499 now might work—but…  

Now that I’d thought of another way, that didn’t appeal to me.  

[Ooooooh!]  

[…Nya?]  

I raised my head and let out a loud roar, vibrating my monster core.  

Ooooh, ooooh… The smooth, viscous wave pulsed outward like ripples. 499, exposed to the wavelength, tilted its head in confusion.  

[Huh? CXI, not attacking?]  

[How pathetic, CXI.]  

444, arriving shortly after, snarled and stepped in front of 499.  

Having sensed the monster wavelength I’d emitted, its reaction made sense.  

[What, you thought if you courted her, she’d go wild and mate with you?]  

[Mate?]  

What I had emitted was a courtship wavelength.  

499 looked baffled, while 444 scowled—misunderstanding that I was trying to lure 499 to my side. 

But the place I’d landed was District 4.  

“Huh? Our kitty wasn’t the one flirting, was it?”  

Click-clack, click-clack. The sound of approaching heels gradually shifted into heavier, thud-thud footsteps.  

Pure white scales, swaying hair, a flickering forked tongue, a thick tail.  

Gu Seo-ryong licked the venom from her fingertips and spoke.  

“Hey there, sweetheart. You look like you’re in trouble.”  

What I had summoned was W-City’s other Despair-class monster.  

In her fully monstrous form, Gu Seo-ryong left the two monsters visibly stunned.  

Seeing their reaction, I smirked.  

They didn’t know Gu Seo-ryong.  

[You… What are you?]  

[What? Human? Monster?]  

“Huh? What? Talking monsters?”  

Gu Seo-ryong covered her mouth in exaggerated surprise, then glanced at me and narrowed her eyes.  

“Hmm… I see. You called me here to deal with these guys, right? Talking monsters mean you’re lab experiments, huh?”  

[Are you an experiment too?]  

[You know the lab!]  

“Huh? Do I look like a monster? I’m pretty, aren’t I?”  

[Experiment…? Human, human? Pretty!]  

“Oh? This kitty’s got good taste.”  

Pausing before the wary monsters, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers and spun in place.  

“But Black Cat? Isn’t this a bit much? Two against one… clearly unfair, no?”  

With a meaningful smile, she turned back to the monsters and approached slowly.  

“I’m more interested in that lab of yours—the one that hybridizes monsters and humans. How about it, guests from the lab? Help me catch the Black Cat, and I’ll let you introduce me to the lab.”  

[Keh… Hilarious. CXI… Abandoned?]  

[Abandoned? Mama?]  

Their mocking laughter faded as Gu Seo-ryong turned her back to them, facing me with claws raised like she was about to pounce.  

“Hey, by the way—you two were sent by the lab to catch the Black Cat, right? You didn’t escape like him, did you~?”  

[Keh… I’m nothing like that fool.]  

[Lab’s orders! Catch the Black Cat!]  

“Ohhh, reeeally~?”  

The moment they answered, Gu Seo-ryong suddenly lashed her tail—snap!  

Thwack! Thwack… Thwack… The sound echoed in the air as she strode leisurely toward the two monsters, who stood frozen in caution.  

Plunge. Sinking her fingertips into their throats, Gu Seo-ryong laughed.  

“So, you prioritize human orders over a monster’s instincts? How… Stupid♥”  

[Guh—! Y-You…!]  

[Huh…? Ah!]  

Squelch! The two monsters panicked, tearing space—but the rift opened not around Gu Seo-ryong, but between their own necks.  

[Aaaagh! 499, what are you doing?!]  

[Guh…! Big brother?!]  

“Ahahahaha! Intel gathering complete~!”  

Whoosh! Laughing, Gu Seo-ryong kicked off the ground, landing beside me as she licked the blood and venom from her fingers.  

“Just as I thought. If the lab’s making monsters obey orders, they’d have to weaken their mental resistance. Kinda… Cruel, don’t you think?”  

As the two poisoned monsters lost focus, gasping for air, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers.  

“Bodies of Despair-class, but brains weaker than Disaster-class. Pathetic.”  

[W-What is this…?! Gah, hack…!]  

[Huh? Wh-What’s… This? Curious, curious…?]  

“That~? Hmm, well… Does it matter what poison or ability it is?”  

Still flicking her fingers, Gu Seo-ryong subtly raised one behind her back, signaling me.  

“What matters is… Dealing with me is about to get much harder, right?”  

A beckoning gesture—then her finger pointed at the two experiments.  

“Hey, Deun-deun? Bite.”  
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Growl!

[Nyaaah!]  

[Guh?!]  

As I lunged at Gu Seo-ryong, the two monsters crashed into each other. The taste of the ability flickering in my mouth—the ability to distort senses—had reversed their sense of direction.  

Immediately, as I tried to bite into 444’s neck, poof! Smoke erupted, and 444 was caught beneath my feet—another effect of their scrambled spatial awareness. Seizing the opportunity, I stomped on its shoulder, and 499, who had rushed to help 444, dashed past me.  

[Let go of brother! Huh? You missed!]  

[You stupid bitch! Can’t you aim straight?!]  

Schwip! The moment 499 skidded to a stop, tap, tap, tap… Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers repeatedly, spreading her abilities.  

Flickering vision, dulled senses, scrambled hearing.  

[Huh, ah…? I can’t see! Brother? Brother! Where are you?!]  

[Ugh, aaaaah!]  

[I—I smell blood! Brother, brother! Agh…!]  

I bit into 444’s neck, and Gu Seo-ryong approached 499, who was standing dumbfounded, and drove her fingers into its head.  

Even without spatial awareness, they could still lash out blindly when attacked. The two fatally wounded monsters swung their front claws wildly, likely aiming for Gu Seo-ryong and my necks with spatial severing—but their abilities struck each other instead.  

The two monsters, now even more wounded, tried to flee with bursts of smoke, but still disoriented, they kept crashing headfirst into the ground, stumbling.  

“Ahah, ahahahaha! How adorable, look at what they’re doing!”  

[…Pathetic.]  

I had only intended to buy time by having Gu Seo-ryong handle one of them, but I hadn’t expected her abilities to work this well.  

While they were nothing more than a mild nuisance to me, they were devastating to these creatures. It almost made me feel foolish for struggling against them until now.  

“Falling for me~? Wanna finish these brats off and go make babies?”  

[But you’re still weak.]  

Gu Seo-ryong’s abilities could confuse the two monsters, but they couldn’t deal fatal blows. As if to prove that, she only used supportive abilities rather than attacking directly.  

“Not weak—just a perfect match for you, don’t you think?”  

[There’s no monster that doesn’t synergize poorly with your ability.]  

“So you’re saying I’m the best woman anyone could ask for?”  

Tap! Flicking her fingers to release another wave of distortion, Gu Seo-ryong leisurely walked over and stabbed 444’s neck before driving her tail into 499’s stomach.  

Then, raising one hand high—tap! The two monsters, snarling from the earlier ability, staggered as their vision blurred.  

Just as I prepared to lunge for the killing blow, Gu Seo-ryong reached out and stopped me.  

“Is this bitch insane?”  

[She’s redirecting all her abilities into regeneration.]  

Sensory distortion was a mental poison that worked through a monster’s wavelength. There were two ways for monsters to resist it: either evolve to fortify their mental barriers or rapidly regenerate their brains to counteract the manipulation.  

These two test subjects had exceptional regeneration, especially 499. Confident in her speed, 499 shattered her own brain with spatial manipulation.  

The newly regenerated brain was free of distortion. She could be affected again, but she’d bought herself a brief moment.  

[Nyaaaaaah!]  

With a scream, 499’s eyes flashed as she unleashed a storm of blades and spatial rending simultaneously.  

Whoosh! Gu Seo-ryong leaped soundlessly into the air, blocking with her torso before landing in front of me, her arms falling.

Flick! Regrowing her arms instantly, she prepared another distortion. As 499 crouched to charge—  

[Brother! Run…!]  

—444 severed 499’s neck in that instant.  

A single strike in a moment of carelessness—not a misfire from distortion. Frowning at the precision, I watched as 444, fatally wounded, pounced on 499 and screamed.  

[Stay still, you idiot!]  

[Brother? Aaaaah! Brother!]  

[I’m the successful one…! Not you! Give me your core! Now!]  

“Oh my? This one’s even crazier?”  

444’s tail blades and spatial manipulation tore into 499’s chest. Sudden cannibalism. 499, barely regenerating her nearly severed neck, flailed in resistance.  

It was obvious what 444 wanted. If he devoured 499, even a little, he might gain enough strength to escape.  

[499! Just… Let me… EAT YOUUU!]  

[No… Noooooo!!]  

“Hmm, disgusting. Modern test subjects have no dignity.”  

To lose focus mid-battle—such a choice only guaranteed death.  

At 499’s screams, Gu Seo-ryong smirked, aimed her finger, and flicked it like a gunshot.  

Tap! As I lunged to finish 444, Gu Seo-ryong followed close behind.  

[Stay… Stay awaaay! Aaaaah!]  

444, mid-bite on 499, unleashed a blade storm at me—but it curved wildly, slashing only empty air.  

Crunch! The moment I bit into 444’s neck again, part of its existence was devoured. Beside me, Gu Seo-ryong stomped on 499’s thrashing head, her tail coiling around her neck before stabbing into her skull.  

[Brother…Mm, ma…]  

“Ahh… Did you miss your mommy~?”  

Gulp, gulp… Likely pumping venom through her tail, she watched as 499’s limbs twitched weakly, her gaze distant and unfocused.  

Confirming 499 was subdued, I continued tearing into 444’s vitals. Crack, crush—ribs shattered, skull caved in.  

[Mom… Mom… Don’t leave me…]  

[Aaaaah! 499! What are you doing, you useless bitch!]  

499, unaware of 444 being torn apart right before her, flailed as space around me warped—but none of it struck me. The ice spikes spreading erratically, unable to extend straight, showed just how thoroughly 444’s senses were scrambled.  

The taste was like cotton candy sprinkled with bitter coffee grounds. 444, now entirely mauled, bled profusely. Regeneration had reached its limit.  

All that remained was to be devoured.  

[Guh, aaaaah!!]  

Crunch, crunch. I chewed through 444, now barely even an enemy alive as I searched for its core.  

A monster’s core existed separate from vital organs like the heart or brain. Its location varied, but for 444—likely here.  

I tore into the spot he’d been targeting on 499, revealing blood-soaked innards. Digging my claws into the core, 444 screamed in terror.  

[Sa… save me! I’m—I’m a test subject! Just like you! We were both…! You… You were a monster who didn’t eat others…!]

 [You’re different.]  

444 couldn’t control its instincts. It didn’t understand communication—if it couldn’t comprehend something, it ate it to understand. It killed children, killed those it called sisters, killed everything, seeking only its own strength.  

A true monster.  

[Monsters must die.]  

[A… AAAAAAAAAH!]  

I bit down—crunch—shattering 444’s core.  

The thick, savory taste of its essence filled my mouth as my body absorbed its abilities.  

Memories exploded—444’s, the human it once was.  

‘Mom…? You’ll really come back if I sleep for a hundred days…?’  

Holding his sleeping sister, 444 stood before an unfamiliar building, saying goodbye to an older woman.  

‘Because of you, I was abandoned too! Because of you!’  

‘Waaah! Waaaaah!’  

Everything was his sister’s fault. Before her, he’d been loved. If only she’d never existed.  

‘You’re an obedient child.’  

‘Hey… You promised… You wouldn’t touch my sister…’  

‘Good. But you know what happens if you don’t comply, right?’  

The lab, injections, monster cells, adaptation, synthesis—words jumbled in his mind.  

Exhausted from transformation, the researchers’ voices tickled his ears.  

‘Both siblings endured CXI’s cells? Impressive.’  

‘There really are bloodlines that adapt and those that don’t.’  

‘No, Siblings 404 and 472—one died.’  

‘The difference must be determination. The success rate skyrockets when we promise not to harm their families.’  

Thump, thump. Hearing they’d experimented on his sister too, his heart raced—then stilled. The cold serum in his veins suppressed even anger.  

‘Now, time for the final leash.’  

A new injection flooded his skull, and the monster’s core began devouring his human memories and emotions.  

Only instinct remained.  

‘He can’t take any more. This is his limit.’  

‘So this is it…’  

‘444 is especially inferior. Compared to 499’s compatibility…’  

‘Tch. If only 499’s obedience imprint had worked, we’d have disposed of him already.’  

‘They broke her mind trying to force it. Those Alphabet bastards—do they even try to make proper mind-control drugs?’  

He hated his sister.  

If not for her, he wouldn’t have been abandoned.  

If not for 499, he wouldn’t have been compared so harshly.  

‘Why is CXI still alive? Starlight could’ve killed it.’  

‘CXI is getting closer to humans.’  

‘CXI must die.’  

‘If you devour its core, you’ll no longer be failures.’  

If I eat CXI, I’ll become the strongest.  

I’ll be praised. A successful subject. Strong.  

Never abandoned again.  

‘Black Cat, stop, stooop!’  

‘Don’t! Black Cat, don’t!’  

Why won’t this woman abandon her child?  

Why do humans dare fight monsters?  

Why doesn’t this human child want to kill its parents?  

‘Don’t eat!’  

‘I’m hungry!’  

‘499, I told you not to eat!’  

‘Hungry…’  

If 499 ate humans, she’d grow stronger.  

After finally catching up by eating one myself, I couldn’t fall behind again.  

So, my sister…  

I never did anything to her.  

Please…  

[Sigh…]  

Crunch. Swallowing the last of the core, I exhaled slowly, the discomfort lingering as I activated my new ability.  

Vwoom. Space rippled as I tore through it. Gu Seo-ryong, perched on 499’s head with her tail coiled around her neck, clapped.  

“Congrats, Deun-deun~! Feeling sturdier now?”  

[Mhm.]  

Licking my lips, I recalled the curse 444 had left me.  

In death, its greatest fear was 499 dying.  

As a result, my core evolved to specialize in killing 499.  

[Grrrr…]  

[Brother?]  

My growl’s wavelength had grown slightly similar to 444’s.  

Earlier, 499 hadn’t resisted at all when 444 attacked.  

Frowning at this unpleasant evolution, Gu Seo-ryong aimed her fingers at 499’s trapped head.  

“My turn now? Hehe, bon appétit~?”  

[Gu Seo-ryong.]  

I grabbed her wrist with telekinesis.  

“What?”  

[I killed 444, the monster.]  

“So?”  

[499 doesn’t have to die.]  

“Hmm…”  

Pouting, she drove her tail deeper into 499’s neck. I stared, radiating warning.  

[Guh… Ah…]  

“So what, you call me here, make me work hard, and I get nothing?”  

[Correct.]  

“That’s so mean~! You ate the core all by yourself!”  

[It was Kim Su-young’s last request.]  

Kim Su-young—444’s human name. 499 twitched, staring at me dazedly.  

Gu Seo-ryong shrugged, feigning exhaustion.  

“Fine. I don’t like eating test subjects anyway—kinda gross.”  

[…I see.]  

It was more unpleasant than expected.  

Unlike devouring regular monsters, eating a test subject forced their human memories onto me, a reminder of what they’d once been.  

The discomfort of knowing I could end up just like them.  

“First time eating a test subject? You seem rattled.”  

[Their memories were readable.]  

“And? Shocked?”  

[Disgusted.]  

“Disgusted, huh~?”  

What even was this feeling?  

As I licked my lips, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers sharply.  

“Snap out of it, CXI. We’re monsters. Not human. You know this. Our cores have already consumed us. The memories? Just like when a monster accidentally swallows a human corpse—sometimes you get flashes.”  

[I suppose.]  

“…If you weren’t this kind of monster, I’d have been devoured in the lab long ago.”  

[Did I ever fight you?]  

“Wow, rude. You don’t remember?”  

[My apologies. Weak monsters don’t leave an impression.]  

“So mean~! Anyway, fine. You want to honor this Kim Su-young’s request? Then I won’t kill her.”  

Talking to Gu Seo-ryong eased my mind a little.  

As fellow test subjects, we understood each other.  

Gulp, gulp. Her tail pulsed, injecting venom into 499’s neck.  

“But… This much is fine, right?”  

[What are you doing?]  

“Mental conditioning. Whatever the lab did, her mind’s already a mess.”  

[Guh… Ugh…]  

Schlick. Pulling her tail free, she stroked 499’s chin before kissing her forehead.  

“Having a cute bodyguard wouldn’t hurt, yeah?”  

[Do as you please.]  

“Yay~♥”  

Kim Su-young’s last request was simple: don’t kill 499.  

Leaving Gu Seo-ryong and 499 behind, I stepped through the torn space and departed.  

Now, only two Despair-class monsters remained in W-City.  

No—three. 
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Ch.52 Heroes of W-City  

“Huff… Huff… Huff…”  

Iron Might, an A-rank hero known as the second strongest in W-City after Starlight, gasped for breath as he thought to himself.  

This was truly insane.  

A hero even considering teaming up with a monster?  

But it had been the right call.  

[Kyaaaaaaa!]  

Starlight, who had been chasing down the endlessly fleeing and regenerating creature, shattered the bad cat’s core.  

Crunch. The broken core burned to ashes under Starlight’s ability, and the creature, which had been spewing black smoke, let out a tearing scream before crumbling into soot.  

No other monster reactions detected. The heroes, confirming that the Despair-class monster terrorizing W-City had been slain, erupted into cheers.  

“Aaaaaah! We did it! It’s over!”  

“No, not yet! The one the Black Cat chased after!”  

“Everyone! Prepare to move out immediately! Locate the Black Cat! We’re going to help!”  

“Wait, what’s that—?!”  

Just as the exhausted heroes readied themselves at Starlight’s shout, an ability they never wanted to see again unfolded in the sky above.  

The bad cat’s spatial manipulation—a vicious power that could reflect long-range hero abilities or instantly sever the limbs of close-combat enhancers.  

From within it, a black figure suddenly emerged and landed atop a building.  

“The second bad cat…! Did the Black Cat lose?!”  

“Of all times…!”  

It wasn’t the worst-case scenario of three Despair-class monsters rampaging (including the Black Cat), but it was the next worst outcome.  

If the Black Cat had been defeated, this thing is a Despair-class monster even stronger than it.  

As the exhausted heroes forced themselves to muster their abilities, Starlight grinned widely and charged at the black monster.  

“The Black Cat!”  

“Kyyaaak!”  

The creature easily dodged the rush by sinking into the building, then burst out from the side and dropped down where the other heroes stood.  

The tense heroes flinched at the approach of a Despair-class monster—but then relaxed at the complete lack of killing intent in its eyes.  

“Wait, this isn’t the bad cat—it’s the Black Cat!”  

“The Black Cat went hunting and came back!”  

“You! Was that earlier display you showing off after taking down the bad cat?!”  

“We believed in you! You jerk!”  

The Black Cat took a moment to inspect the corpse of the bad cat, slain by the heroes, then turned away.  

The monster showed no intention to fight.  

Believing the battle was truly over, the heroes cheered in unison.  

Amid the celebration, Iron Might let out a sigh of relief—but couldn’t shake a creeping unease.  

The bad cat’s spatial manipulation—that troublesome ability—had been taken by the Black Cat.  

Starlight had also grown stronger than before, but the Black Cat was improving at the same rate, if not faster.  

As heroes, they should have been on guard.  

But no one here is wary of the Black Cat.  

Even Iron Might, who harbored these thoughts, felt slightly more relief than tension.  

“I—I was wrong, okay? Sorry for doubting you.”  

“Kyarrrr…!”  

And honestly, how could they stay tense?  

Right now, instead of attacking Starlight, the Black Cat was just growling like a sulking child.  

Instead of baring its fangs at the heroes who had attacked it multiple times, it was just… Throwing a tantrum?  

Well, if something had to grow stronger, better it be this weird monster than any other.  

“You—you’re a monster! You’re the weird one here!”  

“Kyyaak!”  

“Senior Starlight, do you really think a monster can understand you?”  

“If you’re sorry, at least throw it some meat or something.”  

As all the heroes slumped to the ground, laughing weakly, Starlight—genuinely hurt by the Black Cat’s attitude—looked around at the exhausted group and asked, 

“Anyone got any beef? Anyone here have beef on them?”  

“As if…”  

“Ahahahaha!”  

With that, the Black Cat left the heroes behind and disappeared.  

The heroes notified the operator that the situation was resolved, and soon, a steady alarm tone—different from the usual sirens—echoed throughout the city, signaling the all-clear.  

[Attention, citizens of W-City: The Despair-class monster has been defeated! Repeat! The Despair-class monster has been defeated! Please exit the shelters!]  

Finally, the nightmare was over.  

The tightly sealed shelter doors opened, and people flooded into the streets.  

Though the city was in ruins, the joy of liberation overwhelmed them as they walked together along the shattered roads, cheering.  

Amid the noise, the exhausted heroes lay on the ground and briefly fell asleep. 

The citizens thanked the heroes before dispersing, one by one, to check on their homes and loved ones.  

Free from monsters, back to everyday life.  

The laughter of relief ended there.  

Now, it was time to face reality.  

***

Back in the operations room, the heroes set down the operator’s report on the bad cats’ attack and shared their thoughts.  

“Casualties: 4 B-rank heroes, 2 C-rank heroes. Civilian casualties… 524 total. Situation resolved.”  

“Miraculous…”  

“Compared to being helpless against two Despair-class monsters, this number is absurdly low—but compared to W-City’s recent monster casualty rates… It’s horrific.”  

“What’s the public sentiment?”  

“A disaster.”  

The heroes’ joy never lasted long.  

Right after a victory, the citizens celebrated—but once they returned to their ruined homes and streets, irritation at their losses overtook their relief.  

One by one, complaints surfaced, 

[Why did it take so long? Did you even fight properly? How will you compensate us?]

This time, it was worse—because many believed the culprit was the Black Cat, who had been lying low until now. 

[So you could kill it after all? Meaning you just chose not to until now, huh?]  

[What’s your game? You let the Black Cat run wild until things got this bad?]  

[When were you gonna thank the Black Cat for killing monsters? Look at you all mad over 500 deaths—honestly, hasn’t the Black Cat saved more than that by now?]  

[Does that matter? You still failed to stop preventable deaths.]  

[Funny how most people were all ‘Don’t kill the Black Cat! Protect the Black Cat!’ until now, but now they’ve all flipped. Pathetic.]  

[That was when the Black Cat was protecting people. Could you say the same if it killed your family?]  

If they had just waited for S-rank heroes from other cities to handle the Despair-class monster, maybe things wouldn’t be this bad.  

The citizens of W-City were blaming the heroes’ incompetence, cursing them as a whole.  

[500 deaths from one Despair-class monster? Does that even make sense?]  

[It doesn’t? When D-City failed to set up the Ring once, a single Despair-class monster caused 1,700 casualties in a day.]  

[This is seriously messed up.]  

[Why bring up other cities? W-City’s recent monster casualties have been way lower.]  

[Because the Black Cat’s been killing them?]  

[You had chances to kill the Black Cat but didn’t, and now this happens? Starlight kept warning that trusting monsters was a mistake—what the hell were you doing?]  

[Remember when Starlight used to scream about killing the Black Cat ASAP? Why doesn’t she seem like that anymore?]  

[Lately, it feels like she’s not even trying to kill the Black Cat.]  

[One thing’s clear: Starlight’s the reason 500+ people died this time.]  

[So it’s true—they could’ve killed it but didn’t.]  

[Any explanations coming?]  

Before they could even savor the satisfaction of protecting the city, the operations room was filled with stifled sighs.  

A C-rank hero, scanning the negative public sentiment, muttered in frustration,

“Sigh… Times like this make me wonder if we should’ve just let them all die.”  

“Heroes shouldn’t say things like that.”  

“S-Senior…”  

Starlight, now changed out of her hero suit and into formal wear, stepped out of the locker room.  

“People just need someone to blame. They’re going home to ruined buildings, maybe hearing about dead loved ones.”  

“I’m sorry…”  

“Their helplessness is far worse than ours. Never forget that.”  

Rubbing her tired eyes, she held a briefing document for the post-battle report about to be broadcast city-wide.  

Officially, it was a debrief—but in reality, it was a public apology demanded of Starlight.  

The heroes’ expressions twisted at this routine humiliation, one they’d endured too many times before.  

“Even if heroism requires a sense of duty, isn’t this too much? It’s not just once or twice.”  

“This is demoralizing. We fought to the death, and now it’s our fault?”  

“If they need to vent anger, they should direct it at the monsters, not us…”  

“Monsters are terrifying beasts you can’t reason with, but heroes are easy targets…”  

“Seems like everyone’s reached their limit.”  

Starlight chuckled, finger-combing her tangled hair into a loose tie as she left the operations room.  

“The citizens still don’t know it was the the bad cats, not the Black Cat, that went wild. It’s understandable.”  

“Even if they knew, it’d be the same. People just need an easy target to curse.”  

“It’s good if citizens see heroes as approachable. It means they have room to breathe. Better than desperately clinging to us for survival, right?”  

“Well… I guess so.”  

“We can only hope they understand… But don’t worry. Even if they don’t, I’ll make sure I’m the only one taking the blame.”  

True to her word, Starlight intended to shoulder all responsibility—both for lowering guard around the Black Cat and for cooperating with a monster.  

The heroes of W-City felt indebted to her but couldn’t step forward in her place.  

The weight of being an S-rank hero, the face of the city—even if another hero took the fall, public outrage would still target Starlight.  

And if they were honest… Most of them weren’t confident they could endure the citizens’ vitriol.  

Instead, the heroes of W-City had silently agreed to support Starlight’s decisions, no matter what.  

Just as they had when she proposed teaming up with the Black Cat to hunt the bad cats.  

“Everyone, did you properly destroy the Black Cat footage?”  

“Want us to smash it further? Make sure it’s irrecoverable?”  

“Might as well. Do it quick.”  

The heroes all raised their broken cameras and crushed them in their hands.  

During this battle, they had agreed to leave no evidence of the Black Cat cooperating with heroes.  

The mere idea of heroes working with monsters would cause an uproar.  

And it was a precaution—to prevent future complications.  

If footage leaked of the Black Cat aiding heroes, people might start thinking that cooperating with monsters was acceptable.  

The thought was horrifying.  

People might assume other monsters, like the Black Cat, are safe and approach them.  

Others might try taming monsters as weapons.  

There were even rumors of a bizarre cult forming lately, calling monsters divine messengers.  

If all those people flocked to W-City, the chaos would be unimaginable.  

“Still… At least the Black Cat didn’t betray us.”  

“Weird to even use the word ‘betrayal’ for a monster.”  

“Is it a ticking time bomb, or can we really trust it? At this point, it’s earned some faith… But it’s still a monster.”  

“Sigh… How is the Black Cat somehow better than the citizens?”  

Amid the heroes’ sighs, Iron Might dropped the shattered remains in his hand and picked up the remote.  

Just in time—Starlight was stepping out in front of the reporters.  

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 53

Ch.53 Explanation and Labels

“First, I would like to apologize to the citizens of W-City for the delay in subjugating the Despair-class monster.”  

Starlight, Yoo Anna, bowed deeply before the reporters, then raised her head only to lower it again.  

“In addition, I would like to express my deepest apologies to the 524 citizens who lost their lives in this monster attack and to their families.”  

The reporters fell silent for a moment of mourning in response to her formal bow.  

But the mourning ended there.  

In this era, death was far too common to grieve for long.  

“Starlight! How do you plan to take responsibility for this incident?”  

“The 524 who died this time—citizens are saying they wouldn’t have had to die if the Black Cat had been dealt with beforehand!”  

“Were you not catching the Black Cat all this time because you chose not to?!”  

“Did you hand over your duty as a hero to a monster just to get a little rest, since it was hunting monsters in your place?!”  

The moment Yoo Anna raised her head, the reporters bared their fangs as if they had been waiting.  

Every single one of them echoed the suspicions W-City’s citizens had been voicing about Yoo Anna.  

In response, Yoo Anna took a deep breath and, as always, slammed the podium with a loud BANG!

The reporters, startled by the noise meant to silence them, shut their mouths as Yoo Anna spoke in a subdued voice.  

“I apologize for the expanded damage caused by my delayed judgment.”  

“Are you admitting that you could have killed the Black Cat but chose not to for the heroes’ convenience?!”  

“Then, I will now begin the report on the new Despair-class monster, the bad cats.”  

“Huh?”  

Yoo Anna displayed materials on the large screen alongside the shocking news.  

She honestly recounted everything that had happened so far.  

The first alert—how she had rushed out upon hearing that the Black Cat was attacking people, how she had immediately attacked the monster at the scene.  

Afterward, how she had been led around by monsters that kept disappearing and reappearing across W-City, increasing the casualties.  

And how, in the process, she had realized that the enemy was not the Black Cat but another monster.  

“The reason we couldn’t prevent the damage from occurring in multiple locations was because the bad cats are a pair of Despair-class monsters that travel together. They use abilities similar to the Black Cat’s, including the ability to evade monster alerts—a trait known to be the Black Cat’s signature… We repeatedly engaged the bad cats, attacked the Black Cat in the process, and while we were distracted, they fled elsewhere to cause more damage.”  

“Uh…?”  

“Wait, the bad cats? They travel in pairs?”  

“Two Despair-class monsters? And of the same species?”  

At that moment, the public opinion that had been condemning Yoo Anna began to slowly reverse.  

It was now common knowledge that monsters of the exact same species would not fight each other but instead cooperate.  

What had happened in W-City was not a chase between the Black Cat and Starlight, but an indiscriminate guerrilla battle involving a pair of Despair-class monsters, the Black Cat, and Starlight.  

In such a chaotic situation, the fact that only 500 people had died in W-City was nothing short of a miracle.  

“…Had I not attacked the Black Cat from the start, had I realized sooner that the Black Cat and the bad cats were separate entities… The damage might have been zero.”  

Though Yoo Anna said this, everyone watching the screen knew it wouldn’t have been that simple.  

The screen was filled with footage of the Cat monsters using their abilities, but no one could tell which was the Black Cat and which wasn’t.  

Their similar appearances, the traits of their abilities, the fact that only one monster alert had gone off during their appearances, and the lack of any surveillance footage capturing them together—  

Seeing all this, one might even wonder how Yoo Anna had managed to distinguish them at all.  

“Th-then, what happened to the Black Cat?!”  

“The Black Cat is alive.”  

“The Black Cat is alive?”  

“Well, if it wasn’t the Black Cat causing the rampage, then of course it’s alive…”  

“Don’t tell me… The Black Cat helped hunt the Despair-class monsters?”  

Amid the clamoring reporters, Yoo Anna glanced toward the one who had asked the question.  

It was a natural question—common sense dictated that two Despair-class monsters couldn’t have been held off with so few casualties by heroes alone.  

“Saying it ‘helped’ is inaccurate. However, it did contribute. We left one of the bad cats to the Black Cat and divided our efforts to take them down separately.”  

Yoo Anna’s answer was ambiguous—not a lie, but with some information withheld—as she sighed and bowed her head once more.  

“Since the bad cats are presumed to be the same species as the Black Cat, leaving one of them to the Black Cat was nothing short of a gamble. But I made that reckless choice because I saw no other way to minimize the damage. The outcome was favorable, but I apologize for risking the lives of the citizens.”  

The apologies continued, but no one blamed Yoo Anna anymore.  

The reporters, having lowered their microphones, began applauding in unison.  

It was praise for the hero who had made the best possible judgment for the greater good.  

“This is… Wow, I need to change the article title.”  

“I’m speechless. Sensationalism aside… Even if two more S-rank heroes had come, they wouldn’t have ended it this cleanly.”  

“Starlight! You’ve worked hard!”  

At its core, without an S-rank hero, everyone would have died.  

The reporters focused not on the 500 deaths but on the survival of W-City’s citizens beyond that number.  

[The Decisive Hero Starlight! W-City’s Pride!]  

[Is that all?]  

[Two Despair-class monsters went on a rampage—last time, an entire district was wiped out, and this time, people died. How is that something to be proud of?]  

[How is that the same? Back then, it was different species fighting, so the heroes could control the battlefield. This time, the two were cooperating!]  

[If the Black Cat was also fighting those bad cats, then that means three Despair-class monsters were rampaging.]  

[Three Despair-class monsters clashing back and forth, and only 500 casualties? That’s an unbelievable number.]  

[It’s tragic that people died, but anyone blaming Starlight for this is an idiot.]  

[Even if three Disaster-class monsters ran wild, a mishandled response could easily kill over 500.]  

[Wait, so the Black Cat wasn’t the crazy one—it was other monsters?]  

[The Black Cat’s alive? The Black Cat’s alive? The Black Cat’s alive?]  

The citizens watching the broadcast also praised Yoo Anna.  

Now that they knew the full story, they had no choice but to acknowledge that 524 deaths was a miraculous figure.  

The shift in public opinion was still hard to believe, but Yoo Anna thought that perhaps they had simply stayed quiet until the truth came out. She felt her heavy heart lighten slightly.  

[Black Cat… T_T I knew it wasn’t you!]  

[Our kitty would never do that!]  

[Blackie! Blackie! Blackie!]  

[Wait, does that mean that post circulating in the community was real?]  

[That post about how the Black Cat protected people from another Black Cat when the shelter was breached—where is it?]  

[I saw that too—where’d it go? Anyone have the link?]  

With the revelation that the Black Cat hadn’t been the one rampaging in W-City, the Black Cat enthusiasts who had been lying low finally raised their heads.  

The chat, which had been filled with demands to kill the Black Cat immediately, now scrolled at an incomparably faster pace, as if those earlier comments had never existed.  

[What the hell is the Black Cat, really? Two Despair-class monsters of the same species came to W-City to rampage, and it fought them for us?]  

[And from what Starlight said, she initially thought it was the bad cat and attacked the Black Cat—why the hell did it still help us after getting beaten up?]  

[Black Cat: It wasn’t me T_T So unfair T_T Well, y’all were screwed anyway.]  

[Black Cat! I believed in you all along! sobs]  

[Is this thing really a monster?]  

[I’m grateful, but going this far…? Hey, the Black Cat, aren’t they your own kind?]  

[The Black Cat is just scared of Starlight.]  

People were relieved that the Black Cat had done nothing wrong and was still alive.  

Yoo Anna, watching the live reactions through a laptop on the table, coughed awkwardly at the overwhelming response and spoke up.  

“A-hem. Let me reiterate—the Black Cat did not ‘fight for us.’ It would be more accurate to say we left one to it. Citizens, please do not forget that the Black Cat is still a monster. Its current behavior is abnormal, and—”  

[Ah, yes, of course ^^7]  

[Starlight, your loyalty is acknowledged ^^7]  

[Why are you guys saluting like that? <^^ Loyalty!]  

[<^^ Loya—lty! The Black Cat has never once fought to protect people from monsters!]  

[The pride of W-City—envied by A-City, knelt before by B-City, and shocking C-City—the Black Cat ^^7 Oops! Starlight, your loyalty! <^^]  

Now, people fully believed the Black Cat was safe.  

And why wouldn’t they? Even when monsters that appeared to be its own kind showed up, the Black Cat chose to fight them and protect humans.  

But if another Black Cat-like monster appeared, people might let their guard down around it, leading to more casualties.  

Hoping the citizens would remain wary of the Black Cat—no, of monsters in general—Yoo Anna left a warning.  

“Additionally, I must warn everyone. The Black Cat is… Somewhat angry right now, so we expect increased damage during pursuit for a while. Please do not approach it recklessly and risk harm…”  

[Is it sulking because we misunderstood and attacked it first? So cute, this feisty little cat.]  

[LOLOL the Black Cat’s mad so the damage’s gonna increase LOLOLOL Is it gonna stick a few more horizontal bars into building walls or what?]  

[Fury-induced cat tower construction LOLOLOL]  

[LOLOLOLOLOL I was just feeling depressed, but now I’m suddenly in a good mood.]  

[I shouldn’t be laughing at a news segment about people dying, but this is just too funny.]  

[I went to the bathroom for a second—why did the funeral turn into a festival?]  

The more she spoke, the more it backfired. Even those in the chat who had been calling for the Black Cat’s death were now defending it.  

At this point, it might already be too late to control public opinion…  

As Yoo Anna bit her lip in frustration, a reporter who had been quietly observing the screen displaying the Black Cat and the bad cats raised their hand to ask a question.  

“Starlight? There’s one thing I don’t understand. May I ask?”  

“Of course. Go ahead.”  

“Ultimately, the key to resolving this incident seems to have been distinguishing between the Black Cat and the bad cats… How did you tell them apart?”  

“Looking at the screen, we still can’t tell the difference. It almost seems like you took a reckless gamble, hoping it wasn’t the Black Cat that had transformed!”  

If Yoo Anna hadn’t been able to distinguish the Black Cat from the other two, the damage would have only worsened as they were led around by the monsters.  

“That’s a good question. Then, let me explain why I determined the Black Cat and the bad cats were different monsters.”  

Addressing the question on everyone’s mind in W-City, Yoo Anna picked up a laser pointer and began explaining as she indicated points on the screen.  

“As you can see, the Black Cat’s nose is slightly smaller, and its facial structure is more aesthetically pleasing. Here, bad cat A has wider-set eyes and a different fur texture.”  

“…Huh?”  

“Bad cat B has longer fur under its chin compared to the Black Cat, and it’s curlier than bad cat A’s. The ear shape is also different—the Black Cat’s is closer to an ideal trapezoid, while bad cat A’s are triangular, and the bad cat B’s are conical… Ah, the tail shape is obvious, but the split fur pattern on this part of the tail is…”  

But the longer Yoo Anna spoke, the more confused the reporters looked.  

The citizens in the chat also flooded the screen with question marks, baffled.  

[What?]  

[What…? Seriously, what?]  

[How the hell did she notice that?]  

Then, one person’s comment permanently affixed an irreversible label to Yoo Anna.  

[Is Starlight a Black Cat otaku or something?]
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Ch.54 Is this really a monster?

“Oh, the Black Cat otaku is here.”  

“Black Cat Otaku, you’ve worked hard.”  

“Wow, isn’t this the S-rank hero Black Cat fanboy?”  

The day after the report on the bad cats’ attack.  

Yoo Anna glared at the heroes teasing her and raised her energy.  

“A-rank guys with high recovery, want to get some second-degree burns? The weaker ones, line up in the back—I’ll make it quick with first-degree.”  

After passionately explaining the differences between Black Cat and bad cats, Yoo Anna belatedly checked the chat and realized her mistake.  

But what could she do? The citizens were already excitedly making fun of her.  

Better to laugh than cry—citizens need entertainment.  

Yoo Anna tried to endure it, but when even the heroes joined in, she finally snapped.  

“Gahhh!”  

“The hero is setting things on fire!”  

Whoosh! The heroes touched by the lightly spewed flames laughed and ran away.  

Shortly after, someone pulled up the community reactions on their phone and shoved it in Yoo Anna’s face.  

“They’ve already made emoticons out of this in the community. Have you seen them?”  

“The meme where it’s like, ‘This is Black Cat, this is bad cats,’ was funny. Like, ‘This is the S1 model phone, this is the S1a model—totally different.’”  

“But will you accept the honorary chairman position in the Black Cat Moms Cafe?”  

“You guys are really… Sit down!”  

As Yoo Anna flared up, the heroes chuckled and took their seats.  

Once everyone was seated, Yoo Anna sighed and looked at one hero in particular.  

The hero’s name was Sound Waiver.  

He had the ability to manipulate sound waves at will.  

When Sound Waiver clapped his hands—tap—a transparent barrier spread across the room.  

Now, no matter what method was used, no one could eavesdrop on the meeting.  

Inside the soundproofed room, a secret meeting began—one not reported to the government, shared only among W-City’s heroes.  

“You’ve all read the cell analysis report on the bad cats, right?”  

Parts of the slain monster’s body were sent to research facilities in each city for analysis.  

Today’s secret meeting was convened because of those analysis results and the Black Cat’s actions during the bad cats attack.  

Some of the bad cats’ and the Black Cat’s cells were identical.  

In other words, even if they weren’t the exact same species, they were close enough to be considered subspecies.  

Even when monsters of the same or similar species came looking for him, the Black Cat refused to join them and continued to protect humans as he always had.  

“The one we caught was female, right? And the Black Cat is male? Does he not have any reproductive instincts?”  

“Maybe the other monsters the Black Cat killed were male?”  

“The monster tissue collected from District 4 had both male and female samples. The genetic info was nearly identical except for gender.”  

“Wouldn’t it make sense to assume it could change gender at will? There was only one corpse, and if by some chance there was another Despair-class, the Black Cat would’ve been the one in trouble.”  

“If it changed gender, maybe it was trying to court the Black Cat because it thought it would lose in a fight…”  

“And the Black Cat killed it.”  

A female, and yet he still prioritized humans, whom he wouldn’t even eat.  

What the hell is the Black Cat? Nothing about him makes sense.  

The heroes of W-City, all sharing the same doubts, set aside the unanswerable questions (best left to combat personnel) and brought up the main topic of the day.  

“What do you all think about the Black Cat?”  

“Honestly… I think he’s becoming trustworthy.”  

“I agree. We should still be cautious, but… It’s clear he’s not a normal monster.”  

“What kind of monster rejects its own kind and chooses humans?”  

“There are humans like that too, you know? The ones who say, ‘Monsters are beautiful,’ or ‘Monsters are friends.’”  

“You mean those idiots in D-City with that monster cult or whatever?”  

“From a monster’s perspective, the Black Cat must be a terrifying mutation.”  

“For us, he’s a blessing… I kinda like him, honestly.”  

“The problem is that he’s still a monster.”  

Even if he’s a helpful variant, he’s still a monster.  

The heroes who had mistaken the bad cats for the Black Cat this time were afraid that the Black Cat might one day rampage like the bad cats did.  

But at the same time… The thought of killing him was becoming harder to accept.  

Yoo Anna sighed as she looked at everyone.  

“I know you’re all relieved because monster damage has decreased thanks to the Black Cat… But he’s also a ticking time bomb.”  

“We know that, but if a bomb doesn’t explode no matter how much you throw it around or squeeze it between other bombs…”  

“It’s defective. A failure, you could say.”  

“Trying to set it off before it causes harm might backfire and make things worse.”  

So let’s not provoke him.  

Previously, the consensus had been to stay cautious and eliminate him at the first sign of danger, but now the opinion to hold off had grown stronger.  

“In a way, hasn’t the Black Cat proven himself? That he’d prioritize humans over his own kind?”  

“Talking about proof with a monster…”  

“Not something a hero should say, but I do want to believe in him, at least once.”  

“If he ever becomes an Annihilation-class, we won’t be able to handle him on our own.”  

“On the other hand, if he becomes an Annihilation-class and still protects humans, that’d be the best-case scenario, right?”  

“That’s too much of a gamble. Why do you think everyone assumed the Black Cat was rampaging this time? If the Black Cat becomes stronger than W-City’s forces, you think he’d stay quiet? Right now, he’s behaving because Starlight is stronger.”  

“Who knows? Maybe he’s already stronger than us and just acting like this. He’s a variant, after all.”  

“Alright, enough. We didn’t gather today for this debate.”  

Seeing the growing divide, Yoo Anna clapped her hands, drawing everyone’s attention.  

In the end, there was only one issue to settle today,

The Black Cat’s disposition.  

“Who thinks the Black Cat should be killed as soon as possible?”  

Only three heroes raised their hands, and even they didn’t seem enthusiastic.  

“Who wants to treat the Black Cat as part of W-City’s forces for the time being and utilize him?”  

This time, every single hero—including the three who had raised their hands earlier—unanimously raised their hands.  

Seeing the obvious result, Yoo Anna made her decision.  

“…Starting now, the Black Cat’s threat level is lowered by three tiers. Response protocols remain the same, but priority will change… No report to the government. This stays among W-City’s heroes. No records. Meeting adjourned.”  

“Senior, does this mean you’re stepping down as the Black Cat’s handler? A three-tier drop means even a B-rank hero could handle him…”  

“That… I’ll keep doing it. If the dispatch records show otherwise, the government might get annoyed.”  

“Wow, the Black Cat otaku strikes again. Well, if you don’t apologize quickly, you’ll get hurt like last time… Ow!”  

Yoo Anna shot a small spark at the hero who kept teasing her.  

The most frustrating part was that what he said wasn’t entirely wrong.  

Her mind was already filled with thoughts of meeting the Black Cat as soon as possible to apologize.  

“Be careful not to leak internal info to civilians. Especially you—stay off the community forums.”  

“…Sorry.”  

“Alright, everyone! Share this with heroes who aren’t here, and prepare a warning broadcast to civilians about the possibility of monsters resembling the Black Cat appearing.”  

“I’m worried about how to educate them. No matter what we say, people don’t listen.”  

“We still have to try. I’ll go patrol for a bit…”  

Just as Yoo Anna was about to leave, the Despair-class monster alarm sounded in the building.  

[The Black Cat…]  

“Deploying now! Handle the aftermath!”  

Immediately, Yoo Anna opened the window and jumped out.  

The heroes watched from the window as Starlight flew into the distance, then laughed wryly at the following broadcast.  

[…Appeared!]  

“Wow, she’s fast.”  

“She’s not going to catch the Black Cat—she’s going to apologize, right?”  

“Apologizing to a monster… Unbelievable.”  

Then, the operator, forgetting to turn off the mic, spoke in an awkward voice.  

[Um… But, uh… Is this really an alarm? Ah, s-sorry! The Black Cat sighted! Napping in the park! N-no other monsters, just a civilian report!]  

“…But is this bastard Black Cat even really a monster?”  

At this point, it wasn’t just absurd—it was downright hilarious.  

***

After devouring 444, the city was still in ruins.  

The minor disturbances caused by small monsters returning after fleeing the powerful tremors of the Despair-class monster had delayed the city’s recovery efforts.  

Which meant there were no ways for me to earn enough money to eat my fill.  

It wasn’t that I had no money at all, but many restaurants weren’t open yet due to lingering unease from the chaos.  

The few that were open were packed with people who had survived on emergency rations in shelters for three days, so I had no choice but to endure.  

I could endure it, but humans couldn’t.  

In the end, I headed to the Black Cat Park for the first time in a while and accepted food from residents who recognized me.  

It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.  

“Black Cat! Black Cat doesn’t do bad things, right?”  

“Black Cat isn’t a bad cat! He’s a good cat!”  

“Black Cat! Look at this! I drew it!”  

“Here! Here! The new Paw Punch! Look!”  

“The kids have grown so much.”  

“Their pronunciation’s better too, right? All they talk about is the Black Cat.”  

Munch, munch. From behind the playground, where humans wouldn’t notice, I chewed through the meat in one bite. The kids, seeing me for the first time in a while, cheered while their mothers swallowed hard.  

“Sorry, but we don’t have much to give…”  

“The supermarkets aren’t open yet, so…”  

“How hungry must he be… Look how defined his abs are now.”  

“…Gulp. Kyah!”  

Then, a woman poked me.  

Instinctively gripping the mother’s wrist, I pinned her arm against a wooden pole and bared my fangs before forcing myself to calm down with trembling hands.  

Slowly releasing her, I exhaled sharply and warned the mothers,

“Don’t get too close. You look delicious, and it’s hard to resist.”  

“Oh, oh my… Oh my, oh my… M-my husband went to work, but…”  

“Honey, don’t you know he’s a monster? He didn’t mean it like that.”  

“But he’s male… Couldn’t he mean something else?”  

“H-he’s really an animal… My heart’s racing…”  

What the hell? I expected fear, but the mothers’ sweet, sticky emotions left me baffled.  

Come to think of it, didn’t Yoo Hyena give off similar vibes? Maybe ‘you look delicious’ means something different from what I thought?  

Confused, I stepped back. The mothers kept their distance but sat down and brought up recent events.  

“You must’ve been upset this time… With those bad cats things.”  

“There were a lot of victims, right…?”  

“We made a ‘Black Cat Moms’ cafe to support you. Everyone knows now that it wasn’t you, so don’t worry too much.”  

Hearing that, I paused mid-bite and warned them,

“Tell the kids to be careful. To monsters, children are easy prey. If another monster like me shows up, just run.”  

“…You’re right. Okay, we’ll do that.”  

“We should spread the word in the cafe too.”  

“Should we teach them to stay away from the Black Cat when the alarm sounds?”  

“Probably? We used to train everyone to evacuate to shelters when the alarm went off, but lately, because of the Black Cat…”  

It’s better to keep your distance from monsters.  

As the mothers murmured about what to do, I suddenly realized someone I usually saw here was missing.  

“Did that cop die?”  

“Oh, no! He got promoted and transferred to District 1.”  

“It’s a bit of a hassle now. Thieves have been showing up again lately.”  

“He was such a good guy…”  

“I see.”  

Relieved he wasn’t dead, I stood up and transformed.  

The mothers flinched at my sudden monster form, but the kids cheered and rushed over, clinging to me.  

“Black Cat!”  

“Kitty!”  

“Is… Is a monster coming?”  

[Not to this area. But it’s close… I’ll repay the meal. Take the kids and go.]  

A pack of Terror-class and Crush-class monsters was swimming up from deep underground. As I nodded and raised my energy, the mothers grabbed their children and left the park.  

The ability I gained from 444—spatial manipulation… Sensing the monsters deep below, I tore them apart and exploded them into pieces.  

This… Is definitely useful.  

“Ugh…”  

After killing the monsters, I yawned and lay down on the park sand.  

I planned to use spatial manipulation to slowly drag the monster corpses from underground and eat them.  

Chew, chew… As I ate, the texture reminded me of squid tentacles, and my thoughts wandered.  

The most pressing one: Why was the research lab sending monsters after me now?  

What were they thinking…?  

“Black Cat!”  

Then, Starlight flew into the park, carrying a bag.  

Spotting her, I stopped eating and sank into the shadows.  

Panicking, Yoo Anna made a pleading face and shouted,  

“I’m sorry! I was wrong, okay?! But—but you were wrong too! Why didn’t you say anything sooner?!”  

At that, I peeked out just enough to glare at her before hiding again.  

Then, Starlight rummaged through her bag and pulled out beef.  

“B-beef…! Here, I brought beef…! Ack…!”  

She waved the meat, urging me to come, but my jaw still ached from her punch, so I left the beef and ran.  

As I fled, Starlight’s despondent voice trailed after me, 

“Aaaah….”  

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 55

Ch.55 I’ve had a lot on my mind.

Finally, the long-awaited weekend.  

Since I still haven’t found a proper job, I filled my stomach with small monsters and arrived at the paradise known as the free meal center.  

“Ooh! Mu-ryo! You’re safe!”  

“Mister, you’re alive!”  

It was still early, so there weren’t many people around.  

Drooling as I entered the park, I ignored the people greeting me and stared at the food distribution table.  

Right now, the people look too delicious, so it’s better not to look at them.  

Just then, Yoo Hyena approached me with mixed emotions and called out to me.  

“Mu-ryo! I’m glad you’re safe, I was worried.”  

“Worried?”  

“During the bad cats attack, you didn’t go to the shelter and ran off somewhere, right? So… I heard news that heroes were getting hurt by monsters in the shelters, and since you’re an unregistered superpower human… I couldn’t reach you. I kept wondering if you’d come this weekend, what if you didn’t…”  

“I see.”  

I answered without even looking at her, so Yoo Hyena tugged at the hem of my pants as if telling me to look at her.  

“…Hey, in situations like this, you’re supposed to say ‘Thank you for worrying about me.’”  

“Should I be grateful if you worry about me? Why?”  

“Huh, um…? Well, uh… I-I… Wanted you to be safe from the monster attack?”  

“I also wanted you to be safe. So should you be grateful to me too?”  

“Y-Yeah…?”  

“Then let’s just say we’re both grateful.”  

“Huh? Oh, yeah…? Okay…”  

For some reason, Yoo Hyena gave off a dark, sticky scent like chocolate from one corner of her emotions.  

Even though we both thanked each other, she didn’t seem to be in a good mood.  

Leaving her be, I piled food onto my tray and sat down to eat first.  

After finishing one bowl, I finally felt like I might survive.  

With a bit of relief, I went to get another serving when Yoo Hyena, who had been giving off a strange, popping candy-like scent, stood there with a sullen expression.  

“Hey, Han Mu-ryo, I was really worried about you.”  

“I’m hungry.”  

“Hmph… Did you starve for days or something?”  

“I haven’t eaten since the last time we had soup.”  

“Huh? No, why, why not?”  

“If I ate, others wouldn’t have been able to, so I held back. No money, no job, and few restaurants are open.”  

“Ah…!”  

“I’m really hungry.”  

At that, Yoo Hyena’s expression brightened rapidly as she approached me and picked up a tray.  

She filled it with the same food as me, followed me to my seat, placed another tray beside me, and sat down.  

“Eat a lot. I had no idea… If you ate as little as I do, you must’ve been starving.”  

“You must’ve been really hungry too.”  

“There’s no way I could eat this much, right? I got this for you. I’ll help you get more, so eat quickly.”  

While I emptied my tray, Yoo Hyena brought me another one without me asking, and the residents of District 4 whispered as they watched.  

“Look at that, she’s practically his bride now.”  

“If I were her, I’d fall for him too after being saved like that.”  

“If he saved her twice, they’d even have kids.”  

“Are they gonna take all our food too?”  

“We can hear you!”  

“We’re saying it so you can hear!”  

Amid the residents’ laughter, after about four plates, my hunger was somewhat satisfied.  

Feeling more at ease, I went with Yoo Hyena to fill another tray.  

“Your eyes look a little better now? Just a while ago, they were so sharp it looked like you could chew through steel.”  

“I think I’ll live now.”  

“Can we talk now?”  

“Mm.”  

“…Did you get hurt during the bad cats attack? Did you run away somewhere?”  

“I was busy moving. I’m still tired.”  

“You didn’t fight a Despair-class monster or something, did you? My sister said only the heroes fought this time…?”  

“Hmm.”  

“Eat slowly. Here, water.”  

Feeling like continuing this conversation wouldn’t be good, I stuffed a whole piece of meat into my mouth.  

Beside me, Yoo Hyena opened the cap of a 1.5L water bottle.  

As I gulped down the water straight from the bottle, she rested her arms on the table and stared straight at my face.  

“Hey, Han Mu-ryo.”  

“What?”  

“Um… A-actually… I’ve been thinking a lot about things in the shelter lately… We live in a world where we never know what might happen, right? With monsters appearing endlessly, like natural disasters but not?”  

“Right.”  

“So… You know…”  

“Say it.”  

“That… Before, in front of my house, that thing… What was it?”  

“That thing?”  

“You said I looked… Delicious…?”  

From Yoo Hyena, I caught a sweet, sticky scent that reminded me of the mothers from the Black Cat Park.  

Back then, she definitely had a weird reaction too.  

“Does ‘you look delicious’ have some meaning I don’t know?”  

“Huh? Oh, no… I, um…? Well, what did you mean by it?”  

“Literally. You look like boiled beef that’s been heated up.”  

“…Boiled beef?”  

“Today, you smell like beef radish soup.”  

At my explanation, Yoo Hyena wrinkled her nose strangely, lifted her arm to sniff herself, then slammed her forehead on the table with a bitter dark feeling.  

“What’s wrong? Feeling dizzy?”  

“No… It’s just that all my feelings over the past few days feel stupid now…”  

“Why?”  

“I’m never telling you, ever…”  

If she doesn’t want to say, there’s no need to press.  

I glanced toward the food distribution area, then poked Yoo Hyena’s side as she sat beside me.  

“Aren’t you going back to the distribution area?”  

“…I don’t want to.”  

“Don’t you have to greet people?”  

“I do that because I want to, not because I have to. Can’t you just let me stay?”  

“Mm.”  

Why is that? From Yoo Hyena, a sticky, bittersweet emotion like maple syrup oozed out.  

Seemingly harboring not-so-pleasant feelings, she propped her arms on the table again and spoke.  

“Don’t you have anything to say to me while I’m sitting here like this?”  

“Hmm…”  

What does she want me to say?  

Chewing on the meat thoughtfully, I swallowed and finally remembered something I wanted to talk to her about.  

“What you said last time helped. Thanks.”  

“Huh?”  

When No. 444 went berserk, if I had kept compromising for practical reasons, the damage would’ve been much worse.  

If I had chosen to eat Starlight and the humans, it would’ve been an irreversible decision.  

“It’s not what I wanted to hear, but I’m glad it helped you.”  

Earlier, when she handed me water, she seemed to realize I was avoiding the conversation.  

Yoo Hyena tapped the table with her fingertips—tap, tap, tap—and closed her eyes as if deep in thought.  

“I don’t know what happened, but something did, right? You don’t want to talk about it in detail?”  

“I’m not sure how to explain.”  

“I’m curious. Can I at least hear what part helped you?”  

“The choice.”  

If Starlight hadn’t been there when facing No. 444, if Gu Seo-ryong hadn’t helped, the damage would’ve only grown worse.  

The fact that Gu Seo-ryong helped me also made me feel a lot of things.  

“I tried to make the most practical choice, but the more I did, the more it felt like my flesh was being stripped away… But when I dared to make a reckless choice, thinking it might work, the result wasn’t bad.”  

“So, that was the ideal choice for your situation?”  

“Yes. Thanks to you.”  

“Oh my.”  

A scent often detected from monsters with offspring wafted from Yoo Hyena.  

Hesitantly, she patted my back, then clapped her hands lightly with her fingers.  

“G-Good job. Keep doing that.”  

“If I can, I will.”  

“This time, you followed the rules too, right? You didn’t go overboard or…”  

“There’s something I’m curious about regarding that.”  

“What?”  

“An ideal choice requires many conditions to be met. If those conditions aren’t fulfilled, the practical choice is faster and more efficient.”  

If Starlight had kept seeing me as an enemy, if Gu Seo-ryong hadn’t answered my call, the damage would’ve only kept growing.  

Even though I ended it in the end, if I had—just maybe—let No. 444 devour one, no… Two shelters and four or five heroes before Starlight cleared up the misunderstanding…  

If I hadn’t hesitated the moment I realized I couldn’t handle them alone and had acted, I could’ve reduced the damage by more than half.  

“Always following every rule is idealistic. Ideals are hope. Chasing hope but failing to grasp it means losing everything. Even so, is chasing ideals always the right thing?”  

“That’s a tough question…”  

Yoo Hyena looked up at the sky as if lost in thought.  

“I think there are moments when you have to break the rules for something more important, but still… I believe it’s fundamentally right. Of course, that doesn’t mean you should be bound only by rules.”  

“So there’s no set answer.”  

“Right… It’s hard. But I think when you break the rules, it should be for the most important thing. Like breaking someone’s car or a building to save someone… Then you just have to break it. If someone says that’s wrong, then like you said before, the law is wrong.”  

At that answer, I pondered for a moment and honestly shared my dilemma.  

“If killing 10 people could save 50, do you think I should’ve killed the 10?”  

“Huh?”  

“If I had killed 10 with my own hands, I could’ve definitely saved 50.”  

“Is this like… The trolley dilemma or something?”  

“What’s that?”  

At my response, Yoo Hyena showed fear and anxiety, gulping down cold water.  

Then, with a more serious expression than before, she faced me.  

“I don’t know what you went through, but no one can answer that question.”  

“Why not?”  

“Because it assumes that both the 10 and the 50 are doomed to die. The responsibility for that isn’t yours. So you shouldn’t feel anxious or burdened by it.”  

“Anxious…?”  

Hearing that, I reflected on my emotions.  

Anxious? Am I feeling anxious?  

It doesn’t seem like it.  

“It might not answer your question, but I think the right thing is to do your best in the moment… And now, think about what the more ideal method could’ve been. If you’re forced into such a choice, the content of the choice is often a compromise, not a practical one. It’s not about doing better, but choosing the lesser evil—how good can that really be?”  

Certainly, back then, neither choice appealed to me.  

It was closer to picking the lesser of two evils.  

Yoo Hyena, staring at me with fiery eyes like Starlight, spoke firmly.  

“I think instead of sacrificing 10 to reduce casualties, we should think about how to save everyone.”  

“But couldn’t the damage have been reduced by sacrificing 10?”  

“No one is okay with being sacrificed. Who decides that? You? On what authority? Do they really have to die? Are you sure? If we keep compromising like this, why not compromise by becoming stronger? Isn’t that much better than sacrificing something?”  

“But hesitating like that would’ve gotten the 50 killed.”  

“Even if the outcome is bad, we should try to save everyone rather than choose who dies. If we fail now, we can find a better way next time and reduce the damage further. Only thinking about sacrificing 10 is just compromising.”  

That’s unrealistic.  

Even if it means more casualties, she’s telling me to chase ideals.  

In a way, it’s a crueler, colder choice than what I, a monster, would make.  

But the more she spoke, the more I felt she might be right.  

“If you keep compromising, you’ll keep retreating. Then next time, you’ll have to sacrifice even more, and more, and more… There’s no progress in that, right? We have to keep improving to reduce future damage.”  

“So you’re saying to choose reducing future damage over immediate damage?”  

“Reducing immediate damage would be even better, but to do that, we should’ve acted ideally from the start.”  

The more I listened, the more thoughts swirled in my head.  

If, from the beginning, I had joined hands with Starlight and the heroes, maybe the damage would’ve been zero.  

If I had known such a choice was possible from the start.  

“Did something happen this time where you think the damage worsened because of you?”  

As I sat silently lost in thought, Yoo Hyena spoke in a worried voice.  

I nodded honestly, and the emotional flavor emanating from her grew complex.  

“I… I want to say it’s not your fault. The monsters are the bad ones… They’re like natural disasters. Sigh… Nothing I say will really comfort you, but… My sister struggles with similar things sometimes. You know, right? My sister… The S-rank hero.”  

“I know.”  

“Even heroes much stronger than you make mistakes. It can’t be helped. Superpower humans aren’t gods, right?”  

“…God.”  

Hearing that word, my brows furrowed instinctively.  

The church my parents attended, the cross at the orphanage, the lights of the lab, the monsters, the syringes, the pain of a monster core forming.  

“God doesn’t exist.”  

“Right, in times like these, more people think that way… So what I’m trying to say is… My sister cries when she’s upset, fidgets when she’s sorry, smiles when she’s happy, and feels down when she’s criticized… Up close, she’s not superpower human at all. Even the sun goes to rest at night, right? My sister needs rest too, she has family waiting for her…”  

“Starlight is human.”  

“Exactly! So… You did your best too.”  

A cautious hand touched my back, patting lightly.  

The prickly, sugary sweetness of her emotions—a new sensation—made me stare at Yoo Hyena, who suddenly turned bright red and jumped up from her seat.  

“Th-Thank you for surviving safely! Eat well! And… Rest.”  

With emotions popping like candy, Yoo Hyena hurried back to the food distribution area.  

Watching her go, I resumed eating.  

Then, in the empty seat beside me, Gu Seo-ryong plopped down and pretended to pick her ears with her sharp claws.  

“Done with the nonsense?”

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 56

Ch.56 There are limits.

“You’re here again.”  

“Is she bad at math or bad at Korean? She’s saying neither is a good choice between killing 10 people or 50 people? Kids like that always say this is a gun when playing rock-paper-scissors.”  

Yaaawn. Gu Seo-ryong, stretching lazily, stabbed her finger into my tray, picking up a piece of meat and eating it.  

“Seriously, why are you just sitting there listening to someone who doesn’t understand reality at all? Aren’t you bored?”  

“Don’t eat with your fingers.”  

“Ideals, compromise, rules? Hilarious… Why would a monster follow those? Superpower humans don’t need to either. Those things are just leashes weaklings made because they’re scared of monsters and superpower humans like us.”  

Gulp. Gu Seo-ryong swallowed the meat without properly chewing it and stabbed another piece.  

“Just because your sister’s an S-rank hero, don’t act so clueless about the world. Kids like that get thrown into reality, cry about how cold and scary it is, and then die.”  

“Gu Seo-ryong.”  

“After talking to some sheltered rich girl, you’ve got time to listen to that nonsense? Why not make a baby with me instead?”  

Stab, stab… She kept stealing my food without pause.  

I grabbed Gu Seo-ryong’s finger and crunch—bit it off.  

“Ow.”  

“Stop eating. That’s my meat.”  

“Huh? What’s the big deal? It’s free here.”  

“Were you starving or something?”  

“I’m hungry. Thanks to someone, I had to monsterize and fight Despair-class monsters.”  

Gu Seo-ryong swallowed the bitten-off finger and regenerated it.  

Her monsterization, like full transformation, seems to greatly amplify hunger.  

No matter how I look at it, it seems to have no advantages over full transformation. Why does she insist on doing it?  

“If you’re hungry, go get your own.”  

“Hmph, someone gets to gulp down a Despair-class monster core, but I can’t even have a few pieces of meat?”  

As I pulled my tray closer and pointed to the serving area, Gu Seo-ryong pouted and wrapped her tail around my leg, annoying me.  

“And hey, aren’t you being too harsh? You haven’t even properly thanked me for helping you, but you’re grateful to her?”  

“You got something out of it too.”  

“What? A Despair-class monster to use as a limb? The latest info on the lab? That’s the result of me risking my life for you! I want compensation for my feelings. Make a baby with me.”  

“If your powers hadn’t worked on them, you would’ve run and left me behind.”  

“Oh my, sometimes you’re sharper than you look. It’s attractive.”  

Gu Seo-ryong, caught off guard, let slip a hint of surprise.  

“But in the end, I did everything you wanted, didn’t I? Fought the test subjects, brought 499 back alive—how about a thank you? I’m even tolerating your hypocrisy.”  

“Hypocrisy?”  

“Not killing 499 means releasing an uncontrollable Despair-class monster here. What if more humans die? What if Starlight killed her the moment you let her go?”  

Lick. Gu Seo-ryong ran her forked tongue over her lips and glared at me sharply.  

“You just did it because you felt like it, without thinking, right?”  

“Hmm.”  

“You felt relieved when I took 499 away, didn’t you?”  

Slither. The tail coiled around my leg, climbed up like a living snake.  

“At your core, you’re just a curious monster who does what it wants. Listening to that bitch’s nonsense is just a pastime. No matter how passionately she talks about humanity, you’re a monster. If you don’t like something, you’ll kill it, won’t you? You want to, don’t you?”  

“Sounds about right.”  

“Ugh…!”  

Ever since stealing my food, she’s been nothing but irritating.  

But she’s not wrong.  

Half-agreeing with Gu Seo-ryong, I grabbed the tail creeping between my legs under the table and crushed the bones inside.  

“W-what…? Did I hit a nerve? Are you mad?”  

“No, I just felt like breaking your tail.”  

Because I’m a monster who does what I want.  

Crack, crack. As I squeezed higher, Gu Seo-ryong’s head twitched with each crunch.  

“Let me correct a few misunderstandings.”  

“Ugh, ah, hah, ngh… Hhk…!”  

“I can kill a test subject anytime.”  

The only reason I didn’t kill her was because she’s 444’s sister, and she hadn’t done anything wrong. But if she indiscriminately attacks humans, she’s no longer human.  

Then, I’ll kill her.  

“The same goes for you.”  

If Gu Seo-ryong and 499 come at me together, I’d still win.  

I didn’t let her stay without thought—I only allowed her within my territory.  

So don’t cause trouble in my domain.  

“Hah…♥”  

Rip. I tore off half of Gu Seo-ryong’s tail. The severed tail flopped like a live fish.  

Like a lizard’s, her tail didn’t bleed much.  

I dropped the tail on my seat, picked up my empty tray, and stood.  

Gu Seo-ryong, still sitting, scratched the severed end with her nail and said,

“Haah… Ah, seriously… You’re so fucking sexy…?”  

The thick scent of ecstasy stung my nose, her wavelength pulsing sticky and heavy.  

Monstrous, I suppose. To her, me asserting dominance must’ve felt like a strong male showing off, exciting her.  

Ignoring her clingy wavelength, I jerked my chin toward the serving area.  

“You’re noisy. If you’re here to eat, be quiet and eat.”  

“Hmm… I want something else.”  

“If you’re not hungry, leave.”  

“My, how cold.”  

Gu Seo-ryong clicked her tongue, suppressing her core’s vibrations.  

Leaving her behind, I returned with a full tray to find a black-haired girl sitting in my seat.  

“Waaah?”  

The unfamiliar girl held Gu Seo-ryong’s severed tail in her hand.  

As I stared at the girl eating a monster’s tail, she blinked her wide eyes and looked up at me.  

Hum. My monster core reacted on its own to the faint vibration.  

A resonance phenomenon—this was due to the curse left after consuming 444.  

“It’s brother! Hi! Did you eat? Are you hungry?”  

“499, is it?”  

“Yep! She’s the reason I came today.”  

“I’m not 499! I’m Sagugu!”  

“Good job.”  

“Sagugu did good!”  

When 499 (Four Ninety-Nine) introduced herself as Sagugu, Gu Seo-ryong patted her head.  

No hostility at all—it seemed her mental manipulation was already complete.  

“What’s Sagugu? A name you gave her?”  

“Park Deun-deun, you’re one to talk.”  

“Huh? Where’d my food go?”  

Just then, a resident under Gu Seo-ryong’s control placed a tray in front of Sagugu and wandered back to the serving area, confused.  

Sagugu began eating with her bare hands. As I sat across from her, Gu Seo-ryong sighed.  

“She eats a ridiculous amount, takes after someone. So I thought I’d let her stay here until we figure out meals.”  

“If you eat a lot, you grow big!”  

“Listen to this kid.”  

“Yoo Hyena won’t be happy.”  

Judging by her speed, Sagugu wouldn’t eat as much as me, but it’d still be a lot.  

Yoo Hyena already complained about how my appetite strained the volunteers—now Sagugu too.  

Still, better than starving and losing control.  

“Don’t eat too fast. Yoo Hyena will get mad.”  

“Chew slowly, one hundred times!”  

“What nonsense. Sagugu, just swallow. Maintaining my powers is tiring.”  

“Yummy! Mama, eat too!”  

“Mama?”  

“…No idea. No matter how many times I say ‘sister’ she won’t listen.”  

Gu Seo-ryong, unusually exhausted, flicked her fingers.  

“What can I do? My powers don’t work the way I want. The mental manipulation made her see me as someone to follow above all else, even her own life. Her mind’s too full of holes to fix…”  

“So I’m brother, and you’re mama?”  

“Oh? Is that so? Sagugu, here’s not brother, but Daddy.”  

“Brother is not Daddy…? Brother.”  

“Tch. Useless. Sagugu, your face is covered in food. Use your hands properly.”  

“Om nom.”  

Gu Seo-ryong clicked her tongue and wiped Sagugu’s mouth with a handkerchief from her pocket.  

“You’re taking good care of her.”  

“Of course? She’s my fang now.”  

To Gu Seo-ryong, Sagugu is a blade compensating for her powers’ limits and lack of destructive force.  

If that’s the case, she’ll take care of her well.  

As I relaxed slightly, Gu Seo-ryong brought up something concerning.  

“By the way, while digging through Sagugu’s memories, I found some recent lab intel. Interested?”  

“…Go on.”  

Gu Seo-ryong rested her chin on her hand, swishing her tail like it was no big deal.  

“The researchers who discarded CXI didn’t expect you to survive this long. They thought Starlight could handle you.”  

“Because of Starlight’s ability.”  

“Probably. That power’s just absurd. Beyond that, they didn’t expect you’d hesitate to attack humans—just thought you were a weirdo who wouldn’t listen. How do you ignore instincts like that?”  

“You just do.”  

“Hah, what an annoying answer.”  

“You’ve been restraining yourself too, haven’t you?”  

“Not like you.”  

Back in Guryongseong, Gu Seo-ryong left her villain subordinates alive instead of eating them.  

She kept human flesh in her fridge, but even that’s restraint for her.  

Some high-intellect monsters use humans as bait for more food, but Gu Seo-ryong seemed different.  

“I… Use drugs to control it.”  

That reminded me of the doubts I had in her room.  

Making drugs, maintaining a human form despite inefficient monsterization—why go this far?  

As if brushing it aside, Gu Seo-ryong continued,  

“Alphabet seems focused on drugs to control test subjects. Numbered ones like her are the most active in production. The Romania branch that discarded you was devastated by a recent monster. Alphabet calls it ‘The Fall of Romania.’”  

“Grand nickname.”  

“Oh? ‘Romania’s Strongest’ is grander. Both sound like kids made them up.”  

“I didn’t even know I had nicknames.”  

“Heh. Anyway, the important thing is… The lab’s trying to make a second you.”  

Grinning, Gu Seo-ryong voiced the concern in my mind.  

“Think they’ll send another test subject to W-City?”  

Probably.  

For combat data, to confirm if they can make something stronger than me—definitely.  

Silently agreeing, Gu Seo-ryong whispered,

“What’ll you do? If those precious humans die to another lab monster, you’ll be devastated.”  

“Next time will be different.”  

“Team up with Starlight? Hmm, after this, they’ll expect it. Next time, they’ll send something stronger, something that can definitely kill you. What if they make something beyond you—an Annihilation-class?”  

“Then…”  

If that happens, I’ll have to become an Annihilation-class too.  

But to do that… As just a monster, there are limits.  

After becoming Despair-class and consuming humans and monsters, my core’s instincts whispered,

I must pile up more curses and terror.  

Only then can I become Annihilation-class.  
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Ch.57 Yarikiri

The government’s damage assessment using drones and human personnel has concluded.  

Gradually, multiple construction and repair requests are being issued for the affected areas.  

Today, too, in order to protect my work-life balance, I stepped into the labor office, and the workers blinked at me.  

“Whoa, what the—? Who’s this guy?”  

“Man, even among laborers, this one’s something else.”  

“Hoh… Could it be, that person…?”  

Perhaps it’s because I’m two heads taller than the other men, or maybe it’s because I flaunt my muscular physique.  

From the moment I open the door, people’s eyes are drawn to me, and foremen from various sites try to coax me into working with them.  

“Hey, you interested in demolishing buildings that aren’t completely wrecked?”  

“Hey now! This guy’s a better fit for our site!”  

“You okay with dark places? If you do well, I’ll double your pay.”  

“Hmm.”  

Demolition sites, construction sites, material hauling, underground groundwork.  

As I was about to choose from the various jobs being shoved in my face—  

“Well, look who it is! If it isn’t Bongbap!”  

At the sound of that familiar name, I lowered my head and saw a man I remembered giving me a light thump on the chest.  

Definitely someone I worked with before, handling monster carcasses.  

“Long time no see.”  

“You’re alive and well! I was worried when you got off the truck and disappeared—what happened?”  

“Making enough for baby formula?”  

“Haha! We’ve even started on baby food lately!”  

“You’ll need more money, then.”  

After asking about the baby’s well-being, I noticed the red hardhat the man was wearing and tapped his head.  

“You’re a foreman now?”  

“Well, luckily, a bunch of like-minded folks got together.”  

“Congratulations.”  

“Hahaha! Thanks. So, how about it? Wanna work together today?”  

Not particularly interested in the offer, I shook my head.  

“Monster carcass disposal pays too little.”  

“Aw, come on, I’ll hook you up better, Bongbap. Gotta pay back that baby formula money, right?”  

“Don’t need it. Feed your kid.”  

“Besides, I’m not on carcass duty anymore. We’re doing road restoration now.”  

“Road restoration?”  

That was a new one. Curiosity piqued, I showed interest, and the man grinned, making a familiar offer.  

“For you, it’d be hauling bags of recycled asphalt and breaking down cracked road blocks to load onto trucks. How about it? Both are right up your alley.”  

“Any personal Yarikiri?”  

“Huh? Personal Yarikiri? What’s that?”  

“It means if I finish my work first, I leave early.”  

“What kind of rule is that…? You got plans today?”  

“I’m really hungry today. I’ll do Yarikiri and then take on other work.”  

“Oh, still eating like a beast? Alright. Then, if you finish your assigned work, you can Yarikiri, deal? It’d help us wrap up faster too.”  

“Deal.”  

I shook the man’s hand.  

At the labor office, where you work to eat day by day, contracts are often sealed with just a handshake.  

“What time’s the job?”  

“Ah, we’re starting a bit late—equipment hasn’t arrived yet. Still no phone, I take it? Can you come to District 3, Road 17 by around 1 PM?”  

“Got it.”  

Well then, time to find some work before that.  

As I turned to leave, something I’d forgotten came to mind, and I spoke up.  

“My name isn’t Go Bongbap anymore. It’s Kwak Chan-sang.”  

“So Go Bongbap was a fake name? This one at least sounds like a real person’s name.”  

“It means I want to eat until the table’s packed full today.”  

“Heh, nice name.”  

“Mhm.”  

After my self-introduction for the day, I approached other foremen hiring workers and picked up jobs.  

I made sure to negotiate Yarikiri for each one—finish early, leave early. Four foremen agreed.  

And so, from morning onward, I started working hard to earn my meals.  

“Hahaha! Thanks to you, we’ve already filled the truck! Gonna take this to the disposal site—wanna do more later?”  

Building debris removal, Yarikiri! 

“Man, talking about ‘personal Yarikiri guarantees’ like it’s nothing—guess you’ve got the skills to back it up!”  

Construction material hauling, Yarikiri! 

“You already finished two sites and came back? And you’re not even tired?”  

Pipe material hauling, Yarikiri!

“Hey, hey, gimme your number!”  

“Don’t have one.”  

“Huh? No number…? What do you mean no number? What kind of convenience-store-girl nonsense is that?”  

Shaking off the annoying foreman, I went back to building debris removal, Yarikiri!  

“Wait, so you’ve finished four sites since morning?”  

“Hauling jobs are quick—that’s why they’re called hauling.”  

“Who even says that?”  

After finishing all four jobs and stuffing the cash into my pocket, I arrived at the road restoration site by 1 PM as promised.  

District 3, Road 17—I hadn’t recognized the name at first, but it turned out to be a place I’d been to before.  

Hoisting four bags of asphalt on each shoulder, I lined them up at the designated spot while others carrying one bag at a time stared blankly.  

After setting them down, I grabbed a heavy sledgehammer and started breaking the pavement.  

Roads are designed in rectangular blocks to minimize damage spread—less durable but easier to replace.  

For me, working with such tiny tools feels inefficient, but it’s fun in its own way.  

Like that game kids play in front of grocery stores—what was it called? Dalgona?  

“Bongbap! Stop playing and work!”  

“Mhm.”  

“That guy’s faster even when he’s playing around.”  

“First time I’ve seen someone break roads into star shapes for fun.”  

As my crew and I smashed the damaged pavement to lay new asphalt, others rushed in to fill sunken spots underneath.  

Then, a vibrating machine rolled over the surface, compacting it smooth.  

“Not bad with the compactor.”  

“Oh? You know about compactors?”  

“Learned it during concrete work. Is this Yarikiri now?”  

“Yep. Just a bit more, and I’ll pay you right away.”  

I grabbed broken road chunks and loaded them onto the truck.  

When stacking, big pieces go at the bottom, small ones on top—basic skill.  

Watching me lift slabs bigger than people with one hand each, the workers gaped.  

“Whoa… Who is this guy? Insane.”  

“Wait, isn’t this that ‘Double Bowl’ guy?”  

“Nah, it’s ‘Reason Han,’ right?”  

“I heard it was ‘Generous Portion.’”  

“Bongbap—no, Chan-sang! Are you all of them?”  

“Mhm.”  

I gave a thumbs-up, loaded the last of the heavy slabs, and dusted off my hands.  

“Done. Yarikiri.”  

“Still a beast. Half the work done in no time… Guess we’re clocking out early today. Can go see my baby.”  

“Man, I kinda wanna make you do more.”  

“Foreman! At least leave some work for the rest of us!”  

Amid the laughter, the man handed me a wad of cash.  

I took out a single bill and handed the rest back.  

Understanding, he waved it off.  

“B-Bongbap, you don’t have to. I’m making enough now.”  

“Feed your kid.”  

“Hey! You’re the one always saying you’re short on food money!”  

“I can tough it out when I’m hungry. A baby can’t.”  

“Ugh, damn—! You’re making it seem like I called you here just for this!”  

I shoved the money into his pocket and strode off before he could follow.  

“Th-Thanks! Seriously!”  

Already out of reach, I raised a hand in farewell as his voice cracked.  

Seeing that, I felt fuller than after two bowls of soup.  

Not that I was actually full.  

Time to eat. Today’s destination: a nearby tonkatsu place.  

I recalled a conversation I had with Yoo Hyena at a free meal center not long ago.  

She asked how hungry I must’ve been to eat double my usual portion and told me to visit her company if I was ever starving again.  

But next time, she said, it had to be something other than soup. Hence, this place.  

She insisted it was delicious and that we should go together, but hearing how good it was, I couldn’t wait.  

With plenty of cash on hand, I figured I’d try it today as a preview.  

“Move it! Ugh—this is why places outside A-City are such a pain!”  

On my way to the tonkatsu place, I stopped at the sight of a woman causing a scene.  

Tanned skin, blond hair, wearing what looked like an aviator jacket.  

The sharp-tongued woman was arguing with people in line.  

“Hey, miss, no idea who you are, but can’t you see there’s a line?”  

“Just move! Don’t tell me to wait!”  

“Why should I? I said I’m hungry! Know your place, peasants!”  

“Peasants? What the hell is wrong with her?”  

From what I gathered, she was trying to cut in line.  

Was she that hungry? Just as I thought that, she curled her hand like a claw and summoned her ability.  

A superpower human—and a powerful one at that.  

“Enough. My mistake was wasting words on insects.”  

“Wh-What’s she—?”  

“Villain! She’s a villain!”  

“Calling me a villain? Stupid cattle!” 

Zap! 

The moment lightning shot from her hand toward the crowd, I grabbed her wrist.  

The energy surging through her—sharp, spicy, and unpleasant.  

Her ability, her emotions, her scent—all left a bad taste.  

Disdain for others, superiority, zero remorse. Pure selfishness.  

She was about to use her power on defenseless people.  

I glared, disgusted.  

“What do you think you’re doing?”  

***

“Why the hell did you send that lunatic to W-City?”  

Government. Hero HQ. One of the operator rooms.  

Yoo Anna, having received a call from Kage, was in a secure communications room with a private line.  

[I told you. Reinforcements to handle Despair-class monsters.]  

“We already took care of the Despair-class monsters! Why send support now?”  

[…Saying you’ve handled all Despair-class monsters is strange. The Black Cat is still there.]  

Yoo Anna clenched her teeth.  

“The Black Cat is—!”  

[A variant. A monster exhibiting abnormal behavior. A ticking time bomb. You’re not about to say we shouldn’t eliminate the Black Cat, are you, Starlight?]  

“Tch…”  

Kage sighed at her silence.  

[I doubted the reports, but… Are you really a monster sympathizer now?]  

“Don’t call me that! It’s just rumors—”  

[Shut it, Black Cat otaku.]  

“I’m not!”  

[Tch. Pathetic. Even if the rumors aren’t true, their existence alone proves you’re failing to lead the public.]  

“The ones spreading that crap are a minority.”  

[Sure. The loud ones always are. Most citizens probably support you. But the masses follow the noisy few.]  

Kage gestured to an A-class hero beside him.  

[You lack the skill to control public opinion. That’s why I’m helping you.]  

“Helping? Sending an unnecessary S-rank hero after everything’s over is helping?”  

[I read the report. You had the Black Cat pit the Despair-class monsters against each other to take them down separately… Textbook. My strategy was to make them fight and finish off the survivor.]  

A woman lit his cigarette as he took a long drag.  

[So why didn’t you eliminate the Black Cat afterward? He should’ve been wounded from the fight.]  
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Ch.58 Difficult

“I must have reported it already, right? The heroes were exhausted. There were three Despair-class monsters in W-City. They struggled so much just to minimize civilian casualties, and now you want them to fight again?”  

[The Black Cat must have been just as tired. The odds were enough… No, you had the upper hand. It was alone, while you had all the heroes of W-City with you.]  

“Ha, after what happened last time, you’re still underestimating the Black Cat.”  

[Are you saying you’re lacking? Then all the more reason… Shouldn’t you deal with the Black Cat with this reinforcement? Instead of speaking like you’re reluctant.]  

If the Black Cat had grown strong enough that even all the heroes of W-City couldn’t defeat it together, then they needed to act fast, while it was still weakened, and eliminate it with the help of an S-rank hero.  

Yet, Yoo Anna couldn’t bring herself to agree easily. As she fell silent, Kage sneered.  

[What, have you really become a monster sympathizer?]  

“…I’m just concerned about the Black Cat’s peculiarities. If we let it run wild and escape, the aftermath would be unmanageable.”  

[True… The Black Cat is a troublesome monster. If it decides to flee, there’s no way to catch it.]  

“Right, so we’ll handle W-City ourselves. Don’t interfere unnecessarily.”  

[That’s why I sent the fastest hero.]  

Electress, the hero who controls electricity.  

If Kage is A-City’s strongest shield, Electress is its sharpest spear.  

The fastest hero in the world, surpassing all others.  

“You really like the ‘fastest hero,’ huh? More like the worst hero.”  

And the S-rank hero Yoo Anna hated the most.  

Ignoring Yoo Anna’s angry voice, Kage flicked cigarette ash onto the hand of the woman bowing before him.  

[My combat style didn’t suit it. It’s too tough, too versatile.]  

Kage was a close-combat hero who trapped monsters in isolation barriers created by his ability, then whittled them down.  

But confining the Black Cat in a small space would only give it time to rapidly cycle through abilities and test them.  

[What you need against a monster that pulls out the most lethal ability tailored to its opponent is speed to evade and destructive power to strike decisively.]  

And that was the shared trait of Starlight and Electress.  

While Starlight’s destructive power was greater, Electress’s speed was overwhelming.  

[If Starlight attacks the Black Cat and Electress prevents its escape, the two S-rank heroes can create an effective ring around it.]  

With two S-rank heroes capable of soloing Despair-class monsters, defeating the Black Cat wouldn’t be difficult.  

Add to that a hit-and-run strategy using high-speed flight and destructive power—a battle of attrition tailored for the Black Cat.  

The odds were clearly in their favor.  

But…  

“Did you even read the reports properly? When first sighted, the Black Cat used Thunder Tiger’s ability. You do know what Thunder Tiger’s trait is, right?”  

[Lightning absorption, immunity to electric abilities. I know.]  

“And knowing that, you still think teaming her up with me will catch the Black Cat?”  

[Electress is an S-rank hero. Even if her primary ability is blocked, she has plenty of countermeasures.]  

“But her stats take a nosedive. What if she just pisses it off and fails to capture it?”  

[Killing it is ideal, but failing to capture is fine too.]  

“Fine? How is that fine?!”  

If the Black Cat truly lost its temper and went berserk, how would they handle the fallout?  

Even if they somehow managed, it’d still be a problem if the Black Cat didn’t rampage.  

She was already worried about the Black Cat holding a grudge—this would only make it hate her more.  

[Don’t you think it’s strange?]  

“What is?!”  

[The Black Cat isn’t Thunder Tiger. So why do you assume it naturally has Thunder Tiger’s traits?]  

“Because it’s an amorphous monster.”  

[It’s not an amorphous monster.]  

With those cryptic words, Kage gestured, and a document appeared on the screen.  

Records and footage of previously encountered amorphous monsters.  

[Amorphous monsters mimic other monsters’ forms to hide their weaknesses, but they can’t freely use other monsters’ abilities and traits.]  

Amorphous monsters were those with fluid bodies—slimes, mist, ice—centered around a core.  

The Black Cat, however, had a proper body and body temperature.  

[The Black Cat… Is definitely different from other monsters.]  

The answer was vague, but Yoo Anna found herself nodding unconsciously.  

Not because it didn’t attack humans—it was the unease felt by a hero who had fought countless monsters.  

The Black Cat was different.  

Neither Yoo Anna nor Kage knew why.  

Only that their superpower instincts screamed dissonance.  

“So if the Black Cat can replicate not just Thunder Tiger’s form but also its complete immunity to electricity, does that mean it’s not amorphous but some other kind of monster?”  

[And if it only subdues Electress without trying to kill her… We’ll know for sure whether you’re special to the Black Cat, or if the Black Cat itself is special.]  

“Kill or not, it doesn’t matter… Ugh…”  

Either way, the Black Cat was a monster that had to die eventually.  

Killing it meant removing a dangerous Despair-class threat.  

Failing to kill it would still yield valuable intel.  

Information on unique monsters helped in future battles.  

For humanity’s sake, the Black Cat had to be eliminated.  

Lately, Yoo Anna felt like she kept doing terrible things to the Black Cat.  

It saved people, saved heroes, hunted monsters—it had done nothing wrong.  

Yet she never trusted it, always tried to kill it.  

…Well, it was a monster, so that was justified.  

Yoo Anna is a hero, a superpower human who killed monsters for humanity.  

So why did it feel like this?  

With a heavy sigh, she slumped.  

“Ha… So when is Electress arriving?”  

[She’ll be there soon.]  

“Soon?”  

[Unlike me, Electress doesn’t need to take a train. You know that.]  

Intercity trains moved fast enough to outrun most monsters.  

Even if attacked, they were guarded by an S-rank hero dedicated to train security.  

But S-rank heroes with high mobility didn’t need trains.  

“Which route is she taking?”  

[She said she’d clear out monsters in a closed district on the way. ETA: one hour. Told her to head to HQ when she arrives.]  

“Is she really clearing them out?”  

Electress was all bluster and lies—hard to trust.  

Annoyed, Yoo Anna stood and put on her jacket.  

Either way, with an S-rank hero coming, she had to prepare.  

Whether to do something that’d make the Black Cat hate her more or to stop that infuriating woman from causing trouble.  

“I’ve been pissed off enough lately…”  

Surely Electress wouldn’t just provoke the Black Cat and leave, right?  

But with her pride surpassing even Kage’s, she might.  

And if she did… Yoo Anna wouldn’t let it slide.  

…Actually, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.  

Not that a hero should think that way.  

With mixed feelings, she sighed and left the comms room.  

“Haah…”  

Still, surely two S-rank heroes from A-City wouldn’t both be that stupid?  

***

“L-Let go! Do you know who I am?!”  

The woman, who had tried using her ability on civilians, struggled in my grip.  

Crackles of electricity surged wildly, threatening bystanders.  

A broken signboard caught fire, filling the air with acrid smoke.  

Random shocks spread in all directions. I tightened my grip on her wrist.  

“What… You… lightning superpower human? Why… Aren’t you… Affected?!”  

It’s not that I’m unaffected.  

It stings a little.  

“Kkh… You’re siding with these inferior humans? No pride as a superpower human?!”  

Oozing disgust, she ramped up her output.  

The civilians would be caught in the blast—this wasn’t just a stun.  

Meaning, this woman…  

“Needs to be taught a lesson.”  

“Let go right n—GYAAH?!”  

“WAAAH?!”  

“W-What’s happening?!”  

WHOOSH! I swung her down, slamming her into the cracked pavement.  

Yank—BAM! Then the other side—BAM!  

Superpower humans don’t die this easily.  

ZZZT! Stronger currents raced through me into the ground.  

Her ability dug underground, scheming something.  

I swallowed the electricity and glared at her.  

“Are you a villain?”  

“W-What… Was that?!”  

Using abilities recklessly around civilians…  

BAM! BAM! BAM! I kept slamming her until she went limp, then lifted her by the wrist.  

Battered and bruised, she trembled as I growled, 

“Deactivate your ability.”  

“H-Hic… Haah…”  

Silent panting. I slammed her down again—CRASH!—then lifted her.  

Tears welled in her eyes.  

I drove a fist into her stomach.  

THUD! THUD! Blood-flecked foam spilled from her mouth.  

Finally, regret and fear surfaced.  

Grabbing her hair, I locked eyes.  

“Answer.”  

“Y-Yesss…!”  

“If you came to eat, get in line.”  

“Y-Yes…”  

“Apologize for the disturbance.”  

“S-Sorry… I’m sorry…”  

“Hm.”  

I dropped her and joined the line, recalling my talk with Yoo Hyena.  

Those who break rules by force when they could just wait are villains.  

You shouldn’t punish them without knowing their circumstances.  

But if they’ve clearly wronged others for selfish reasons, they’re closer to monsters than humans.  

I can distinguish human and monster scents.  

Those who smell like monsters…  

I can deal with as I please.  

Still, this was a restaurant. For the diners’ sake, I didn’t kill her.  

Just beat her half to death.  

As she scrambled away, wailing like a child,

“WAAAH!”  

“Eeek…!”  

“H-Hyuk…!”  

The other customers fled too, leaving only the aroma of delicious pork cutlets.  

“…Maybe I shouldn’t have acted on impulse.”  

Human rules are still hard.  

***

“What the hell?”  

Arms crossed, Yoo Anna stood before W-City’s Hero HQ, utterly baffled.  

Electress, the S-rank hero who arrived slightly late, was a wreck.  

Her clothes were torn, revealing blood-crusted skin. Swollen eyes, a massive bruise on her always-exposed stomach, and limping legs.  

This wasn’t an S-rank hero—just a patient.  

“W-What?! I took down a Despair-class monster alone on the way, so I’m a little hurt!”  

“…Are you sane?”  

Truth aside, an S-rank reinforcement arriving in this state?  

Even if she’d encountered a Despair-class in the closed district, the norm was to retreat and report.  

Fighting in monster territory risked losing an S-rank asset to an ambush.  

“Ha, you don’t believe me? I cleared out W-City’s closed district for you.”  

“What did you kill?”  

“…A giant gorilla.”  

Tch. Yoo Anna clicked her tongue, slightly relieved.  

With her this battered, the Black Cat operation might fizzle out.  

“Thanks. Now W-City won’t have a giant gorilla problem.”  

“Yeah, you’re welcome. Be grateful.”  

“You’ve helped enough. Rest up and go back to A-City.”  

But things didn’t go her way.  

“Hah? Go back? I’m here to bag the monster Kage couldn’t!”  

“You’ll fight the Black Cat like this?”  

“I’m an S-rank hero! These injuries will heal in three days. I’ve got a week in W-City—prepare properly so I can slaughter that cat.”  

Smug, Electress thrust a hand at an A-rank hero beside Yoo Anna.  

“What?”  

“Uh… Handshake?”  

“Why would I hold your ugly hand? The list! W-City’s hero roster!”  

“How would they know what you want if you don’t say it?”  

“Hmph! If an S-rank hero graces you with support, the least you can do is report your forces!”  

Is she always like this? Iron Might frowned at Yoo Anna, who mimed vomiting.  

“That bitch… How dare she… Who does she think I am…?”  

Snatching a tablet, Electress scowled at the hero list.  

“Why isn’t he in A-rank…? B…? Why not…? C…? No, C’s impossible…!”  

Her face fell further.  

“Why isn’t he in the villain registry either?!”  
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Ch.59 How to Deal with the Black Cat  

It was Electress’s third day in W-City.  

As she had confidently claimed, her injured body had fully recovered.  

Her neatly repaired flight jacket, tank top, special-material leggings, and rugged sneakers.  

Electress, sitting with one leg crossed over the desk, was crackling with sparks in the operations room.  

“I’ll just kill that cat-like thing right away and hunt down that damn bastard within the remaining time… I went easy on him last time. If I see him again, I’ll yank out steel beams and finish him in an instant…”  

“Can you calm down your abilities a bit?”  

Electress, who had been quietly seething, jerked her head around at the sound of Starlight, Yoo Anna’s voice.  

“Hmph, why should I?”  

“The other heroes are getting uncomfortable.”  

“I’m just warming up so I can rush out at any moment! And if they’re uncomfortable with this, then they’re just weak, right? Tell the weaklings to shut up.”  

Noticing Iron Might entering the operations room, Electress snapped in an irritated tone.  

“Hey! A-rank! Get me a drink!”  

“Go buy it yourself.”  

“What kind of rookie training does W-City even do?”  

Yoo Anna sighed.  

Electress was the epitome of strong against the strong, weak against the weak. Even among fellow S-rank heroes, this was the extent of her cooperation.  

The only saving grace was that she didn’t act this way toward monsters, but no S-rank hero was as exhausting to deal with as her when it came to fellow heroes.  

Not to mention, among W-City’s citizens… No hero was as criticized as her.  

[Why the hell is Electress or whatever even in W-City?]  

[I’ve never seen a hero with such a trashy personality before.]  

[I got knocked out by that bitch Electress, and she stole my seat at a restaurant. When I woke up, my company’s lunch break was already over.]  

[My arm got electrocuted and still isn’t working right… At least the monster damage insurance got approved.]  

[Electress flew by and threw trash that hit me—does this count for insurance?]  

She loved food and would cut lines at any restaurant she visited.  

She never carried a wallet, telling people to bill the Hero Headquarters before disappearing.  

If citizens didn’t listen to her, she’d electrocute them into unconsciousness.  

[Do heroes in A-City act like this?]  

[Well, even if she does, there’s not much citizens can do. She’s an S-rank superpower human, after all.]  

[Wow, suddenly Starlight seems like an actual saint.]  

[Electress electrocuted an S-rank hero for not greeting her—is that really something a hero should do?]  

Day by day, the number of citizens in W-City who disliked Electress grew.  

At the same time, people began comparing heroes to the Black Cat.  

[Why is everything Electress does so infuriating?]  

[How is this bitch a hero while W-City’s cutest, the Black Cat, is a monster?]  

[Is she really here to catch the Black Cat? Why even catch the Black Cat?]  

[Is it because of those bad cats or whatever that went wild last time? Trying to get the Black Cat before he goes berserk too?]  

[But he’s been behaving well lately—why provoke him now?]  

[Even Kage couldn’t catch him—how does Electress plan to?]  

[The Black Cat is way better than Electress—can’t they just leave him alone?]  

After news spread that Electress had come to hunt the Black Cat, some even began openly supporting the Black Cat, going beyond mere defense.  

[If she provokes him and fails to catch him, won’t the Black Cat go berserk for real this time?]  

[Did she come to W-City to increase monster damage? Is she a terrorist, not a hero from A-City?]  

[I just hope she gets beaten like Kage and leaves.]  

[Don’t kill her, but beat her to near death.]  

[Go, Black Cat!]  

Rather than hunting the Black Cat, they wished Electress would get humiliated and run away.  

And it wasn’t just W-City’s citizens who thought that way.  

“Wow, I never thought I’d want to cheer for a monster in a fight against a hero.”  

“Is Electress even a match for the Black Cat?”  

“Senior, are you really going to hunt the Black Cat? What about the meeting we had recently?”  

“…I don’t know either.”  

The decision to leave the Black Cat alone for the time being was made in W-City’s secret hero meeting.  

But now, with an S-rank hero from another city providing support, they had no choice but to comply with the hunt.  

There was no justification to refuse.  

Monsters were meant to be hunted, and heroes existed to eliminate them.  

“I have a bad feeling… If she actually catches the Black Cat, things will just go back to being as exhausting as before…”  

“I know.”  

Right now, W-City was benefiting immensely from what could be called the Black Cat Special.  

In this situation, hunting the Black Cat would gain them nothing.  

On the contrary, capturing the Black Cat would leave W-City, already short on heroes, even busier.  

The noisy citizens defending the Black Cat were just an added bonus.  

[District 6, Disaster-class monster appearance! Repeat. District 6, Disaster-class monster appearance! A-rank heroes on-site are engaging!]  

Then, the alert everyone had been waiting for blared through the speakers.  

As planned, A-rank heroes were holding the line against the Disaster-class monster while minimizing civilian casualties.  

In such situations, whenever reinforcements were delayed, the Black Cat would appear to assist the heroes.  

[The Black Cat has appeared!]  

“He’s here!”  

At the long-awaited news, Electress shot up from her seat and, with a thunderous KWA-RR-RRUNG!, leaped out the window.  

KWA-CHANG! The shattered window and the lingering electric current left the other heroes grimacing.  

Behind them, Yoo Anna shouted at the remaining personnel before rushing out after her.  

“All personnel! Prepare for the worst-case scenario! Stay on standby for combat!”  

After jumping out the window and accelerating, Yoo Anna stared at the fading afterimage of Electress far ahead and sighed.  

Compared to Starlight, whose maximum speed was the speed of sound, Electress could reach her top speed almost instantly—supersonic movement.  

On top of that, she is the fastest hero, capable of moving at lightning speed, even if only for a moment.  

[Electress has engaged the Black Cat!]  

“Evacuate the A-rank heroes on-site!”  

Hearing that Electress had already arrived, Yoo Anna pushed her speed even further.  

***

By the time Yoo Anna arrived, Electress was already warming up, bouncing in place.  

“You’re late. Is this really the same S-rank who once rivaled Kage?”  

“Since when do heroes care about hierarchy?”  

Fortunately, Electress wasn’t stupid enough to charge in alone like Kage.  

The retreating A-rank heroes, and behind them—the Black Cat, who had been tearing into the Disaster-class monster, now silently stared at Electress.  

Ears stiffly erect, tail lowered.  

Since the bad cats incident, his wariness had noticeably increased.  

Just as Yoo Anna grew bitter at the thought of further public disdain, Electress let out a mocking laugh.  

“That’s the Black Cat? Seriously, he’s Despair-class? Why does he look so weak?”  

“Did you… Even read the reports properly?”  

“Hmph, skimming through them was enough.”  

The Black Cat possessed a new ability called Stealth, allowing him to conceal his power.  

The energy sensed and his true strength were different.  

Could she really not know that? Yoo Anna began feeling uneasy just as the Black Cat sank into the shadows.  

In that instant, Electress scattered an electromagnetic field in all directions.  

The monster alert systems installed throughout the city were based on Electress’s technology.  

Electress was both A-City’s strongest spear and its monster detector, swiftly rooting out any monsters that slipped in.  

“There!”  

A steel beam ripped from an unrepaired building, charged with electricity, shot out and embedded itself into the Black Cat’s shadow.  

Immediately, as the Black Cat tried to sink deeper underground, Yoo Anna clenched her fist.  

Biting back the urge to strike, she punched—and the ground where the Black Cat hid melted inward.  

A miss. But Electress followed up, driving more steel beams into the Black Cat’s location.  

Escape, pursuit, escape… After three repetitions, the Black Cat realized fleeing was futile and emerged from the shadows onto the ruins.  

“Starlight, you couldn’t even chase something running at that speed?”  

Yoo Anna recalled Kage’s words—with Electress, they might actually be able to catch the Black Cat.  

Even if Electress only disrupted the Black Cat’s escapes faster than Yoo Anna could, it would be a huge help.  

It felt like finally grasping the Black Cat’s tail, always just out of reach.  

Should she let go or pull harder? As Yoo Anna hesitated at the possibility of hunting the Black Cat, Electress’s body began glowing gold.  

“Was that all? Just a weak hit? If that’s enough to make him flinch, he’s not even that tough. Kage lost to this?”  

“Don’t let your guard down.”  

“Guard? Pfft… I’m just baffled. You struggled against this?”  

No way, right? Just as Yoo Anna felt unease, Electress crouched like a sprinter.  

“Change of plans—you just provide backup. I’ll show you what an S-rank from A-City is really capable of.”  

“Hey—!”  

Before Yoo Anna could react to Electress’s reckless disregard for the plan, a bolt of lightning struck the ground.  

KWA-RR-RRUNG!

Electress’s ultimate move—Raiden Surge—mimicking the Disaster-class monster Thunderclaw’s ability.  

Electress, her body transformed into pure energy, pierced through the Black Cat like lightning.  

The deafening thunderclap that followed sent shockwaves rippling outward—and the Black Cat’s body swelled up, glowing gold.  

White patterns etched themselves over his black fur, his face growing rugged.  

Thunderclaw—a Disaster-class monster that manipulated lightning—had absorbed Electress’s ability.  

“Thunderclaw’s trait…!”  

“Grrrooar!”  

Then, the Black Cat’s body, having swallowed Electress’s power, turned into lightning itself.  

*KOO-OOM!*  

With a thunderous explosion, he charged, releasing bursts of light. Electress zigzagged through the air, dodging the lightning’s aftermath.  

“What the—?! He actually turned into Thunderclaw?!”  

KRR-RR-RR!

Electress landed smoothly, one knee down, hands braced against the ground.  

“If that’s the case…! Now’s the time to strike!”  

ZZZT! CRACKLE!

Her electromagnetic field pulled debris from the ruins, forming a massive concrete-and-rebar fist.  

Thunderclaw’s weakness was exhaustion after a lightning-charged rush.  

KWAANG!

The concrete mass hurtled toward the Black Cat—who dodged it with feline grace.  

The Black Cat wasn’t Thunderclaw.  

His weaknesses could be compensated for with other monsters’ traits.  

“What are you doing, Starlight?!”  

The Black Cat perched atop the concrete fist and opened his mouth.  

High-output energy gathered before him—a beam cannon.  

In that instant, Electress panicked.  

“Backup!”  

“Tch!”  

Yoo Anna had no choice but to strike.  

KWAANG! 

A pillar of pure destructive force shot forth—but the Black Cat closed his mouth and conjured a wall of flame to block it.  

Fire and wind abilities—he’d shown wind manipulation before, but now, after swallowing Stormcaller, his output was strong enough to scatter Yoo Anna’s flames.  

The bad cats’ spatial manipulation, Lee Han-young’s swimming trait—every ability the Black Cat used belonged to something he’d eaten.  

As Yoo Anna realized this, Electress yanked her arms free from the concrete debris and clasped her hands together.  

Between her outstretched palms, scrap metal spun rapidly.  

HUM-HUM-HUM!

Melted by vibrating electromagnetic waves, the rebar bullets transformed into a railgun shot.  

The very technique that earned Electress the title of A-City’s strongest spear.  

Its trajectory would obliterate the Black Cat—and the buildings behind him…  

“Wait—!”  

Yoo Anna’s mind flashed not to the Black Cat, but to the potential civilian casualties.  

The railgun’s range far surpassed her own abilities—it could reach beyond the evacuation zone, where people might still be trapped.  

A massive shockwave. The world turned white as the railgun fired.  

But its projectile hit nothing.  

“Seriously, this thing’s a monster. It reacted to that?”  

A split-second before impact, space itself tore open—the Black Cat swallowed the shot and reopened the rift above him.  

The projectile vanished into the sky. Relieved, Yoo Anna turned her fury on Electress.  

“What the hell was that?!”  

“What? Why?”  

“That thing—it could’ve reached outside the evacuation zone! What if civilians got caught in it?!”  

“Building damage~? Pfft. If this were A-City, Kage would’ve blocked it all.”  

True—in A-City, Kage always contained the aftermath of Electress’s abilities.  

But W-City had no hero capable of handling Electress’s power.  

“This is W-City! Don’t just fire without thinking! What if civilians had been caught in that?!”  

“Hah? Where would civilians even be? Don’t tell me… There are idiots who didn’t evacuate despite a Despair-class monster and heroes fighting nearby? When the monster could go anywhere?”  

Electress used her ability to rip countless steel beams from the concrete debris.  

“Who cares if those morons die?”  

“You—!”  

“More importantly, why did the Black Cat block the railgun instead of dodging?”  

KRR-RR-RR!

Electrified rebar bullets rained down on the Black Cat like machine-gun fire.  

The red-hot projectiles gouged deep into the ground.  

Then, the Black Cat, who had been dodging the steel beams raining diagonally from above, suddenly stopped moving.  

He dodged left, then right, before finally standing still and blocking the attacks head-on.  

“Ah, I get it now. That’s what the reports mentioned?”  

The Black Cat no longer dodged, instead using multiple abilities to block the steel beams, while Electress relentlessly poured on the attacks.  

The bizarre sight made Yoo Anna frown.  

“Weird. And you couldn’t catch him until now? Hah, just how incompetent is W-City?”  

Electress ramped up her output, firing steel beams with enough force to pierce underground shelters.  

At that moment, Yoo Anna heard a child crying, terrified by the tremors.  

The sound came from a shelter behind the Black Cat.  

The Black Cat wasn’t dodging because he couldn’t predict how deep the steel beams would penetrate.  

He was using his unique trait—protecting humans—against them.  

Taking them hostage.  

“You insane bitch! Cut it out!”  

Realizing what Electress was doing, Yoo Anna swung her fist at her.  

THWACK!  

Electress went flying, crashing into a building.  

CLATTER! 

As the steel beams fell from the severed energy flow, Electress pulled herself from the rubble and spat blood.  

“…Starlight, what the hell was that?”  

“You’re one to talk! Do you think this is how a hero should act?!”  

“If sacrificing a few civilians means catching a Despair-class monster, then of course you do it! It’s the least the incompetent can contribute—a noble sacrifice!”  

“Noble sacrifice?! Who the hell wants that?!”  

The biggest reason Yoo Anna hated Electress was her extreme superpower human supremacy.  

If Kage believed it was a superpower human’s duty to lead the weak, Electress believed those too weak to help heroes deserved to die.  

Time spent coddling the disobedient minority was better spent killing more monsters.  

Civilians who didn’t obey the heroes were potential villains.  

If sacrificing a few powerless civilians meant killing a monster, so be it.  

Faced with that mindset again, Yoo Anna exploded.  

“I’m filing an official complaint with A-City over this. What you’re doing isn’t support—it’s terrorism.”  

“I’m not the terrorist here, you are! How long have you left a Despair-class monster this easy to catch unchecked? What if it evolves into an Annihilation-class? Could you even handle that?”  

Objectively, Electress might have a point.  

Exploiting a monster’s traits was a basic strategy—the Black Cat was a threat that needed elimination, even at a cost.  

But the method Electress proposed was too revolting for Yoo Anna to accept.  

“Get lost! The hunt’s over—W-City will handle the Black Cat ourselves!”  

“Are you out of your mind?!”  

As Yoo Anna flared her abilities, Electress frowned, sensing she was serious.  

“Tch, fine. I don’t need your help anyway. I can catch the Black Cat alone.”  

The Black Cat’s weakness—using civilians as hostages—made it all too easy.  

Hearing the implication, Yoo Anna unconsciously wreathed her arms in flames.  

“I said the hunt is over.”  

“Why? Because a few civilians might get hurt hunting a Despair-class monster?”  

Electress faced Yoo Anna, electricity crackling around her.  

“People die fighting monsters—especially Despair-class ones. So what? Didn’t you just kill 500 to take one down recently?”  

“Killed them…?”  

“This is why you still haven’t caught a single Despair-class monster. His weakness is obvious—why aren’t you exploiting it?”  

“Shut… Your mouth.”  

“Oh~ I get it. The rumors about you being a monster sympathizer are true, huh? You let that cat live because you didn’t want him dead? Or—is it because you can’t stand me proving I’m stronger than you and Kage?”  

What could she even say to that?  

Using civilians as hostages to attack a monster—such a backwards act, yet Electress showed no awareness of wrongdoing.  

Yoo Anna was beyond angry—she was getting a headache.  

“Grrrr…”  

Then, the Black Cat growled.  

A monster that chose escape over fighting heroes—the Black Cat should’ve fled by now.  

Assuming he’d already run, Yoo Anna turned toward the sound.  

Right beside the building, where steel beams had rained down.  

The Black Cat stood there, unmoving.  

His expression was as furious as during the bad cats incident.
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Ch.60 By Expression.  

Get a taste of your own medicine.  

“How messed up is this report? Nothing in it is accurate. You said the Black Cat has no fatal weaknesses? That it can’t be caught because it just runs away without fighting?”  

Electress stared at Yoo Anna with disdainful eyes after seeing the Black Cat, who hadn’t fled.  

“It has weaknesses, it didn’t run, and it could’ve been caught just like this.”  

“I told you, the Black Cat extermination is canceled. Even if you keep attacking, I won’t help you.”  

Yoo Anna warned Electress, who was steadily amplifying her abilities while facing the Black Cat.  

This extermination mission was already something she didn’t want to do, but Electress had the audacity to suggest using the shelter’s civilians as hostages by exploiting the Black Cat’s nature—calling it a ‘strategy’.

Electress had just handed Yoo Anna the perfect justification to stop the hunt.  

Now, even if someone asked why she didn’t cooperate with the Black Cat’s extermination, Yoo Anna had a valid reason.  

“You’re just gonna let it go? Are you seriously a monster sympathizer?”  

As Yoo Anna took a step back, Electress smirked as if things had gone her way and lifted a pile of concrete and steel beams above her head.  

Starlight, who was nothing but a hindrance rather than help, would soon witness Electress—not anyone else—proving herself as the strongest S-rank hero by defeating the Black Cat alone.  

“Then I’ll catch it by myself. Stay out of it!”  

“You really shouldn’t fight alone…”  

Filled with anticipation, Electress unleashed another rain of steel, identical to before. the Black Cat tore open space again, swallowing the debris.  

No matter how much of a Despair-class it is, if it didn’t move from its spot, it was just a sandbag.  

Any counterattacks could be dodged with reaction speed.  

She’d keep pressuring it like this—until it died.  

“Huh?”  

The moment that thought crossed her mind, the space right in front of Electress split open, and something shot out from the gap.  

Ratatatat! Along with the sound of a machine gun, the steel beams the Black Cat had swallowed earlier poured out in an instant.  

Electress, who had barely transformed into lightning and escaped, screamed in horror as the steel beams chased after her.  

“W-What the?! Telekinesis?!”  

Kiiing! The steel beams, now faster than when Electress had fired them, pierced through her.  

As an energy entity, physical damage meant nothing—steel beams shouldn’t have hurt her.  

That’s how it should have been.  

“Guhk?!”  

The lightning wrapped around the steel beams tore into Electress’ body like opposing magnetic poles pulling her apart.  

Riiip—Riiip— The agony of her flesh being ripped apart broke Electress’ focus, and her body reverted to its original form.  

Beside her, the steel rain she had already dodged once came crashing down again.  

Electress concentrated all her abilities to create a defensive barrier.  

She planned to use electromagnetic induction to deflect the steel beams—  

Then, the Black Cat mimicked her ability and interfered with her electromagnetic field.  

“T-This is—! AAAAH!”  

Screech—Screech— With metallic groans, the steel beams that had been veering away from Electress began shifting direction, one by one.  

Electress, impaled through her limbs by long steel rods, let out a scream of agony.  

Electress was the fastest superpower human among S-rank heroes—and also the physically weakest.  

“What are you doing?! Backup!”  

“I said I wouldn’t help.”  

Yoo Anna had known this would happen the moment Electress decided to fight the Black Cat alone.  

The fact that the Black Cat hadn’t run meant it was ready to fight. A creature that usually fled instantly, choosing to fight meant it was furious, but also that it had already planned its countermeasures.  

There was a reason Yoo Anna hadn’t been able to catch the Black Cat until now.  

“The same tricks won’t keep working on the Black Cat.”  

Electress, already weakened from having half her abilities severed, stood no chance alone.  

Still, an S-rank superpower human wouldn’t die that easily.  

With the thought that Electress could use a lesson from the Black Cat, Yoo Anna ignored her pleas for help.  

What interested her more was the Black Cat’s fighting style.  

Realizing it could manipulate conductors using Thunder Tiger’s ability, it was now perfectly replicating Electress’ techniques.  

As if it were human, it was learning how to use its abilities.  

“Starlight! Are you just gonna let an S-rank hero die?!”  

“You told me not to help.”  

“Help! HELP ME!”  

As Electress transformed into lightning again to escape, the Black Cat, now also lightning, blocked her path.  

The steel beams, juggled rapidly around them, formed a massive electromagnetic prison, trapping Electress inside.  

“Containment Field…?”  

Both Electress and Yoo Anna’s eyes widened.  

This time, it was mimicking Kage’s ability.  

A power far surpassing Electress’, absolute dominance over abilities.  

A containment field specifically designed to prevent Electress from escaping, even as lightning.  

Inside it, torn space engulfed Electress.  

“AAAAAAH!”  

Trapped, Electress could do nothing.  

Even with her immunity to electrical abilities, this was too much.  

Thinking the fight was decided, Yoo Anna sighed and tried to stop the Black Cat—  

Just then, the battered Electress strained her abilities, wresting control of a single steel beam from the Black Cat.  

A red-hot iron rod—a single streak of light shot like a laser.  

Thunk!  

The Black Cat stopped the attack, using telekinesis to halt the steel beam as it burrowed into the ground.  

“G-Go stop it…! If you don’t, the people in the shelter will die!”  

“That crazy bitch!”  

A tug-of-war of abilities—Electress trying to drive the steel beam deeper, the Black Cat trying to pull it out.  

With both concentrating on a single beam, the electric containment field dissolved, and the floating steel beams came crashing down.  

The winner was decided in an instant.  

Crreeak! 

The twisted steel beams moved like snakes, coiling around Electress’ body.  

Then, others followed, wrapping around her, paralyzing her as they pulsed with the Black Cat’s electricity.  

“GRAAAAH!”  

Then—the Black Cat swung Electress.  

BOOM!  

Slammed into the ground, still wrapped in steel, Electress spasmed, sparks flying from her body.  

Again—BOOM! BOOM!—into walls, into the floor, over and over.  

“Save… Me… Starlight…!”  

Unable to turn into lightning due to the interference from the steel coils, Electress was beaten mercilessly.  

Crackle, crackle— The sparks jumping from her body gradually faded.  

“Save… Me…”  

“Sigh… The Black Cat.”  

Electress, her body shattered worse than even Kage had left, lay broken.  

Starlight unfolded her arms and stepped forward.  

This was enough of a lesson, right?  

As much as she despised the woman, she couldn’t let an S-rank hero die.  

“That’s enough. Let her go now.”  

“Grrrr…”  

The Black Cat was a monster that could understand speech—it had handed over a core before, and prioritized humans over its own kind.  

Maybe because she’d seen it act like this multiple times, Yoo Anna spoke to it lightly.  

But the Black Cat responded by biting into Electress’ body, mocking her.  

“AAAAAAAH!”  

“Stop—! Stop it!”  

Crunch. The sound of ribs breaking snapped Yoo Anna back to focus. 

The brain and heart were the sources of abilities.  

Even if it didn’t want to kill, this was why Yoo Anna had hesitated.  

The nature the Black Cat had shown while fighting Kage.  

There was no telling when it would stop its odd behavior and revert to instinct.  

Because the Black Cat was a monster.  

Had the time bomb finally gone off?  

Her heart pounded violently, her abilities surging in response to her panic.  

BOOM!  

Her fist lashed out—the Black Cat vanished, and Electress collapsed.  

As the Black Cat reappeared before her, Yoo Anna, standing over the fatally wounded Electress, now coughing up bloody foam, spoke urgently. 

“D-Don’t kill her!”  

Baring its teeth, growling, the Black Cat stared back—and Yoo Anna felt a strange disconnect with herself.  

Why am I stopping the Black Cat?  

In that moment, the one who had acted like a monster wasn’t the Black Cat—it was Electress.  

“I get that you’re angry. She came out of nowhere and… I’m angry too. I didn’t think she’d use civilians as hostages.”  

But still, no matter how trashy her actions, she was a hero.  

A piece of shit, yes, but in A-City, she was hailed as a hero who’d slain countless monsters.  

Her personality was garbage, but she’d saved far more than she’d failed.  

A blade humanity needed to protect itself from monsters.  

“Nothing like today will happen again. No other heroes will come after you for just existing—I’ll make sure of it.”  

Now that Electress had set this precedent, Yoo Anna had leverage.  

So, heroes wouldn’t pointlessly attack the Black Cat anymore…  

The more she spoke, the heavier her self-loathing grew.  

It was the heroes who had suddenly come to exterminate the Black Cat, after it had helped take down the bad cats.  

A hero who protected civilians had to be protected.  

But was a hero who used civilians as hostages really a hero?  

Was a monster that protected humans really a monster?  

The Black Cat had to be put down the moment it stepped out of line.  

Electress had to be protected, no matter what she did.  

Heroes lived because they were heroes.  

Monsters died because they were monsters.  

An incorrect answer—but the only one that applied to the Black Cat.  

“…I’m begging you. Can’t we end it here?”  

Still, Yoo Anna had to protect Electress.  

Partly because she didn’t want the Black Cat to harm humans, but also to protect the Black Cat.  

If an S-rank hero capable of fighting Despair-class monsters was killed, the Black Cat’s threat level would skyrocket.  

The government would send even more forces to eliminate it before it reached Annihilation-class.  

The Black Cat would have to die before it became a true threat.  

To prevent that, Yoo Anna had to…  

“Tch…”  

Feeling the growing contradictions in her actions, Yoo Anna’s expression twisted.  

She didn’t want to kill the Black Cat.  

She didn’t want to let a monster that threatened civilians live.  

Starlight, the hero, distrusted the Black Cat to the end.  

Yoo Anna, the person, wanted to believe in it.  

What do I even want?  

The moment Yoo Anna unconsciously lowered her abilities, which had been aimed at the Black Cat—  

[Why?]  

The wind howled strangely, carrying a low voice.  

Had she misheard? As Yoo Anna froze, the wind mimicked human speech again—like whispers from a dark cave.  

[Is that thing really human?]  

“Huh?”  

A chill ran down her spine.  

A monster spoke.  

Not like some monsters that mimicked human words without meaning—pleas for help, or announcing their presence.  

The Black Cat had spoken.  

“You… You can talk…?”  

“A-Ahh…! AAAAH!”  

While Yoo Anna was stunned, a sinister energy pulsed behind her.  

Spatial distortion—Electress’ already half-conscious arms crumpled like paper.  

A scream of agony.  

Yoo Anna overlayed her own abilities onto the warping space, burning away the Black Cat’s power.  

Stop. Please.  

Words swirled in her mouth, unspoken.  

Dust-covered ruins.  

Electress, writhing in pain despite her superpower human regeneration, bleeding out.  

Forgetting even the shock of the Black Cat’s speech, Yoo Anna could only beg for it to leave.  

The Black Cat stared at her silently, then slowly sank into the shadows.  

Monster signal—LOST.  

The Black Cat had fled.  

*** 

Crushed arms, broken legs, fractured ribs, penetrating wounds, lacerations—everywhere.  

After the mangled Electress was hospitalized, those who heard of her defeat quietly rejoiced.  

[Wait, Electress really lost to the Black Cat? Why isn’t this on the news?]  

[They don’t even cover the Black Cat’s anymore, so no surprise.]  

[I mean, Electress is below the Black Cat level, right?]  

[My doctor friend said her fingers are all mismatched now.]  

[She’s covered in scars—can’t even wear crop tops anymore, huh?]  

[Some residual energy stuck in the scars, so even her regeneration can’t fix them.]  

[LMAO, Electress getting wrecked is the best thing ever. Upvote if you agree ㅋㅋ.]  

The citizens laughed, unfazed by a monster brutalizing a hero.  

If anything, they seemed happy.  

Even the heroes, who would’ve normally been demoralized, quietly smirked.  

“She said she’d definitely win if we followed her plan. What happened?”  

“She ignored it and charged in.”  

“Just like Kage.”  

“She did say she had a strategy—using the shelter hostages.”  

“Wait, seriously? That’s insane.”  

“How is someone like that even considered a hero?”  

The hostage situation—a tightly guarded secret.  

The idea of a hero using civilians as leverage was too absurd to spread, lest it cause panic.  

A complete gag order had been issued—but only to prevent leaks outside.  

Once the story spread among W-City’s heroes, their hostility toward Electress grew—while their favorability toward the Black Cat soared.  

“The Black Cat’s seriously impressive… Protecting civilians from a psycho hero.”  

“If the public knew, it’d be chaos.”  

“If only it weren’t a monster…”  

“At this point, shouldn’t we just trust it?”  

Meanwhile, Electress, now back on her feet, gnashed her teeth at the heroes’ whispers.  

“I didn’t lose—Starlight didn’t back me up! She just watched! I asked for help!”  

Her brown skin now marred with white scars, Electress gripped the parallel bars during rehab, her mouth never stopping.  

“W-City is the worst. The heroes—laughing at an injured S-rank! The citizens—trash, all of them! They’d be monster food without us, yet they dare insult heroes!”  

Wearing gloves to hide her ruined hands, Electress seethed.  

Nothing had gone right since coming to W-City.  

The giant villain who attacked her, the Black Cat, the citizens, the heroes, Starlight—all infuriating.  

“They’ll regret this. S-rank support isn’t common. If that monster grows stronger—if it becomes Annihilation-class—no one will come to save them. They’ll all die!”  

Then, a hero watching from afar muttered,  

“Meow.”  

“GYAH?!”  

Electress’ legs gave out. Trembling in terror, she collapsed as distant heroes stifled laughter.  

Lately, this had become a popular way to mess with her.  

“She freaks out just hearing a cat now.”  

“The Black Cat really did a number on her.”  

“H-Hic… Uuugh…”  

Electress sat on the floor, trembling, drowning in humiliation.  

Her body, still broken, muscles unresponsive.  

The floor beneath her felt damp.  

Overwhelmed by shame, she clenched her fists and cried.  

Then, Iron Might, passing by, dumped his drink on her.  

“Huh…?”  

Splash.  

Drenched, Electress sat frozen as the snickering heroes nearby fell silent.  

“Is this payback for making him fetch drinks during meetings?”  

“Damn, didn’t think Iron Might was this petty.”  

“Guess he’s not scared of her, even if she’s S-rank.”  

Cola dripped from Electress’ hair.  

Iron Might watched her silently, then walked away without a word.  
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Ch.61 Opposition to the Subjugation  

[The Black Cat subjugation failed. What a shame. Good work, Starlight.]  

Inside the dim communication room, Kage spoke in a tone that suggested he wasn’t disappointed at all, calmly setting down his teacup.  

[If Electress had followed the plan as intended, it would have been entirely possible… Well, I expected this much.]  

“You expected it?”  

[You and Electress have never gotten along. You don’t know how to handle her. And Electress… She’s like a wild horse that goes berserk the moment her leash is loosened.]  

“Wild horse? More like a rabid dog.”  

[I agree. I’ll apologize first. I didn’t think she’d go as far as taking civilians hostage—that’s absurd.]  

For once, Kage bowed his head slightly.  

[…If this gets out, Electress’s reputation in A-City will plummet.]  

“Don’t worry, I’ve already made sure the press is blocked. The only ones who know about the Black Cat subjugation attempt are the heroes of W-City.”  

[W-City’s heroes have strong camaraderie, so there’s no risk of leaks. I appreciate the consideration. But you didn’t need to go that far.]  

“What?”  

As Yoo Anna spoke in a voice filled with dissatisfaction and suspicion, Kage sipped his tea leisurely.  

[I was planning to break Electress’s spirit properly this time… I’m tired of her extreme, irresponsible superiority complex. And the idiots who flock to her.]  

“You… Don’t tell me—”  

[When she listens, there’s no better hero. But if she thinks her opponent is weaker, she runs wild. My standing had fallen quite a bit thanks to the Black Cat, and Electress was getting bold. But I never thought she’d give me such a perfect justification… Now I can wipe out all the fools under her in one go.]  

“You used W-City for your political games?!”  

[Political games sound unpleasant. Think of it as reforging the hilt of a blade named Electress.]  

Suddenly, Kage’s earlier words flashed through Yoo Anna’s mind.  

“It doesn’t matter if you kill it or not.”  

Maybe that wasn’t just about the Black Cat.  

[Judging by your expression, you seem to misunderstand… I wanted Electress to come back alive. It would’ve been better if she’d subjugated the Black Cat. But as long as she didn’t die, it didn’t matter if she lost.]  

“Ha, you just didn’t care—you wanted her to lose, didn’t you?”  

[Precisely. I should thank the Black Cat—it left her with injuries severe enough to teach her a lesson but not enough to be permanent.]  

“You do realize people could’ve gotten hurt because of you and Electress?! That bitch was torturing civilians—!”  

[In the end, the only one hurt was Electress.]  

As he said, the civilians had only received electric shocks under the guise of education from Electress. None were left with lasting injuries or trauma.  

Even the shelter Electress had targeted remained unaware they had been in danger, thanks to the Black Cat’s intervention.  

[For all her faults, she’s still a hero I allow to operate in A-City. Annoying as she is, she doesn’t kill civilians indiscriminately.]  

“You were serious, huh?”  

[Wasn’t she desperate to break through the Black Cat’s ability?]  

“No matter how desperate, how is using your power on civilians justified?!”  

[If that’s the monster’s weakness, you aim for it.]  

“What if the people in the shelter had died?!”  

[You haven’t changed at all.]  

Kage looked at Yoo Anna with pity.  

[Starlight… A single Despair-class monster’s maximum casualty count is roughly 300,000, with 20,000 deaths. That was before the hero system was properly established, but without heroes, it could still happen anytime. You learned this too. A single shelter holds a maximum of 50 people. Would you hesitate to kill 50 to save 20,000—no, let’s use a recent example. Would you hesitate to kill 50 to save 500, only to let everyone die?]  

“There’s also the option of saving everyone.”  

[Of course, that would be ideal. But we’re here to minimize damage, not eliminate it entirely. We’re not transcendent beings.]  

Yoo Anna had no rebuttal to Kage’s bitter, pragmatic argument.  

[Has the Black Cat made you too complacent? Sacrificing a shelter as bait to kill a monster was once a basic strategy.]  

“I still refuse to accept that garbage strategy. That’s only for when there’s no other choice.”  

[And how often do ‘no other choice’ situations arise with growing Despair-class monsters?]  

The answer was never.  

Only because the Black Cat of W-City was such an anomaly did it seem like an unreasonable method.  

Kage sighed as if exhausted.  

[You’re still too idealistic. Grow up, Starlight. This is why I can’t bring myself to acknowledge you.]  

“Who asked for your acknowledgement?”  

[You didn’t, but I did anyway. So I’d like you to act accordingly.]  

Kage’s cold gaze bore into her.  

[Don’t blame Electress. You’re W-City’s S-rank hero—the strongest superpower human in that city. If Electress ran wild under your watch, that’s your fault.]  

“Electress is an S-rank hero, just like me.”  

[Same rank, not same level. Your sense of camaraderie, your egalitarianism—that’s the problem. Equality doesn’t exist in the age of monsters. Strong and weak. If you had properly crushed her even once, Electress would’ve backed you up, and the Black Cat would’ve been subjugated.]  

“So, Electress harming civilians and taking hostages is my fault for not keeping her on a tight enough leash?”  

[Exactly.]  

“If I hadn’t stopped her, or if the Black Cat hadn’t, there would’ve been casualties.”  

[Impossible. I wouldn’t acknowledge a superpower human as my equal if they couldn’t handle Electress.]  

She wanted to punch him.  

Yoo Anna clenched her fists at his words, unsure if they were praise or mockery.  

“You and Electress are both disgusting bastards.”  

[I’ll take that as a compliment. For the sake of civilians, superpower humans must always be filthy. Nothing is as vile as a superpower human’s clean hands.]

“Shut up. I don’t want to hear another word about how you used me for your political games.”  

[Heh… Thank you for contributing to A-City’s peace.]  

Chuckling, Kage set down his empty teacup.  

[Now, let’s get to the main point.]  

On screen, Kage’s expression shifted like a mask being swapped—now weary.  

[I genuinely want the Black Cat subjugated as soon as possible. This incident proved it can mimic other monsters’ traits. It even replicated the structure of my ability… That thing is growing stronger at a terrifying rate. If we don’t cut its head off soon, it might become a monster no one can stop.]  

After reading the battle report, Kage seemed tense, as if recalling his own encounter with the Black Cat.  

A monster that freely uses countless abilities means one where no attack works, and every attack it makes is lethal.  

Worse, its number of abilities keeps increasing, and it learns how to use them by stealing from heroes.  

The Black Cat’s growth rate is several times faster than other Despair-class monsters.  

[The Black Cat tried to kill Electress. That proves only you, Starlight, are the hero it treats differently.]  

Though Kage had cornered the Black Cat and nearly died, Yoo Anna had landed multiple fatal blows without retaliation.  

Electress—and the heroes of W-City—believed the Black Cat lashed out because Electress attacked civilians. But to everyone outside W-City, that explanation made no sense.  

There was a simpler answer,  

Electress attacked, so it fought back.  

Then why didn’t the Black Cat retaliate against Yoo Anna?  

[Your destructive power is among the highest of all S-rank heroes. For monsters, destructive power is the easiest measure of strength. Its abnormal behavior is just temporary submission to a stronger opponent.]  

The Black Cat is simply biding its time until it surpasses Yoo Anna.  

With its high intelligence, it likely knows the moment it harms a human, Yoo Anna will hunt it endlessly.  

The second it’s confident it’s stronger than her, the Black Cat will reveal its true nature.  

It must be subjugated before then.  

[That’s why I was going to deploy three S-rank heroes, even if it was overkill…]  

A repayment for Yoo Anna saving him from the Black Cat.  

Kage, genuinely concerned about the delay in subjugating the Black Cat, was prepared to use every means necessary.  

Emergency mobilization based on Electress’s defeat, classifying W-City’s Black Cat as near-Annihilation-class for priority subjugation.  

But the moment everything was ready, Yoo Anna refused support.  

[Why did you oppose it?]  

This call was to discuss exactly that.  

Yoo Anna, who had been silently closing her eyes, exhaled and steeled her resolve.  

After bringing Electress to the infirmary, she had endlessly debated the differences between the Black Cat and Electress—and what she truly wanted from the Black Cat.  

The result?  

“…I’m going to tame the Black Cat.” 

Yoo Anna asserted what she had long denied.  

Or rather, its possibility.  

Kage, as if he had expected this, sighed without surprise.  

[I see… Starlight, I understand. W-City only has one S-rank hero—you. Heroes are always in short supply. The Black Cat is a unique monster. A monster that eats other monsters… I get wanting to borrow its strength. Fine.]  

Then, furrowing his brows, he glared at her through the screen.  

[But taming a monster? Are you insane?]  

Of course he’d say that.  

Yoo Anna wore a bitter expression at the expected response.  

[An experienced superpower human of S-rank, fooled into thinking the Black Cat is harmless just because it eats a few monsters? Don’t spout weak-minded nonsense. If you waver, all of W-City wavers. The moment you stop doubting and trust a monster, it won’t be you torn apart in its jaws—it’ll be the weak civilians.]  

“I know. Of course I know all that.”  

[Good. Then saying this just proves you’ve grown weak. Superpower humans can’t afford weakness, Starlight.]  

On screen, Kage’s figure wavered like a heat haze from overflowing energy, his eyes sharp with killing intent.  

[Have you forgotten how the monster weaponization plan—started by those incompetent pigs—ended?]  

The long-running project to weaponize monsters only left bloodstained proof that humans could never tame them.  

Monsters that slipped control caused catastrophic damage, and the arrogant higher-ups who had once believed in their safety ended up cowering behind the very heroes they’d tried to suppress.  

Yoo Anna, having anticipated this, pulled out prepared data.  

“Hold on. Take a look at this.”  

She sent Kage a video file.  

Electress, her electrokinetic power, always destroyed hero cams, and she was unconscious during this moment, so she had no memory of it.  

The Black Cat pounced on Electress, then slowly retracted its fangs when Yoo Anna intervened. 

Kage’s expression shifted as he watched the unreported footage.  

[A little deeper, and Electress would’ve died.]  

“But the Black Cat didn’t kill her. There’s more—during the Mirage incident, when it hunted Disaster-class monsters…”  

Yoo Anna played another clip—the Black Cat handing her a monster’s core.  

[This is… Strange.]  

“I don’t think the Black Cat is pretending to be docile out of fear.”  

If it were hiding its nature to gather strength, it would’ve tried to keep the cores.  

But the Black Cat willingly gave up hunted cores, surrendered heroes, and showed little interest in growing stronger, as if ignoring a monster’s instinct to consume humans for power.  

“Maybe… The Black Cat really can be tamed.”  
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Ch.62 The Black Cat Protection Operation  

Taming a monster? Worthless nonsense.  

But the way the Black Cat was behaving was too unusual to simply ignore.  

Kage tapped his fingers on the armrest of his chair, lost in thought.  

Tch. His expression twisted as unpleasant memories resurfaced.  

[Back then, those researchers and pigs said… ‘If we can fill the shortage of S-rank heroes by using monsters as resources. And if we research how to tame monsters, we might be able to end the Age of Monsters’.]  

If a monster could protect humans and be commanded to hunt other monsters, humans would no longer need to fear them.  

If that happened, monsters—just like heroes—would merely become powerful weapons for humanity.  

[A delusional idea born from inferiority complexes… But given the Black Cat’s peculiar nature, it might just be possible with that one.]  

If it had abandoned all its instincts to prioritize humans, then maybe…  

Kage found himself agreeing with Yoo Anna’s argument that the Black Cat might be a monster that could be tamed.  

Yet, despite that, he chose to oppose it.  

[Even if, by some miracle, you succeed in taming the Black Cat, what will you do if it undergoes Existential Evolution?]  

Existential Evolution—the grading system that classifies monsters based on the destruction they cause—also serves as a measure for counting specific evolutionary stages.  

If an ordinary animal adapts to monster cells, it becomes a Terror-class. If a Terror-class grows to the next stage, it becomes a Crush-class.  

During this evolutionary process, monsters may evolve into more advanced forms of their original selves or undergo entirely different evolutionary paths.  

Just as a swimming monster might suddenly transform into a pterosaur upon evolving, the Black Cat could also become a completely different monster.  

[If the thing that reaches Annihilation-class it won’t be the Black Cat we know now, you will be the idiot hero who allowed an Annihilation-class monster to grow.]  

That was also why the Black Cat had to be hunted down before it reached Annihilation-class.  

Even if its current behavior isn’t an act, once it evolves into an Annihilation-class, it might no longer be the Black Cat.  

It wasn’t impossible for it to remain the same even after evolving, but that was far too optimistic.  

“So, I plan to do everything I can to stop the Black Cat from reaching Annihilation-class. If I fail, I’ll ask for backup then.”  

[…You’ve lost your mind.]  

Annoyed, Kage pulled out a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.  

[How the hell did you even come to this conclusion? Is handling W-City alone that exhausting? Do you need a cat’s paw that badly?]  

“I won’t deny that’s part of it. But… After seeing Electress, I thought the Black Cat might not be so bad.”  

Compared to a hero who, if careless, acts no differently from a monster or villain, a monster that behaves like a hero even when left alone isn’t so bad, right?  

“Honestly, from my perspective, Electress is more irritating and causes more civilian casualties than the Black Cat.”  

[Even so, Electress is human. She doesn’t have instincts that drive her to devour people.]  

“I know. I know the Black Cat is still a monster, that Electress is at least human, and that trusting a monster is stupid. But the Black Cat has shown me enough that I’m willing to give it one chance.”  

[That trust could get countless civilians killed. What the hell are you even banking on?]  

“…A hunch.”  

She was trusting her own intuition, her gut feeling, that the Black Cat could be tamed.  

It was an incredibly irresponsible statement, but Kage’s eyelids twitched, and he fell silent.  

[The intuition of a superpower human who transcends ordinary humans can sometimes border on precognition…]  

Starlight had always been a superpower human with an unnervingly sharp intuition.  

She’d survived reckless situations and made unrealistic choices in scenarios that should’ve resulted in thousands of casualties, minimizing damage more times than he could count.  

Even when things seemed impossible, Starlight always ended up delivering results beyond expectations.  

Seeing Yoo Anna’s unwavering confidence, Kage began to feel that she might actually be able to tame the Black Cat.  

Just as he sighed, wondering if it might really be possible, Yoo Anna spoke firmly.  

“From now on, I will decide all matters regarding the Black Cat—including whether S-rank heroes are deployed for support.”  

[So you want me to back you up under my name, to keep the government and other heroes from interfering. Is that it?]  

“Exactly. Since even you and Electress lose, other S-rank heroes might try to jump in just for fame, right?”  

[…The fact that you’re telling me this through a private channel instead of an official report means you don’t want the government to find out about the Black Cat. The Monster Research Division would love this kind of news.]  

“If they find out, they’ll just start screaming about ‘research this’ or ‘capture that,’ making everything noisier than it already is. We might actually have a chance to tame the Black Cat, and I can’t afford any interference.”  

Amid the cigarette smoke, Kage glared at Yoo Anna with wide eyes.  

[Did you really think I’d agree to this ridiculous demand?]  

“Didn’t I save you when you were about to die to the Black Cat? If you have any conscience, just do as I say.”  

[Even if I owe you for that, monsters cannot be tamed. Don’t pointlessly charge at a lost cause and make the damage worse.]  

No matter what, he would never agree to letting a monster—one that was clearly growing more dangerous—run free.  

Seeing the resolve in Kage’s eyes, Yoo Anna smiled bitterly.  

“You know I expected that.”  

“Who decided that monsters can’t be tamed? Researchers, right? Ordinary humans, not superpower humans. Do you really think their conclusions are absolute?”  

The idea that monsters couldn’t be tamed was a conclusion drawn by the Monster Research Division’s scientists—ordinary humans, nothing more.  

Kage fell silent, struck by his own words thrown back at him.  

Superpower humans must always surpass ordinary humans.  

What is impossible for them must be possible for superpower humans.  

Superpower humans always break common sense.  

Superpower humans are those who achieve what ordinary humans cannot.  

They walk ahead, making the impossible possible.  

[Kgh… Hah. That’s a dirty way to persuade me.]  

Kage couldn’t refute his own logic.  

He wouldn’t.  

After a long silence, he muttered quietly, then spoke with a laugh in his voice.  

[Fine. I’ll stake my name on it—no more S-rank heroes will be deployed to W-City. Even if other cities try to send support, I’ll stop them.]  

Kage had the power to do that.  

Unlike Yoo Anna, who only ever thought of protecting civilians, Kage had spent years acting to stand above others.  

And when it came to promises made to fellow superpower humans, he always kept them.  

That was Kage’s superpower supremacy—his superpower priority.  

With this, Yoo Anna felt a weight lifted from her shoulders. There would be no more pointless fights with the Black Cat.  

[However, the only thing I can stop is the heroes.]  

Then, Kage delivered some unpleasant news.  

[I can’t stop the government’s research division. You’ll have to handle that yourself.]  

“Stopping the heroes is the priority, but personally, I’d prefer if you put more effort into stopping them.”  

[If you’d accepted support to exterminate the Black Cat, maybe. But now that you’ve chosen to tame it, that’s impossible.]  

“Don’t tell me… Are they pushing that damn ‘monster weaponization’ research again?”  

The lunatics from the Monster Research Division always reared their heads when things quieted down.  

Had Kage insisted on quickly eliminating the Black Cat because he sensed this? To destroy it before it became a valuable research specimen?  

[I was planning to use this as a counterargument against your refusal to exterminate the Black Cat…]  

Kage pulled up a document that Yoo Anna had never seen before.  

On the screen were several photos and a short report.  

At the top of the document, bold letters read: Monster Cult.  

[Have you heard about this ‘Monster Cult’ that’s been popping up lately?]  

***

“Has everyone not arrived yet? Who’s missing?”  

“Four C-ranks… Two B-ranks. And among the A-ranks, Iron Might hasn’t arrived.”  

“The C and B-ranks might be late because they’re still on patrol, but what’s Iron Might doing when he was already at HQ?”  

“Should I call him again?”  

After the communication ended, in the operation room—  

Yoo Anna, who had gathered all of W-City’s heroes, sat with her eyes closed, organizing the information Kage had given her.  

Monster Cult.  

A fanatical religion that worshipped monsters as divine messengers, calling their leader the ‘Savior’ or ‘Messenger’.

In D-City—a place far behind W-City in terms of hero strength, public safety, and food supply—citizens relied on this bizarre cult more than the government.  

This deranged group, which had existed for some time, had recently been rapidly expanding its influence in D-City.  

“…Sorry, I’m late.”  

“Senior, Iron Might is here.”  

“The B-ranks have all arrived, too. We can start the meeting without the C-ranks—they can catch up later.”  

“Sigh…”  

Hearing that all of W-City’s A and B-rank heroes—its core forces—had assembled, Yoo Anna opened her eyes. Sound Waiver muted the room’s noise.  

Standing up, Yoo Anna walked to the whiteboard and began writing, pressing down hard with each stroke.  

“…Huh?”  

“Wait…?”  

“Um…?”  

The heroes murmured as the sentence took shape.  

Yoo Anna continued writing, recalling her conversation with Kage.  

[The Monster Cult has tamed a Terror-class monster before, even if only briefly. They used it to attack a hero who was cracking down on their illegal activities… But the cultists were all killed alongside their own monster.]  

[That incident was the origin of the Monster Weaponization Project.]  

[And now, they’ve taken an interest in W-City.]  

[Of course they have… A Despair-class monster, the Black Cat, is saving people.]  

They were worshipping the Black Cat as a divine messenger.  

The cult’s rapid growth in influence was because of the Black Cat.  

The research division, too, had taken notice—after all, the Black Cat was tied to the origins of monster weaponization.  

[Who knows what’ll happen? I was going to say we should kill it before things escalate… But fine, try taming it.]  

[If you can tame it before they do, that is.]  

Kage’s mocking voice—Creak, creak, crack!—Yoo Anna’s grip on the marker tightened, her emotions spilling over as she finished writing.  

On the board was the purpose of this meeting… And the name of the operation all W-City heroes would participate in.  

[Though limited to Terror-class, they are experts in taming monsters.]  

[They’re trying to win the Black Cat’s favor and take it to D-City.]  

[Who knows? They might succeed.]  

[If anything, wouldn’t the Black Cat prefer weak humans it feels compelled to protect over heroes who’ve attacked it multiple times? Especially if they treat it well…]  

The Black Cat Protection Operation.  

Below it were the rules all W-City heroes had to follow when encountering the Black Cat.

– Praise it: ‘You’re pretty’, ‘You’re cute’.

– Thank it for hunting monsters.  

– Give it tasty food every time you meet.  

Tap! Setting down the pen, Yoo Anna looked at the heroes with deadly seriousness.  

“From now on, all heroes must prepare snacks for the Black Cat.”  

The heroes glanced at each other and muttered under their breath.  

“So she’s not even trying to hide it anymore, huh?”  
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Ch.63 Embarrassing  

Not long ago, after scolding a strange woman who seemed to be an S-rank hero, I found myself lost in thoughts I couldn’t resolve alone.  

What exactly is a hero?  

If someone kills a few humans but saves many more, does that make them a hero?  

Starlight doesn’t seem to think so.  

Objectively speaking, from the perspective of a hero who must hunt me down, her judgment is correct.  

But Starlight would never do such a thing.  

Because she’s a hero who protects humans, she doesn’t harm them.  

So why did Starlight stop me from killing that woman, not once, but twice, even though she is a hero who used her powers on civilians and even tried to kill them?  

She throws punches at me at the slightest suspicion, yet insists that the electric girl must not be killed.  

Probably because, unlike me, she’s human.  

Judging who is unworthy of being human is solely my standard—humanity’s standards must be different.  

A hero is a superpower human who protects humans and kills monsters.  

Even bad humans are still humans; no matter their crimes, they are protected.  

They are punished by human laws, not by the heroes themselves.  

Starlight did what she had to do.  

She saves people without distinguishing between those worth saving and those who aren’t.  

Because that’s what a hero is supposed to be.  

Her circumstances are different from mine, a monster.  

“Krrr…”  

“H-Hiiik… L-Liar… They said the Black Cat doesn’t hurt people…”  

Munch, munch. In the darkness, I chewed on a human arm and stared silently at the sniveling man.  

A villain—a human who isn’t human.  

No matter how many I eat, they keep appearing somewhere. So whenever I see one, I deal with them appropriately.  

Today’s villain was a man who, while I was busy subduing a Crush-class monster, tried to kidnap a child who had lost their mother in the evacuation chaos.  

Given how smoothly he moved, this guy—who had the ability to turn invisible, wasn’t new to this kind of crime.  

How much of this child kidnapper should I eat?  

I’ve already eaten an arm—should I eat a leg too?  

No… maybe it’s better to just kill him.  

“The Black Cat is scaaary…”  

Oooong. As my killing intent spread, the child clinging tightly to my foreleg emitted a sweet scent of terror.  

Suppressing my bloodlust, I lifted the child with telekinesis and placed them on my back.  

“The Black Cat is nice!”  

Despite crying just moments ago, the child now seemed excited, gripping my fur tightly.  

Using my Medusa’s Eyes—an ability that immobilizes those I stare at—to prevent the villain from escaping, I gradually withdrew my power as I sensed heroes approaching.  

Across the street, two heroes who had dismounted from their motorcycles rushed over urgently.  

“Black Cat spotted. Crush-class monsters—all subdued.”  

“The kid… Uh, seems to be playing with it? And someone is caught there?”  

“Wait, isn’t this guy a villain? I remember seeing him on a wanted poster.”  

“Damn it!”  

“Restrain him!”  

When I handed the villain over, the two heroes fully subdued him.  

One pulled out a syringe gun from their pocket, and the villain collapsed limply after being injected with a powerful sedative.  

“This bastard… He’s a child kidnapper.”  

“What? This is that guy? Finally caught the damn scum…”  

With the villain dealt with, I prepared to hand the child over. Lifting them with telekinesis, the kid—still gripping my fur tightly—ended up doing a handstand.  

“Ahahaha!”  

“Oong.”  

“Whoa, that’s dangerous!”  

Come and take them. I signaled with a low growl, and the heroes approached to take the child.  

Well, my business here is done… Just as I was about to disappear, one of the heroes suddenly called out to me.  

“H-Hey! You gotta… You gotta do the thing!”  

“Ah…! Thank you, Black Cat. Thanks to you, we saved the kid and took down the monsters…”  

“Idiot, you’re supposed to say, ‘Thanks for killing the monsters, you’re so cool and cute!’”  

What kind of nonsense is this…? A sudden thank-you?  

I mean, I appreciate it, but is it really okay to thank a monster for help? This reaction is different from the usual awkwardness.  

As I bristled at the unfamiliar response, one of the heroes pulled out meat from a bag on their back.  

“Hurry, take it out! We gotta give it before it runs away.”  

“Owao?”  

What? They’re giving me meat?  

Given the dynamic between monsters and heroes, it’s rare for heroes to offer me meat.  

About to leave, I paused and accepted the meat, eating it.  

“Waoong…!”  

Sluurp. The tender, melt-in-your-mouth texture—this is high-quality beef.  

Chomp, chomp. After finishing the meat, I licked my lips clean.  

“Uh… Does it want more?”  

“Sorry, that’s all we have.”  

“Waong.”  

Pleased, I sank into the shadows.  

Mmm, that was delicious… Such tasty beef today—I must be lucky.  

***

And the next day.  

While lying on the grass in a park, cleaning up a swarm of Terror-class monsters emerging underground, heroes came running toward me.  

“I-It’s really the Black Cat! The alert didn’t go off?”  

“Maybe it’s just napping, so the alarm didn’t trigger? Where’s the meat?”  

“I didn’t bring any…!”  

“Ugh, seriously! You’re hopeless—you were supposed to bring it!”  

“No, we only bring meat when there’s a Black Cat alert! How am I supposed to carry it around all the time?”  

“Just give it this for now.”  

The C and D-rank heroes offered me sausages while I focused on manipulating space to deal with the monsters.  

I snatched the sausage waved in front of me and continued lying there as the heroes rushed off somewhere.  

“Hey, hurry to the mart and buy some meat! The seniors will cover the cost anyway.”  

“Black Cat, wait right here!”  

“Huaaam…”  

Yawning, I refocused on the underground, tearing apart the Terror-class monsters one by one.  

It was like a giant ant nest—monster ants the size of human legs were trapped, unable to escape, and slowly dying.  

Now, what ability should I use next? Fire, ice, lightning…  

Hmm… This is fun.  

After killing all the ants, a Death Worm approached to swallow their tiny cores.  

Perfect timing… I was getting tired of collecting each core with spatial manipulation.  

Leaving it be for now, people relaxing in the park started approaching me.  

“See? I told you the Black Cat was here!”  

“Wow, it really is!”  

“They say the Black Cat naps here during the day!”  

“Whoa! It’s the Black Cat!”  

“Got any food? I heard if you feed it, you can pet it.”  

“Careful, or it’ll slice your wrist off if you touch it randomly.”  

The civilians tried to share food with me.  

Having used a lot of energy, I was hungry, so I gladly accepted whatever they offered.  

“Hey, I was feeding it first—wait your turn.”  

“The Black Cat’s stomach isn’t a trash can—stop throwing random stuff at it.”  

“At least stick to proper food!”  

At first, everyone gave similar food or things that tasted good even when mixed.  

But as more people gathered, the food became increasingly chaotic.  

“What, do monsters even care what they eat?”  

“Now we don’t just rely on them to kill monsters—they even take care of food waste. The Black Cat’s the best.”  

Adults brought lunchboxes and dumped leftovers straight into my open mouth.  

Mmm… Sweet, sour, spicy, salty—an indescribable flavor.  

Even for me, this is too much.  

Spotting someone who even threw in paper foil, calling it food waste, I walked over and spat the mess onto their head.  

“Eeek! Y-You little—!”  

“Kyaaak!”  

Splat. Covered in garbage, the man tried to punch my nose, but I lifted him with telekinesis and shook him up and down.  

Along with the filthy sludge, the wig hiding his baldness plopped off.  

Then, heroes carrying armfuls of meat came running.  

“Huh? This isn’t allowed—the meeting said to stop stuff like this.”  

“What’s going on? Why’s the Black Cat holding that guy up? Hey, what did you do to it?”  

“I’ll handle this guy—you just feed it.”  

“Alright, alright! No approaching—no feeding the Black Cat!”  

“Huh? Then what’s with that meat? Aren’t you gonna give it to it?”  

“Civilians aren’t allowed to feed the Black Cat.”  

“Since when? Heroes get special treatment?”  

Amidst the complaints, the heroes gave me the meat.  

Mmm, delicious pork and beef… No specific cuts, just randomly thrown at me.  

It’d be better grilled, but since it’s not Starlight, that’s probably impossible.  

Heroes don’t carry around portable grills.  

“I wanna feed the Black Cat too! Black Cat!”  

“Here, my candy!”  

“No! I said no—ah!”  

“Oong.”  

After filling my stomach, I even accepted candy from kids as dessert.  

Thinking today was another lucky day, I left.  

***

And the next day.  

After working all night cleaning the underground and finishing off the evolved Death Worm, I perched on a rooftop with the core of a Disaster-class monster in my mouth.  

Chewing the core lazily, I yawned—only for another hero to show up.  

With meat in hand.  

“So… Black Cat, you’re really cool… And thanks. For protecting W-City.”  

“Krrr…”  

“Ugh, what am I even doing… Praising a monster? What’s the point if it doesn’t even understand?”  

Baring my fangs at the A-rank hero floating in the sky—an aerokinetic superpower—the man sighed, rubbing his forehead.  

“Just eat the meat… I don’t even know why I’m feeding you…”  

“Urrr…”  

“You really do eat it quietly. You’re such a weird monster.”  

Oong, krrr. I made a noise mixing wariness and gratitude, eating the meat while perking my ears.  

I ate it, but… Something feels off.  

Even I can tell this isn’t just luck anymore.  

Sure, there were heroes other than Starlight who secretly gave me meat, but never to this extent.  

Did some trend start among heroes about feeding me?  

“Yeah, eat it where the camera can see. I need to film this.”  

Film? Why film me eating meat?  

A strange discomfort and wariness rose in me, and I sank into the shadows to avoid the camera.  

I mean, I’m happy to fill my stomach, but everyone suddenly feeding me is unsettling.  

Did they poison it? Doesn’t taste like it.  

…Weird.  

***

“B-Black Cat!”  

And then, the next day.  

As I was eating Crush-class monsters, Starlight appeared before me.  

With meat in hand… Starlight has thrown meat at me before.  

So it’s not strange, but… Why? It smells different today.  

Her anxiety and urgency are palpable, making her unpredictable.  

Is something going on among the heroes? Why is everyone acting weird all of a sudden?  

“Wait, I need to talk…!”  

Though suspicious, I backed away as Starlight approached.  

Starlight has attacked me twice already.  

I don’t resent her for it—heroes hunt monsters, after all—but her abilities hurt.  

Not wanting to be attacked again, I warily sank into the shadows.  

“Ah…!”  

***

After fleeing from Starlight, a while later…  

While playing with small fish in a deserted riverside clearing, testing different ability combinations, another hero appeared.  

“Oh? It really is the Black Cat. From the bushes, I thought it was just illegal dumping.”  

“See? I told you it was the Black Cat! Who’d dump something this big here?”  

“Well, should we give it some meat?”  

“Waong?”  

The heroes pulled sausages and meat from their bags and offered them to me.  

More meat? Wary at first, I checked for poison before eating.  

“Wow, this feels so surreal. It’s really eating it.”  

“I’ve always wanted to feed the Black Cat too.”  

“Didn’t your senior say his little sister survived because of the Black Cat?”  

“Yeah, thank you, Black Cat. Never thought I’d live to see the day I’d say this…”  

“Ooong…?”  

A thank-you…?  

From a hero… To a monster?  

They never did this before.  

Finishing the sausages, I licked my lips, feeling strange, when one of the heroes carefully patted my head.  

“Ooh, wow, so soft.”  

“Want me to take a photo?”  

“Ah, yeah, please. We need one for the report anyway.”  

The hero, hugging my head, grinned widely.  

Confused, I let another hero take a picture with their phone.  

A report photo? What’s that about?  

What’s with these guys? Why are they acting like this?  
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Ch.64 The Meat Melts  

As days passed, the damage caused by monsters dwindled. After losing their queen, Gu Seo-ryong, the villains scattered and were captured one by one. Public safety, peace, and stability improved.

At this point, even A-City might envy us—such thoughts naturally arose as W-City became increasingly stable.

All of this was thanks to the heroes who tirelessly fought monsters and villains without a single proper day off.

Yet, despite this, the dissatisfaction of W-City’s citizens toward the heroes recently reached an all-time high.

The reason? Heroes were blocking citizens from approaching the Black Cat.

Lately, the Black Cat had been appearing here and there, even when no monster alerts were sounded. As if to show how peaceful W-City had become, the Black Cat lay quietly, napping in the sun.

Naturally, people who saw this wanted to pet the Black Cat.

But every time, heroes would rush in from somewhere and stop them.

“Now, now, you can’t do that. Don’t approach the Black Cat.”

“What’s with you guys? Why are you acting like you own the Black Cat and blocking us?”

“The Black Cat…? Hey, wait… Isn’t that…?”

“Come with us for a moment.”

“W-what?! Let go of me!”

They even went as far as arbitrarily detaining well-meaning citizens for interrogation!

If the heroes found that a citizen didn’t have a W-City resident card during their investigation, they’d make an emergency arrest.

“What the hell is this?! How can they do things like this?!”

“We just wanted to pet the Black Cat!”

“The Black Cat is a monster. This is all for the citizens’ safety—”

“If it’s for our safety, then why are you guys feeding and petting the Black Cat?!”

“W-well… We’re… Ahem.”

What made W-City’s citizens even more displeased was that the heroes would feed the Black Cat and pat its head right in front of them.

The blatant double standard—citizens couldn’t do it, but heroes could—only fueled their anger.

[Why the hell are they monopolizing the Black Cat?]

[These hero bastards, why do only they get to pet the Black Cat?]

[They feed the Black Cat, but why won’t they let citizens do the same? Are they insane?]

[It’s honestly infuriating how they block citizens from approaching the Black Cat but take photos and play around themselves.]

[They keep saying the Black Cat is dangerous or that it’s part of some secret operation—what kind of secret operation is this?!]

[If it’s a secret operation to pet the Black Cat’s head, why can’t citizens join in?]

[The Black Cat belongs to all of W-City! Not just the heroes!]

As the atmosphere grew increasingly hostile, Yoo Anna, the representative of W-City’s heroes, appeared before the press.

Yoo Anna briefly explained the current situation and its reasons to the disgruntled citizens.

[It’s an uncomfortable truth for us heroes, but the Black Cat has been helping W-City. However, we can’t deny it.]

[Right now, we’re making various attempts to control the Black Cat’s behavior. Citizen involvement could introduce variables and lead to unforeseen incidents…]

[Additionally, there have been cases where outsiders from other cities provoked the Black Cat, so we’re thoroughly vetting citizens who approach the Black Cat.]

After Yoo Anna’s explanation, public opinion split cleanly in half.

Some believed citizens shouldn’t recklessly approach the Black Cat, while others argued that since everyone already knew the Black Cat was safe, why couldn’t they pet it?

The ‘No Touching the Black Cat’ faction and the ‘Pet the Black Cat’ faction dubbed themselves the left and right factions, respectively, based on their ideological divide.

[So they’re just trying to win the Black Cat’s favor with food? Are they worried the Black Cat got upset because of the bad cats?]

[There are still people trying to feed the Black Cat poisoned or sedative-laced meat, so stopping citizens is the right call.]

[Since ancient times, it’s been said that cute things should only be admired, not touched.]

[Even if the Black Cat is W-City’s mascot, it’s still a monster. We should listen to the heroes.]

The ‘No Touching the Black Cat’ faction insisted that the Black Cat’s monstrous nature shouldn’t be forgotten and supported the heroes’ attempts to control it.

[Why can’t citizens feed the Black Cat?]

[Isn’t it because citizens have been feeding and petting the Black Cat that it hasn’t attacked us?]

[What if the Black Cat starts attacking citizens because it only listens to the heroes?]

[Citizens have the right to pet the Black Cat too!]

[The Black Cat should feel that all of W-City loves it. If it thinks only the heroes like it, why would it protect us? It’ll just become the heroes’ pet cat!]

The ‘Pet the Black Cat’ faction agreed with the heroes but argued that if winning the Black Cat’s favor was the goal, it’d be better if all citizens participated.

“Give us the Black Cat! The Black Cat belongs to all of W-City!”

“Citizens have the right to pet the Black Cat too!”

“The ‘Feed the Black Cat’ experience should be available to all citizens!”

Among them, the right faction, driven solely by their desire to pet the Black Cat, began sharing the Black Cat’s locations and staging protests against the heroes who stole their chance to interact with it.

About three days later, the Black Cat no longer napped near citizens.

Instead of parks or empty lots, the Black Cat now napped on building rooftops, peeking out just its head.

[Okay, maybe we were a bit too loud.]

[I feel kinda bad.]

[Black Cat TT_TT Come back TT_TT]

[Ah, damn it, I was planning to see the Black Cat this weekend, but if it’s on rooftops, I can’t get close.]

Every time the right faction citizens saw the Black Cat’s head peeking from the rooftops, they regretted their actions.

But soon, some began to think this wasn’t so bad after all.

[Cats usually prefer sleeping on cat towers rather than the ground, right?]

[Seeing it from the opposite rooftop is adorable.]

[It kinda feels like it’s watching over us from above to keep monsters away. I like it.]

[Honestly, the noise from people trying to feed it meat was getting annoying.]

[But now Starlight doesn’t show up even when the Black Cat naps openly in front of people.]

[It’s not that she doesn’t show up—the Black Cat just runs away every time she does.]

Only one person in W-City was unhappy with the current situation.

“Why won’t it eat the meat I give it?! Why does it run away only from me?!”

Yoo Anna grilled the meat she’d bought for the Black Cat and ate it herself, her face crumpling in frustration.

***

Why were heroes suddenly following me everywhere and throwing meat at me?

I didn’t have to wonder long—the heroes themselves answered my question.

“…Lately, more people we arrest refuse to say where they’re from.”

“I had a bad feeling, but it seems these guys really are here to kidnap the Black Cat.”

“They’re carrying some kind of bloody stuff, apparently.”

“Hey, shh, the Black Cat’s listening.”

The heroes knew I understood their conversations.

That’s because Starlight had told them everything about me.

Giving me meat, calling me cute or cool or thanking me, blocking citizens from approaching me—all of it was on Starlight’s orders.

“Does it really understand what we’re saying?”

“Eh, cat lovers always say stuff like, ‘My cat understands everything I say.’”

“How did our boss even become the Black Cat’s mom…?”

“Well, it makes sense. Thanks to all the monsters it catches, we finally have work-life balance.”

“True.”

When I quietly ate the meat, the heroes, thinking I was too distracted to listen, chatted and spilled information.

“I don’t know if we can really tame the Black Cat, but I don’t want it to leave W-City.”

“Isn’t the boss being too paranoid?”

“Well, since all the meat we give the Black Cat is expensed, it’s not like it’s costing us anything.”

“She even said she’d buy us a portion if we wanted to eat some ourselves…”

They took photos to expense the meat they gave me.

They fed me to make me attached to the heroes and W-City.

And to keep me from getting hungry and following someone else’s food.

“Black Cat~ Eat a lot, okay? And if some weirdo offers you tasty food and tells you to follow them, don’t go, alright?”

“Memorize our faces. If anyone other than us offers you meat, don’t eat it.”

“Oong oong oong.”

Apparently, there were people from other cities trying to take me away.

The heroes seemed to think I’d obediently follow anyone who offered me something delicious, and they were worried.

Maybe they figured that if they kept me full, I wouldn’t fall for food traps.

Now that I knew why they were feeding me, I decided to stop being wary and just accept the meat.

“Oh, right. Don’t get too close when taking photos with the Black Cat. The boss has been in a bad mood lately because of that.”

“Wait, really? Is she jealous?”

“When a Code Red happens, she’s the one who has to take responsibility and subdue the Black Cat. And after doing that a few times, the Black Cat started avoiding her. So when we have fun petting it and clinging to it, of course she gets mad.”

“Oh yeah, I heard a rumor. Guess what? The boss actually bought that.”

“Seriously? Wow… That’s insane.”

Over time, the heroes began treating my presence as their break spot.

While I ate meat, they’d bring their own snacks and eat beside me. After taking photos, they’d leave without lingering to avoid bothering me.

Occasionally, heroes with electricity or fire powers would even grill meat for me.

They weren’t great at it, but it was better than raw.

Then, one day.

After clearing out most of the monsters hiding underground in W-City, a group of Terror-class monsters—mistaking my spatial manipulation attacks for an underground monster—fled to the surface.

I eliminated the entire Terror-class horde before the emergency alert even sounded and quietly began eating them.

Then, Starlight landed in front of me.

“Huff… Huff… Huff…”

“Purrr…”

Given recent events, this was unusual.

Starlight usually only appeared for Disaster-class threats, very rarely for Annihilation-class, and never for murder-class.

It took me about seven seconds to wipe out the Terror-class horde—had she been nearby?

In that brief time, Starlight arrived, her head bowed and breathing heavily from overusing her powers.

“W-wait… just… a second…”

As I slowly sank into the shadows to escape, Starlight frantically pulled something from her bag.

The moment I saw it, my eyes widened.

“I… I was wrong… I’m sorry, okay? Really, I’m sorry, Black Cat! Can’t you give me a chance to apologize?”

I didn’t hear a word she said.

A box with simple yet luxurious packaging, the price tag on it, the rich meaty aroma cutting through Starlight’s egg-like scent—

Premium-grade, no, special 1++ grade beef… a whole box, with assorted cuts for grilling!

I’d only heard rumors about this.

Even in this monster-ridden era, such things still existed.

“I don’t like having to go back and forth like this either…”

“Oo… Oong?”

Wait, no way—did she bring this to give to me?

I opened my mouth and stared at the beef.

A single piece of this could buy 10kg, no, 20kg of pork shoulder.

In this era, where the government strictly controlled livestock and food production, only high-ranking officials or top-tier heroes could obtain this mythical beef.

That beautiful marbling, the fine layers of white fat—

Drool dripped from my mouth.

“Uh…”

Swish. As Starlight moved the beef to the left, my head followed.

Swish. When she moved it to the right, Starlight glanced at my perked-up tail and ears and spoke.

“So… do you want to eat it?”

“Waooong?!”

You’re really giving it to me?!

My eyes sparkled. Starlight beckoned me closer.

And so, on a deserted rooftop—

Sizzle… The sound of grilling meat filled the chilly air with a rich, savory aroma.

The meat cooked quickly under Starlight’s flames.

And then, before me… The perfectly grilled beef.

“Ooohhh…! Oooohhh…!”

“W-wait! Ouch!”

Lick lick lick lick! The moment Starlight held out the grilled meat between her palms, I couldn’t wait and licked her hands.

The flavor, the juiciness, the savory—it exploded in my mouth.

The meat melted the moment my tongue touched it.

“Ah… T-that tickles…!”

I pulled my tongue away from Starlight’s grinning face and nudged her with my paw for the next piece.

Starlight gave off a vaguely hurt vibe, but I didn’t care—I just waited impatiently for her to grill the next cut.

As she picked up a pinkish piece of meat and grilled it with perfect heat control, I let out an excited noise.

“Oooohhh!”

Starlight really is a good person!
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Ch.65 It’s a Familiar Taste

W-City’s greatest hero, Starlight, grilled the meat inside the box without pause and patted my head.

“Hey… Um, sorry? You know I’m apologizing, right?”

“Grrrrrr…”

“Are we good now…?”

What’s there to be sorry about? The meat’s this delicious.

Good terms? Did we even fight? Isn’t it natural for heroes and monsters to clash?

With a large chunk of meat in one hand, I tossed it up, caught it, and flipped it with practiced ease.

Every time I opened my mouth for more, happiness took shape and melted inside.

“Is it that good?”

“Woooooong~!”

I was certain—I must have lived just to eat this meat.

After devouring every last morsel, I savored the lingering taste and licked my lips.

Beside me, Starlight pulled out something strange and started talking.

“Black Cat…? Can we talk for a bit?”

“Meow?”

“Uh… I definitely told you before, right? That you can speak?”

“Owawong.”

“Are you still mad? You don’t want to talk to me…?”

[Talking makes me hungry.]

I let out a whine and eventually used my ability to move the air.

When in monster form, my speech isn’t physical—it’s powered by my ability.

And the more I use my ability, the hungrier I get.

So unless it’s absolutely necessary, I don’t like speaking in monster form.

“So you can talk… A monster capable of conversation…”

“Wooong?”

“Great, the possibility of resolving this through words just got a lot higher.”

Starlight seemed both surprised and slightly relieved that I could speak.

At the same time, she kept squeezing something onto a disposable plate.

What is that?

It smells incredibly delicious.

“Black Cat, as long as you don’t go on a rampage, no S-rank hero will come after you. In return, can you try not to reach Annihilation-class?”

A strange request.

Monsters naturally evolve to the next stage by consuming other monsters and humans.

As long as I keep filling my stomach, I’ll eventually reach Annihilation-class whether I want to or not.

Not eating humans might delay it, but that’s all.

Is she asking me not to eat humans?

The whispers of instinct from my monster core tell me Starlight probably doesn’t know the exact conditions for me to reach Annihilation-class.

Besides, telling a monster to suppress its instincts? That’s not something a hero should say.

“If you promise, I’ll give you this.”

“Oooong…?”

Then, Starlight held out a small plate filled with that delicious-smelling stuff.

What is this scent…?

Sniff, sniff—instinctively, my tongue flicked out.

“Ah, no! I’ll give it to you if you promise. Promise me.”

“Waoow…?”

What is this taste…? This rich, sweet, savory flavor.

It’s not comparable to premium 1++ beef, but… It’s good.

Like comparing gourmet cuisine to cola.

An intense, almost violent taste lingers in my mouth.

“Promise, promise me—no more devouring random monster cores, and try not to reach Annihilation-class… I’ll give it to you if you promise!”

Lick, lick. After two more licks, the plate was empty. Starlight stared at it blankly.

Hmm… Not bad.

It might not taste like much to human palates, but in this monster form, the flavor is intensely addictive.

…I want more.

[What is this? I’ve never tasted it before.]

“It’s called churu. A puree made from meat and oil that cats love… Um, cat treats?”

[I’m not a cat.]

Sniff, sniff. Catching the scent of the churu, I clamped my teeth onto Starlight’s bag.

She grabbed the other end and yanked, preventing me from running off with it.

“W-Wait! I’ll give you more if you promise!”

“Grrrr…”

“Ugh, seriously—no! Listen, I’ll give it to you if you listen!”

Riiip. As the bag tore, Starlight pulled out a large tub from inside.

With the empty bag still in my mouth, I eyed the tub full of churu and licked my lips.

“Okay, okay! Just listen to a few things, alright? Then I’ll give it to you.”

“Wong.”

“…Lift your head. If you try to steal it, I won’t give it to you.”

Tch. I clicked my tongue and raised my head, abandoning my attempt to snatch the tub.

As soon as I sat properly, Starlight proudly squeezed more churu onto the plate.

“Good. Churu is for well-behaved cats who listen. Got it?”

At this point, I was too tired to correct her about not being a cat.

Starlight kept squeezing the churu onto the plate as I licked it and continued talking.

“Listen carefully. There are weird people lately who might target you. If someone suspicious offers you food, don’t follow them, okay? Even if they seem pitiful or hurt, don’t go with them. Got it?”

“Wongawongawong.”

“I’m really grateful for all the people you’ve saved so far, but some might try to take advantage of you. Be careful. Especially if anyone calls you a ‘god’ or asks you to ‘save’ them… Are you even listening? Huh!”

So noisy. Can’t she let me eat in peace?

When the plate emptied, I chomped on Starlight’s hand. She let out a sticky, emotional sound and patted my head.

“I-Is this affection? I heard cats bite gently when they’re happy…”

[Squeeze more. The plate’s empty.]

“Ah, okay…”

It wasn’t a gentle bite—her hand was just tough.

Disappointed, Starlight kept refilling the plate like a sushi chef.

“Anyway… The heroes will give you meat, so just follow their instructions a little, okay? If you fill your stomach with beef and pork, you won’t need to eat monsters or humans, right?”

“Nyanyanyang.”

“You get it, right? Black Cat, as long as you don’t do anything bad, the citizens and heroes will keep giving you meat and treats. So don’t do bad things, okay?”

Here, bad things probably means eating humans.

I don’t plan to, but Starlight’s definition of human might differ from mine.

If she’s telling me not to eat trash humans, then no deal.

Unless she gives me that 1++ beef every day.

[If I listen to you, will you give me that beef every day?]

“Huh? That’s… Not possible… It’s not about money, but supply. At most, I can give you that amount once a month.”

“Waoow… Oong…?”

Hearing that, disappointment at only eating it once a month was quickly replaced by excitement that I’d get to eat it at all.

“But… I’ll give you churu every time, with the meat. How’s that?”

Churu as a snack too… Still, unless I can eat it until I’m full, it’s not enough.

Can’t I eat freely, like at a free food stand?

Now that I think about it… Starlight funds those too, right?

And the meat the heroes give me…

If I get premium 1++ beef once a month, it might not be so bad.

Not much different from what I’ve been doing.

“Got it? Don’t follow suspicious people.”

Then, the plate was completely empty.

I stared silently at Starlight, waiting for more.

“Aowong.”

“More churu? There’s none left today.”

What, no more?

Beef and dessert… Not quite full, but satisfied, I yawned and groomed my fur.

Well, time to go now that I’ve eaten.

“W-Wait! You’re leaving after eating?! What about your answer?!”

Whoosh. I leaped off the rooftop, passing through the murmuring crowd below.

As I sank into the shadows and fled, Starlight shouted after me.

“Black Cat! Don’t follow anyone suspicious, no matter what they offer! Got it?!”

Listening to her fading voice, I thought,

As if a monster would follow someone just because they offer food.

What do they even take me for?

***

Electress’s ability synergized perfectly with spatial manipulation.

Her electromagnetic field detection was far more precise and long-ranged than monster core wavelength tracking.

Once a monster was located, spatial manipulation crushed it remotely.

Spatial manipulation bypassed the usual limitation where abilities weaken with distance from the core.

My range covers half a district—by linking spaces, I could project my ability farther.

Unfortunately, spatial linking requires precise control, so only one connection at a time.

The only downside is how long it takes to hunt distant monsters one by one.

Lately, I’d been enjoying preemptively eliminating monsters before alarms sounded.

After clearing an area, no monsters appeared there for a while.

I called this ‘Monster Extermination Picnic’.

“Haven’t monsters decreased lately?”

“Monster damage? That’s thanks to the Black Cat…”

“No, I mean monster appearances themselves.”

“Huh? Now that you mention it… Weird…”

As the pattern continued, heroes noticed monsters avoided where I napped.

Eventually, they realized: No monsters spawn where the Black Cat sleeps.

“Maybe it’s spatial manipulation.”

“Bad cats’ ability—he might be hunting remotely.”

“So when he ‘naps,’ he’s sniping monsters from afar?”

“Ah! Did you feel it? The ability’s wavelength…”

“Wow, his ability’s getting stealthier… Scary.”

“At this point, isn’t he W-City’s guardian deity?”

Soon, rumors spread among citizens too

“Where the Black Cat naps is safe.”

People napped leisurely near me, enjoying unnatural peace in this monster-ridden era.

And day by day, more expressed gratitude.

“The Black Cat is no longer just the Black Cat. He is Lord Black Cat.”

“Those who dare disrespect Lord Black Cat shall be deemed enemies.”

“Thank you, Lord Black Cat.”

“Ooooh… Lord Black Cat~ Please grace us daily and make our real estate prices soar!”

To citizens, praising me was lighthearted fun.

Their exaggerated worship didn’t feel entirely sincere, so I dismissed it.

But the heroes reacted extremely sensitively.

“Addressing him as ‘Lord Black Cat’ is prohibited.”

“Sorry, but may I see your W-City resident card?”

“This is District 8, requesting backup.”

“C’mon, it’s just a joke!”

Their overreaction seemed unnecessary—until I tasted their unease.

Then Starlight’s warning echoed,

“Beware of those who call you a god.”

Haven’t met any yet, though.

After another underground monster hunt, I paused mid-sprint atop a building.

My core sensed something odd.

A swarm of Terror-class flying monsters—a lot of them.

Insect-types clustered together, moving en masse.

Monsters approaching from beyond detection range like this were impossible to preempt.

“Krooo!”

Boom! I unleashed lightning into the sky, incinerating most.

But a few evaded and dove toward the city.

Alarms blared as the swarm descended into a dark alley.

Crush. Every time I swallowed space whole, their numbers dwindled.

The remnants fled—until they targeted a lone human.

The man flailed as the insects swarmed him.

Whoom! I blasted them away with a shockwave, then burned the rest.

“Ah… Th-thank you… O Lord Black Cat…”

Huh? A strange, unfamiliar emotional scent wafted from him.

Like others, he fished out a sausage from his pocket.

“Please… Accept this.”

As I opened my mouth, he carefully placed it in.

The sweet, sticky flavor made my mouth water instantly.

Chew. It was the tastiest meat I’d had in a while.

This flavor… I know this taste.

Human.

This is human sausage.
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Ch.66 Worm

‘Human flesh sausage? Did you prepare this because I’m a monster?’

I kept moving my mouth while observing the man in front of me.

There was no villainous scent coming from him.

Even the faint traces of his thoughts felt unusually calm.

It almost seemed like he might not even know this was human flesh sausage.

“How is it? Does it suit your taste?”

“…Meow.”

The human flesh sausage the man gave me… Was perfectly tailored to a monster’s palate.

The balance of blood, fat, meat, organs, skin, and brain was just right, creating a rich, melt-in-your-mouth flavor.

Especially the chewy bits of organs and the smooth, fatty brain… It was disgustingly delicious.

As I swallowed the human flesh sausage with relish, my fur bristled, and the man smiled and pulled out something else.

“Here, there’s more.”

The second thing he offered me was a bright red jelly sealed in a container.

The smell of blood—this time, jelly made from human blood and fat.

It was hard to refuse… The scent was too intense.

The metallic savoriness, the sweet fat—I accepted the blood jelly and glared at the man while activating my ability.

Offering something like this twice could only mean he knew this was food made from humans.

Yet, despite presenting such things, the man remained eerily calm.

Feeling a strange dissonance—neither human nor monster—I spoke using my ability.

[…What? Who are you?]

“Oh, oooh…! Black Cat is speaking… Ah, as expected, Black Cat is the Messiah foretold in the prophecy…”

[Where did this meat come from?]

“Do you want more? I’ll give you more.”

At that moment, the man raised two fingers and activated his ability.

Swoosh—a blade of telekinetic energy shot from his fingertips and slashed toward his own arm.

With a quiet slicing sound, he severed his arm and extended it toward me.

“Here, Black Cat… Please, take as much as you want.”

Stunned, I instinctively stepped back.

What the hell is this guy? He doesn’t even have regenerative abilities.

A superpower human, power rank between C and B—his condition is too strange to be a hero.

“Black Cat, please.”

[I don’t need it.]

The blood jelly and human flesh sausage smelled so unnaturally delicious, as if they were condensed versions of everything a monster craved, but I had no desire to eat the freshly severed arm.

When I refused, the man, with his face pale and blood dripping arm, looked disappointed.

“Ah… Please, I beg you, eat it. Black Cat…”

[You… Are strange.]

Sensing an inexplicable emotion, I faintly grasped what it was.

Worship and reverence—the man, bleeding profusely as if on the verge of death, bowed his head before me and offered his severed arm and head.

“Oh god, salvation…”

God, salvation—the words Starlight once said flashed through my mind. Just then, thin white worms began crawling out from the severed part of the man’s arm.

Parasites. Sensing something deeply wrong, I leaped back and hurled a fireball at him.

Whoosh! Engulfed in flames, the man radiated thick, sticky waves of joy as he bowed his head toward me.

He died instantly.

I stomped on the charred corpse.

The texture confirmed it was human.

But… Calling this human, felt wrong in so many ways.

This man wasn’t human in a different sense from villains.

What the hell is going on?

***

After killing the man who gave me human meat, more and more of these strange people began appearing.

“Black Cat! Please enjoy this!”

“Waaah! Black Cat!”

“Ahhh… Black Cat…!”

Among the people who jokingly called me Black Cat, a woman exuded feelings of worship and reverence.

The sausage she threw at me reeked of human blood.

Eating human flesh like this wouldn’t let me devour fear-filled thoughts or accumulate curses.

It was just a lump of meat that tasted disgustingly delicious to a monster’s palate.

Whenever I gave in and took a bite, the person who offered the human flesh sausage would radiate thick, sticky waves of euphoria and ecstasy.

Not just young women—elderly people, middle-aged women, men too.

Disgusted by the increasing number of human flesh sausages, I retreated to the rooftops.

Then, the humans who had offered me meat began committing suicide nearby.

Glancing down… I saw more than a few in the alleyways stabbing their own throats or severing their limbs.

From their wounds, worms quickly gathered and swarmed.

I summoned flames and burned each of the strange corpses one by one.

Yet, the next day, more of these people appeared.

They gathered in deserted areas, only to be attacked by Terror-class monsters.

When monster alerts sounded, they’d come running from afar, lay out sausages and blood pudding from their bags, then sever their fingers, legs, or wrists.

“Ah… Black Cat.”

“Salvation, salvation.”

“Messenger of god…”

“Please, eat this.”

“I beg you, consume my body.”

White thread-like worms poked their heads out from the severed flesh. Disgusted, I avoided them—only for them to kill themselves on the spot.

Afterward, their corpses would again swarm with worms. Feeling something deeply wrong, I repeatedly incinerated the worms and bodies.

Once the bodies were burned, only the blood pudding and human flesh sausages remained.

These were nothing more than food made from pure human blood and meat in the perfect ratio.

The fact that the ratio was perfectly tailored to a monster’s taste was deeply unsettling.

How many times have these guys made this?

How many monsters have they fed humans to, to perfect this flavor?

Around this time, I realized a flaw in my method of identifying humans.

I could distinguish villains filled with malice and bloodlust (along with anticipation), but I couldn’t identify these strange people who radiated nothing.

And these strange people were gradually blending into W-City’s populace.

Their scent—unlike other cities—faded, their clothes and smiles resembling W-City’s citizens.

Then, suddenly, they’d go to a corner, pull out a knife, and stab their own throats.

After burning the swarming worms, another human would approach with fresh sausages.

The cycle of suicides within my senses wore me down mentally, so I resolved to refuse all food.

Once I stopped accepting anything but the meat given by heroes, their approach changed.

Rooftops—they’d look up at me flying in the sky, then kill themselves one by one.

Before their corpses, human flesh sausages and blood pudding were neatly arranged like ritual offerings…

After their suicides, small worm-like monsters floating in the sky would swarm the corpses and begin devouring them.

The worms chewed through the bodies, bones and all, then returned to the sky without attacking other humans.

Sensing something deeply wrong, I decided to observe these strange humans closely.

“Oooh… Messiah…”

“Salvation, salvation…”

Thick, sticky waves of joy upon seeing me—yet also a sense of emptiness.

Watching them sever fingers or press knives to their throats, I gripped them with telekinesis and demanded,

[What are you?]

“We… Are your servants.”

“Your food, lambs born to die for you.”

“Please.”

“Please.”

But even telekinesis couldn’t stop them from dying.

Their eyes suddenly turned red, blood poured from their mouths, and they died.

Had they swallowed poison? Soon after, white thread-like worms wriggled out from their bloodied mouths and severed fingers.

Hearing a buzzing above, I incinerated their bodies before the worms could swarm.

“Messenger of god, we are grateful to witness you in reality.”

[Why do you kill yourselves?]

“Because it is the path to salvation. To be chosen by the messenger of god.”

[Where did you come from?]

“We are from Samwonkyo—your home, Samwonkyo.”

My home? They kept spouting nonsense as they killed themselves.

Why would humans willingly end their lives?

“Salvation.”

“Oh god!”

“Please, choose us!”

Exhausted by the endless suicides, I hid underground.

Yet they didn’t stop.

As if announcing their deaths, worm monsters gathered on the corpses.

Then, something tore through the swarm.

“Meow? There’s so many worms!”

“Hey, these are some weird kids swarming around!”

Under the dark night sky, Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu appeared.

Sagugu slaughtered the worm monsters, while Gu Seo-ryong looked down at the shadow where I hid and said,

“Come up and talk for a bit. I came out because these things are causing a ruckus near my place too.”

[…Hm.]

I returned to the surface and landed before Gu Seo-ryong.

In her half-transformed monstrous state, she examined a half-devoured human corpse with amused interest.

“This tattoo… Samwonkyo again?”

[You know about them?]

“Of course. These lunatics have been around since I escaped the lab four years ago.”

“Meow~!”

While Sagugu, in a form similar to mine, happily chased the worm monsters, Gu Seo-ryong poked at the mangled corpse.

I shifted into human form beside her.

“Fanatics who believe salvation comes from being killed by monsters. They think… The Age of Monsters is divine punishment—Har Megiddo, was it?”

“Har Megiddo?”

“The end times. Basically… Monsters are divine messengers and punishment. Resisting increases sin, submission reduces it. Die to a monster, go to heaven; otherwise, hell. Surprisingly, they have a decent following… By the way, you don’t smell anything tasty here?”

“They tried to feed me sausages, blood pudding, and their own bodies.”

“Huh? What’s this? Smells human—human flesh sausage?”

“Meow? Meow!”

Gu Seo-ryong swallowed a sausage whole, smacking her lips before gesturing to Sagugu.

Nearby, Sagugu, having finished off the worms, ate the blood pudding and brightened up.

“This is good! Bait to lure monsters, huh?”

“Bait?”

“Monsters can’t resist this smell. They’re stimulating the instinct to devour humans, trying to get eaten.”

Suddenly, their words—choice and salvation—flashed through my mind.

Being eaten by me meant being chosen by a divine messenger. The human flesh sausages and blood pudding were offerings—bribes for salvation and tools to provoke a monster’s instincts.

But why would being eaten by a monster mean salvation?

It made no sense. No wonder Gu Seo-ryong called them crazy.

If even a monster like me finds them strange, they must be seriously messed up.

“By the way, you didn’t eat any of this, right?”

“I didn’t.”

By this, she meant the human corpses.

I admitted to eating some sausages and pudding but burning all the worm-infested bodies. Gu Seo-ryong smacked her lips.

“Phew, that’s a relief.”

She filled her mouth with corrosive acid and spat it onto the corpses, melting them.

The flesh dissolved into brown sludge as white worms writhed in agony.

“I came all the way here because of these worms.”
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Ch.67 It’s Artificial  

Gu Seo-ryong picked up a struggling bug with the tip of her fingernail, made a face as if she didn’t like it, and then put the bug into her mouth.

“Are you eating it?”

“I’m not eating it because I want to. I’m eating it to analyze it with my ability.”

“Analyze?”

“Venom Alchemist. I can meticulously analyze any component with the tongue.”

After chewing for a moment, Gu Seo-ryong spat out what was in her mouth and pointed at Sagugu with an intrigued expression.

“Gugu? Can you clean up the rest of these?”

“Nya!”

“And, bring me just one of those.”

Crunch. Sagugu, who had been chasing the insect monsters, erased the space where the corpses were.

After freezing the remaining bugs with icy mist and dropping them, Sagugu brought back one monster corpse in its mouth.

Gu Seo-ryong patted Sagugu’s head and took the ice block.

“Good, good. You’re such a good girl, Gugu.”

“Grrrr…”

“Yeah, yeah. Go play over there.”

“Nyaaao!”

Sagugu, in the form of a black panther, rubbed itself against Gu Seo-ryong’s body before darting off to chase the bugs again as soon as permission was given.

Frowning, Gu Seo-ryong bit down on the palm-sized bug trapped in the ice, crushing it. She chewed for a moment before spitting it out.

A pale, thread-like worm weakly crawled out of the disgusting, mud-like mass.

“As expected… These things are weird.”

Gu Seo-ryong sprayed an acidic poison on the mud-like mass, dissolving it, then pulled out a flat metal bottle from her jacket pocket.

After rinsing her mouth with strong alcohol, she absentmindedly twitched her fingers out of habit.

“These big beetles are definitely monsters. They have cores, albeit tiny ones. A swarm of insect-type monsters just below Terror-grade, weak enough to evade detection by alarms—pretty common for bug-type monsters, right?”

Alarms detect wavelengths emitted by Terror-grade or higher monster cores. Monsters below Terror-grade, weak enough for ordinary humans to resist, go undetected.

If a swarm of insect monsters gathers in large enough numbers, they can trigger the alarm, but the swarm isn’t big enough for that.

“And these thread-like worms… Their bodily fluids share the same composition as monsters, but they don’t have cores.”

“Monster bodily fluids? So these worms are monsters?”

I thought it was strange for bugs to crawl out of a human body, but monster bodily fluids?

Still, if they don’t have cores, they aren’t monsters.

Even to my senses, the tiny thread-like worms don’t feel like monsters.

“Well… Can we even call these things monsters? I don’t know. How are they alive without cores? How do they have the same bodily fluids as monsters despite having no cores…?”

“Could the cores just be too small to detect?”

“No. I chewed and ate them to check, remember? These worms definitely don’t have cores. They’re neither bugs nor monsters. What even are they? Where did they come from? Oh!”

Neither monsters nor bugs… At that moment, Sagugu landed in front of Gu Seo-ryong with a beetle in its mouth.

Startled, Gu Seo-ryong smacked Sagugu’s head.

“Nyyaa!”

“Didn’t I tell you not to eat that? Spit it out. Now.”

“Nyaaa…”

“Ah, hey, ah—”

Ptui. Sagugu spat out the beetle monster’s corpse, and Gu Seo-ryong forced its mouth open, pulling out thread-like worms one by one and crushing them.

Surprisingly, in that short time, the thread-like worms had already burrowed into the Despair-grade monster’s mucous membrane.

“Fascinating.”

“Right? Parasites on a Despair-grade monster—ridiculous.”

“Parasites?”

“What, you don’t know what parasites are? Bugs that burrow into other creatures and live off them.”

Shrugging, Gu Seo-ryong sighed and sat on Sagugu’s back.

“This is insane. Sagugu brought these beetles after eating them somewhere, then suddenly started acting up.”

“Acting up?”

“Not enough to be a real concern. Just whining about being ticklish, hungry, thirsty… Throwing tantrums, not listening, being stubborn, breaking things?”

“Nyaaang!”

Sagugu, its cheeks pinched, cried out in protest and rubbed its head against me.

Sagugu, who thinks of me as its older brother, whined, but I just pushed its head away in response.

“Thanks to that, the hideout I barely set up got wrecked again. Seriously, why do kittens love breaking things so much?”

“I’m not a kitten.”

“Nyao?”

“…Anyway, if you accidentally swallow these parasites, they’ll latch onto your core and stimulate your monster instincts, so be careful. I managed to extract all the parasites from Sagugu’s body, but if they latch onto you, I can’t do anything.”

“Hmm.”

Stimulation of instincts… Meaning they amplify the hunger to devour humans.

If that happened to me while I was suppressing my instincts, I might end up eating humans.

Just in case, I picked up one of the beetles and put it in my mouth.

“Ah, what are you doing?!”

“Checking if these things can burrow into me too.”

As the warmth in my mouth spread, the weakly squirming thread-like worms tried to burrow into me.

The worms secreted an anesthetic and, astonishingly, dissolved my oral mucosa without any pain.

It was fascinating that something so weak could harm my body. I transformed into a phoenix.

Surprisingly, the worms maintained their form briefly even in my flames.

Whoosh. Watching the worms burn to ash, Gu Seo-ryong spoke incredulously.

“You really went for the dumbest way to check…”

“The most certain and fastest.”

“Hmph, well, at least you don’t seem to need to worry. I’d rather not get hunted down by a CXI gone berserk from instincts.”

Gu Seo-ryong seemed relieved seeing me easily exterminate the thread-like worms.

In the end, they were weak bugs. No matter how much they burrowed inside, turning into an energy form like fire or lightning made them easy to destroy.

But the brief moment they maintained their form was concerning.

“No, these things… They tried to synchronize with my monster core.”

“Huh? So that’s why Sagugu couldn’t shake them off even in shadow form?”

When using the ability to transform into an intangible shadow form, the core synchronizes with the monster’s body.

The parasites interfered with that synchronization, trying to transform into energy alongside it.

Even though they couldn’t withstand my output and burned away, an ordinary Despair-class monster… Once these parasites take root, they wouldn’t be able to remove them on their own.

“Fascinating.”

How could something like this exist?

As a monster, I can’t comprehend such a creature.

Then, another swarm of beetle monsters rained down from the sky.

A swarm just large enough to avoid triggering the alarms, the beetle monsters rapidly devoured the corpses of people who had committed suicide.

The sight felt… Off.

“I came out to do some pest control, worried Sagugu might get infested, but humans are out here killing themselves, chanting ‘Black Cat, Black Cat’… Weird. The Samwankyo I knew didn’t aim to die by monsters—they spouted nonsense about how even dying to monsters was God’s will and comforted each other. Why are they even crazier now?”

“They called me God’s apostle and begged for salvation.”

“They’re asking you to kill them, right? Their corpses teem with parasites, and after a while, the beetles come down to feast… Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

I nodded at Gu Seo-ryong’s words.

Humans harboring thread-like worms, swarms of beetles descending in numbers just below alarm thresholds, thread-like worms burrowing into the beetles to escape.

The corpses of suicides are devoured without a trace by the beetles, which then flee skyward instead of attacking other humans.

Humans, parasites, and insect monsters—interlocked like cogs in a machine.

“Their goal seems to be getting eaten by you, doesn’t it?”

“Seems that way.”

“Meaning, someone’s trying to fill your body with these parasites… Who could it be?”

This setup is far too artificial.

It’s hard to believe it’s driven by monster instincts.

Something—or someone—is controlling these insect monsters.

To feed humans infested with thread-like worms to me.

“The fact that only numbers below alarm thresholds descend is way too blatant, right? These bugs couldn’t possibly know about the alarms… Something is definitely controlling them. Probably someone high up in the Samwankyo? The leader? The Samwankyo’s leader is human, though—how could they control monsters? Even if they’re not even Terror-grade, they’re still monsters.”

“Maybe they’re controlling them with the parasites?”

“But those parasites are like monsters too, right? That just makes it weirder. How do you control something with barely a speck of intelligence?”

Gu Seo-ryong picked up a piece of a dead human’s corpse and chewed on it.

Ptui. She spat out the meat and wiped her mouth.

“I really don’t get it. No traces of mind-control components in the blood… But they’re definitely being manipulated into these impulses.”

Listening to her explanation, a thought occurred to me, and I asked,

“Are the people killing themselves being controlled too?”

“Probably? Humans have suicidal impulses, right? If they can control Sagugu’s impulses, humans would be easy.”

“Is there a way to remove the parasites from humans?”

“No. They’re not like Sagugu, who can regenerate endlessly. Do you know how hard it was to extract each parasite from its body? I had to anesthetize it, inject luminescent fluid, tear open wounds, and chase down the fleeing parasites inside… Only I can do that, and only monsters with strong regeneration can endure it.”

“Huuuaaah…”

As Gu Seo-ryong described the extraction process, Sagugu trembled in fear.

Meaning, these humans may look human… But they’re already nothing more than moving nests for parasites.

Not human, something I can’t distinguish.

“Sigh… For now, Sagugu and I will have to help the humans too.”

“Help the humans?”

“I hate having these things in my territory. I’ll have to quietly go out and do some pest control for a while. Humans infested with parasites, bugs… Gugu, come here.”

“Bye, big bro!”

With those cryptic words, Gu Seo-ryong stood up and pointed at her shadow. Sagugu sank into it.

Gu Seo-ryong approached a corpse the beetles hadn’t eaten and spat acidic poison on it.

“I’m saying this for your sake—from now on, it’s best to kill these things on sight.”

Sizzle. Amidst the unpleasant fumes, Gu Seo-ryong left her warning.

“These things… Seems like they’ll be even more troublesome than the bad cats to deal with.”

***

The night after meeting Sagugu and Gu Seo-ryong near the corpses of suicides, I began patrolling the underground for monsters while keeping an eye on the skies.

Perched on high rooftops, catching beetle monsters, I occasionally sensed Sagugu’s spatial manipulations in the distance.

But like ordinary bugs, the beetle monsters were endless—no matter how many I killed, more flew in from afar to replace them.

Unlike underground monsters, which stayed away for a while after being cleared, the flying beetles kept coming.

Where the beetles gathered, Samwankyo members congregated, killing themselves the moment they saw me, begging to be eaten.

I burned the corpses before the beetles could devour them, destroying the parasites.

But no matter how many I burned, the Samwankyo members and beetles kept appearing.

After repeating this cycle countless times, I understood the meaning behind Gu Seo-ryong’s warning.

“Ooooh… Black Cat…!”

“Black Cat! Please!”

A W-City citizen, tired of heroes interrogating him for calling me Lord Black Cat, had hung his citizen ID around his neck.

He climbed onto the rooftop and took his own life.

Pale threads crawled out of his cooling body.
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Ch.68 Bug Incident

Humans and heroes still do not know about the existence of parasites.

When a human infected by a parasite sees me, they commit suicide, and beetles devour the corpse without leaving a trace.

Right now, only Gu Seo-ryong and I—two Despair-class monsters—are aware of the problem in W-City.

Thinking it would be difficult to handle this alone, I revealed myself on a high rooftop and waited for Starlight.

“This is District 6, Black Cat spotted… Huh? Something’s off.”

“What? It’s the same Black Cat as always… Hmm? You’re right? Why is it just standing there?”

“Grrrr…”

“Whoa! This is District 6, Black Cat is attacking—no, wait, it’s pushing us away, telling us not to approach?”

Normally, I would be napping, but this time, I bared my teeth and pushed them away with telekinesis. Sensing something strange, the heroes quickly called for Starlight.

A moment later, Starlight hurriedly arrived at the rooftop where I was and pulled something out of her bag.

“What, what is it? Are you hungry? Do you want treats? Here, have some treats!”

“Ugh…”

With one hand holding meat and the other holding treats, I motioned with my chin for Starlight to send the other heroes away.

Perhaps sensing the unusual atmosphere, Starlight dismissed the heroes, leaving just the two of us on the rooftop.

[There are parasites in W-City.]

“Parasites? Don’t tell me there’s someone among the high-ranking officials you want dead? Like those orphanage directors back then?”

[No.]

Why does the mention of parasites immediately bring up high-ranking officials? Are there really more people like those orphanage directors?

Frowning at the sudden question, I decided to address the urgent matter first.

[The parasites I’m talking about are monsters. I can’t handle them alone.]

“What…?”

Realizing the gravity of the situation upon hearing that even I couldn’t handle them, Starlight’s expression darkened.

“Don’t tell me… An Annihilation-class? There haven’t been any movement alerts for observed Annihilation-class monsters.”

[They’re Terror-class. No, below Terror-class…]

“Monsters below Terror-class? But… You can’t handle them?”

[Follow me quietly.]

Thinking it would be faster to show her than explain, I had Starlight follow me as I flew over W-City.

However, even after circling nearly every District, the creatures didn’t show themselves.

“Black Cat? How long do I have to follow you?”

[…Strange.]

Even the beetles hiding in the clouds high above had vanished, and no infected humans appeared.

Could they be detecting the heroes?

[…If I sound my core, can you get here within seconds?]

“Huh? It depends on the distance, but… At most 10 seconds?”

[Stay back.]

After shaking off Starlight, I flew around again, and this time, the infected humans revealed themselves.

“Black Cat! Help me!”

“Black Cat! Save us! Help!”

“Ahh…! Black Cat!”

Disturbingly, the way the infected humans called for me was changing.

The ones who worshipped me were not W-City citizens but the original humans. Those who didn’t worship but begged for help were W-City’s residents.

As if the two groups were communicating, more and more people were calling for my help.

“Ahhh… Black Cat… Please, I’ll give you meat, help me. Eat me, eat me~”

A W-City resident, feeling ecstasy, plunged a knife into their own heart. White worms wriggled from the wound.

Landing in front of one of the corpses, I loudly sounded my monster core.

Evidence secured. With the blaring monster alert, Starlight flew in from afar.

“What, what is this?!”

At that moment—BZZZZT!—a loud buzzing of wings filled the air as beetles swarmed from all directions.

An overwhelming number, unfazed by the monster alert. Startled unleashed her powers, dyeing the entire city sky red.

Under the intense heat, the beetles rained down as fire.

Meanwhile, the beetles frantically descended on the corpses, devouring the human remains.

I immediately stood atop one corpse, shielding it from the beetles.

[Starlight, come here first.]

WHOOSH! Starlight, who had been burning the beetles, landed beside me and intensified her flames.

The human corpse began to melt.

Acid secreted from the silk worms’ bodies. As the corpse dissolved in seconds, Starlight looked at me in shock.

“You didn’t kill them just now, did you?”

[They did it themselves.]

Who knew parasites could commit suicide?

Stepping away from the bubbling brown liquid that was once a corpse, the beetles that had cleanly devoured the other corpses burst apart, silencing the monster alert.

“This is Starlight. Operator, respond.”

[Responding.]

“All units, emergency alert. Exterminate the swarm of insect-type monsters spreading from District 7. Emergency evacuation of surrounding areas. The monsters are below Terror-class and undetectable by sensors. Detect them manually.”

[Confirmed.]

Seeing the insect monsters hiding in building crevices, sewers, and all over W-City, Starlight urgently called for other heroes.

Then, as she was about to chase the insect monsters, she stopped and demanded an explanation.

“Can you explain? What was that just now?”

[Parasites. And beetles.]

“Those flying things were beetles, and the parasites…”

Starlight frowned at the brown liquid on the ground.

I explained the parasites to her.

[There are humans who worship me, as you said. Their bodies host parasites that drive infected humans to suicide.]

“What…?”

[The parasites are too weak to detect. They reside inside the beetle-type monsters and the bodies of those who call me ‘God’s Apostle.’ And now, the parasites are spreading to W-City’s citizens.]

“W-Wait… Hold on.”

Stunned into brief silence, Starlight collected her thoughts.

“So the cultists’ bodies have parasites that make people kill themselves? And they’re spreading to W-City’s citizens? And because the parasites are too weak to detect, we can’t even tell who’s infected?”

[Correct.]

“How… Did we not know?”

[The beetles eat the corpses of those killed by the parasites. No traces are left, and the parasites transfer to the beetles’ bodies.]

“What happened just now… If the parasites can’t transfer to the beetles, they melt and die?”

[Probably.]

Nodding, Starlight’s face hardened.

With such thorough concealment, there was no way to know what was happening unless witnessed directly.

And… These things were even hiding from heroes.

Unmonster-like.

“Parasites that make humans kill themselves, carriers are beetle monsters below Terror-class and the cultists…? The cult once temporarily tamed a Terror-class monster. Did they get infected while trying to tame it? This feels more like a virus than a monster…”

Muttering quickly, Starlight suddenly looked up and asked what I was also wondering.

“Is there a cure? A way to kill the parasites inside the body.”

[I don’t know.]

“Right, you’re a monster, so you wouldn’t know that… Got it.”

Pressing a hand to her ear, Starlight urgently issued orders over the comms.

“Top priority: as of now, W-City is locked down. Train stations are closed, no movement between sectors. Arrest anyone who resists… And isolate anyone suspected of being part of the cult. Also, summon all W-City monster researchers to the conference room immediately.”

Hanging up, Starlight looked at me with a tense expression.

“First, thanks for telling me. Unlike with the bad cats… This’ll help us respond faster.”

[Can you handle it?]

“…With this many insect-type monsters, there must be a leader. Swarm creatures follow a central figure, like a queen bee or ant. We need to find it.”

[Central figure?]

Is that a thing? Since the lab only ever had single specimens, this was my first time hearing about it.

“It’ll be slightly stronger than the others, so finding it won’t be hard. If we eliminate all the beetle carriers and isolate the cultists… We can handle this.”

Kill the leader.

A solution I hadn’t known—how to eradicate the bugs.

I nodded quietly, glad I’d told Starlight.

[Be careful. Eating the bugs or corpses will infect you.]

“No… Humans don’t eat that stuff.”

At my warning, Starlight smirked in disbelief despite the situation and amped up her powers.

The conversation was over. Now, it was time to exterminate the insect monsters infesting W-City.

“Thanks for the help, Black Cat.”

With that, Starlight flew into the sky, spreading her power’s wavelength.

Much denser than usual, to ensure even the weakest monsters wouldn’t slip through.

Not just Starlight—all of W-City’s heroes began hunting the hidden bugs.

The beetles dwindled rapidly, and infected humans were no longer seen.

But the bug incident wasn’t over.

No matter how many they killed, the beetles didn’t disappear.

There was no leader here.

***

As the bug incident in W-City dragged on, the heroes tightened control over the citizens.

To root out remaining cultists and isolate the infected.

Though meant to protect, the citizens’ frustration grew.

[Why did W-City suddenly turn into a hero dictatorship?]

[Copying A-City?]

[No, tracking movement in real-time and banning groups larger than four is weird.]

[Was controlling proximity to the Black Cat just to gauge public reaction?]

[Anyone know why they’re blocking exits? I have a business trip.]

[Probably because of monsters.]

[But the Black Cat’s fine. If we ask it to handle this, it’d be over in a day. Why all this?]

As discontent grew, Starlight finally faced the cameras again.

Exhausted, the heroes released some controlled information to curb panic and explained the situation.

“This briefing will be quick due to time constraints.”

“A swarm of insect-type monsters continues to circle W-City. These monsters carry a special parasite…”

“The parasite eats part of the brain, driving the infected to suicide. When exposed to a hero’s power wavelength at close range… It secretes acid, killing the host.”

“The current restrictions are to isolate the infected. We’ve succeeded in quarantining all known cases, but the beetle carriers keep coming…”

“The parasite spreads through physical contact, especially mucous membranes. Even if we stop the beetles, human-to-human transmission is possible.”

“The beetle monsters are weak, below Terror-class. All heroes are doing their best to exterminate them. Until the situation stabilizes, please comply with the restrictions.”

We’re exhausted protecting you, so just listen for once… With a drained voice, the heroes left without taking questions.

Afterward, the citizens’ complaints vanished instantly.

Replaced by terror and disgust.

[W-What the hell? Brain-eating parasites?!]

[AAAAH! More restrictions, please! MORE!]

[I’m not leaving my house from now on…]

[Groups larger than four? Make it two.]

[If it’s contact transmission, I’m safe, right?]

[It’s not just sexual contact.]

[Still safe, right?]

[Oh.]
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Ch.69 It’s a walk.  

The citizens, dominated by an instinctive fear of the brain-eating insect monsters, voluntarily complied with control measures and avoided contact with others.

This behavior was possible because they believed that the heroes would eventually deal with the monsters.

Thanks to this, isolating the infected became easier, but the fundamental problem of eradicating the insect monsters did not progress smoothly.

No matter how many they eliminated, swarms of insect monsters kept flying in, and there was no leading entity among them.

Based on the direction the insects were coming from and past incidents, Yoo Anna formulated a hypothesis.

These insect monsters might be controlled by the Monster Cult.

“Where’s the senior?”

“She’s communicating with D-City again this time.”

“…Do you think what the senior said makes sense?”

“Well, there’s talk that the Monster Cult once nearly tamed a Terror-class, right? If it’s below Terror-class…Maybe it’s possible?”

Perhaps because of the unique entity known as the Black Cat, the heroes of W-City had shifted from the absolute belief that monsters could never be tamed to considering that it might be possible.

Yoo Anna contacted D-City to confirm.

She planned to cooperate with D-City’s heroes to investigate the Monster Cult.

However, when Yoo Anna sought to collaborate with D-City to locate the leading monster or the one controlling the monsters within the Samwonkyo Cult, she received only a cold response.

“This is driving me crazy, seriously.”

“What happened?”

“Same as before. D-City says they haven’t seen any insect monsters at all and that even if we investigate the cult directly, there’s no trace of it.”

Leaving the communication room, Yoo Anna angrily grabbed a cold sandwich prepared in the operations room and ate it.

The other heroes, who had been resting briefly alongside Starlight as she prepared to head out again, sighed.

“And they just went and told them we’re suspicious? Those D-City guys, what they’re doing makes no sense.”

“At this point, shouldn’t we start considering the worst-case scenario?”

“…I really hope it doesn’t come to that.”

The W-City heroes pieced together all the strange things they had noticed while dealing with the insect monsters, adding hypothesis upon hypothesis.

Humans infected by the parasites acted almost normal at first glance, but if the topic of the Black Cat came up during conversation or if they were shown an image of the Black Cat, they began behaving abnormally.

The parasites’ target was the Black Cat—the same as the Monster Cult’s objective—and all members of the Monster Cult were infected with the parasites.

They had no choice but to assume the parasites had been planted by the Monster Cult.

The reason no leader was visible among the insects in W-City was because the leader was hiding somewhere far away.

That leader was in the Monster Cult—in D-City.

If that were the case, there was no way D-City was unharmed.

Even the heroes who spoke like normal humans might already be infected.

“D-City has always been known for having little interaction with outsiders.”

“If the entire city has already become a monster nest…Then it makes sense why these insects keep coming endlessly…”

The problem was that even if that were true, there was nothing they could do about it in the current situation.

Humans infected by the parasites behaved as if nothing was wrong as long as their special target, the Black Cat, was not visible.

Even if you knew about the parasites and tried to examine them closely, the parasites would spew acidic fluid and commit suicide along with their host the moment they were exposed to the energy waves of an ability that threatened their lives.

They erased the evidence themselves.

Unless you already knew about their existence and investigated accordingly, detecting the parasitic monsters was impossible.

But how could they declare D-City an infected monster nest based solely on a hypothesis, with no evidence, and request hero reinforcements?

Especially from W-City, not D-City? When D-City’s heroes were communicating rationally, refuting the claims, and even getting angry?

The justification was too weak to act on mere suspicion that they might be infected.

“What kind of monster even is this?”

“This is what we get from a monster that’s not even Terror-class?”

“Sigh…I’d rather be toyed with by two Despair-class monsters—at least that was easier on the body.”

Currently, the strongest armor protecting the parasites was not the beetle monsters, but the system of human society itself.

Moreover, even if they stripped away that shell, it wouldn’t solve the current situation.

This crisis wouldn’t end unless they killed every last monster.

If D-City had truly become a nest of insects, with even the heroes infected, was it acceptable to kill the already infected humans?

Or should they hold out indefinitely, waiting until they found a way to kill only the parasites without harming the humans?

Could a human whose brain had been eaten and whose mind was no longer their own still be considered human?

If you killed the parasite that had replaced the eaten brain, could the human return to normal?

They still felt hunger, fear, and seemed like living humans even under the heightened senses of superpower humans—but because they were parasitized, did they have to be killed?

To make any of these choices, they would have to strip away the shell of human society.

But that would take far too long.

“Any word from the research department? Still no cure?”

“They said they can’t even get a grasp on it yet.”

Seeing the hero shake their head, Starlight sighed.

If possible, everyone protecting W-City wanted to save even the humans infected by the parasites.

But their stamina was already at its limit—they couldn’t hold out much longer.

Heroes were still human.

While they hesitated over the citizens of D-City, who were likely infected, the citizens of W-City could be infected and die.

Once again, the pressure of choice weighed heavily on Starlight.

Should they kill the few to save the many, or struggle to save everyone and risk losing them all?

To survive in the Age of Monsters, humans had to make choices.

If they didn’t make the right one, they would die.

***

The speed at which the heroes were eliminating the beetles was slowing down.

Even superpower humans were still human—physical limits were unavoidable.

Yet, the damage hadn’t spread further because in W-City, the heroes weren’t the only ones hunting monsters.

Including myself, three Despair-class monsters hunted the insect monsters in areas left vacant by the heroes late at night.

During the hunt, I spotted Sagugu chasing beetles across the night sky and landed in front of Gu Seo-ryong, who was perched on a building.

“Heh…The more I see, the more fascinating it is. Truly amazing.”

“Dissecting again?”

“Oh, dear, you’re here?”

“Meow!”

The two monsters, leisurely smiling and greeting me, returned to their tasks—Sagugu to it hunting game, Gu Seo-ryong to dissecting parasites.

Gu Seo-ryong, holding a small glass plate, carefully split the parasite with her sharp nails, her vertically slit pupils widening as she examined its organs.

“What can you learn from dissecting it like that?”

“All sorts of things~ Like how its organs are structured, how it retains monster fluids without a core, how it controls humans. When you don’t know how something works, dissecting it is the easiest way to find out.”

“…You sound like a researcher.”

“Hehe, I learned by watching. It’s hard to focus, so why don’t you go over there for a bit?”

“Sagugu, come here.”

“Huh? Meow-ack!”

While Gu Seo-ryong dissected the parasite, I called over Sagugu, who was foolishly gnawing on a beetle corpse, and burned it mouth with fire to cleanse it.

Sagugu spun in circles in pain but, realizing I had removed the parasites for it, nuzzled it head against me.

“To think they can control humans like this…It’s crude, but effective.”

Gu Seo-ryong, fascinated, sliced the parasite’s corpse into small pieces.

Over time, Gu Seo-ryong’s reasons for catching parasites and beetles had changed.

At first, it was disgust and discomfort—now, it was curiosity.

The monster’s instinct to grow stronger and human curiosity intertwined.

After a while, Gu Seo-ryong neatly arranged the dissected parasite on a small disk, wrote the date on it, and pocketed it.

“Gu Seo-ryong.”

“Ah~ I know, I’ll tell you.”

I had been waiting quietly for her to finish her examination. When I called her name, Gu Seo-ryong giggled and lay down on Sagugu’s back.

“With this many samples, I’m pretty sure. Do you want the complicated, detailed explanation or the simple one?”

“I hate complicated stuff.”

“Then simply put—there’s nothing you want in these things. That’s it.”

The reason I had waited quietly for Gu Seo-ryong to finish dissecting the parasite was to find a way to detect them and kill only the parasites without harming the humans.

According to what I’d heard from Starlight, even the heroes hadn’t found a method yet.

If even this much research yielded no answers, then perhaps the infected humans were already as good as dead.

There was no way to restore humans whose bodies had been taken over by parasites.

“…We’ll have to kill them.”

Humans consumed by parasites could not return to being human.

If I encountered an infected human, I would kill them before they could commit suicide.

If I swallowed them in my form of flame or lightning—powerful energy constructs—I could kill the parasites while consuming the humans.

A monster that mimics humans.

Monsters…Must die.

“Are you going now?”

“Mhm.”

“Well…It’s not like you’re in any danger, but I’ll at least worry enough to tell you to be careful.”

Having steeled my resolve, I nodded and transformed into my monster form.

Gu Seo-ryong, already knowing what I intended to do, stroked Sagugu’s chin and spoke.

“Remember what we talked about?”

These parasites have no males or females.

They’re not hermaphrodites, nor do they reproduce by division.

The fact that they’ve multiplied so much without reproducing means there must be a separate mother entity birthing them.

Not a leader of the same species, but something higher—a being that endlessly spawns these parasites.

The reason all the parasites are targeting me is on the mother’s orders.

The mother’s location is nowhere but the Samwonkyo in D-City.

“Given the current situation, the nest is likely already complete. And if they’re targeting you, they’ve probably already anticipated your arrival.”

The danger level of a monster entrenched in its nest rises by at least half a grade.

Especially if it’s prepared for a specific target—it’s even worse.

Back when Gu Seo-ryong’s nest, the Guryongseong, was still standing, Gu Seo-ryong—far weaker than Starlight at the time—had momentarily overwhelmed her for the same reason.

I turned my back to Gu Seo-ryong, ready to leap away, but left one last warning.

[Stay put.]

“Yawn~ If you want that, then finish up and come back quickly. Running around every night because of these bugs is ruining my skin.”

Gu Seo-ryong, completely unbothered, covered her mouth as she yawned and waved.

I quietly ascended into the sky, increasing my speed.

No matter how many insect monsters and parasites we exterminated, there was no end.

Before more monsters attacked, I would find and kill the one far away.

I had confirmed this method’s effectiveness when clearing out the underground monsters.

As long as I remained in W-City, they would keep coming.

Until I killed the mother entity or left W-City.

As if to confirm my prediction, insect monsters began following me as I raced across the sky.

As expected, this is the only way.

Late at night, I quietly left W-City.

My destination: D-City, the Monster Cult.

For me, it’s just a slightly long walk.
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Ch.70 Dead City

Beyond the concrete walls and barbed wire fences that mark the city’s borders, built to keep the monsters out, lies a world untouched by human hands.

Cracked and worn asphalt, cement-covered buildings overgrown with moss, the wreckage of collapsed structures, and rusted vehicles.

Amid the ruins that hint at the era before the monsters appeared, wild animals and monsters have formed their own ecosystem.

A closed-off zone—land reclaimed by monsters.

A place where destruction doesn’t matter.

“Squeak?”

I burned to death all the insect monsters that had followed me from W-City.

Then, a new wave of monsters, drawn by the scent of corpses.

After tearing apart one group, the others, mistaking me for a weak monster, scattered in panic.

Perhaps it was the lingering human scent on me.

From then on, monsters from the closed zone kept appearing before me.

The most common were bird-like monsters, followed by beasts—weasels, wild boars, and roe deer.

“Peep!”

“Kkueek!”

“Weeoook!”

I devoured monsters of Terror-class and Crush-class strength as a single meal, digesting their seemingly useless abilities.

Wind blades, flexibility, monstrous strength, explosive sound—abilities like these.

As I hunted every monster that came my way, the human scent on me was washed away by the stench of monster blood.

The smell of corpses, even without resonating with my core, made weaker monsters flee.

And it attracted stronger ones.

“Uooong!”

A disaster-class bear monster, its ability: Storms.

A creature the size of a large truck charged at me, whipping up a massive whirlwind around it.

Rusted cars flew through the air as the storm crashed down toward me.

Not even worth fighting.

Fiiing.

With a thin slash through space, the bear monster’s head silently fell.

A mere Disaster-class lacked the resistance or regeneration to withstand my ability.

“Hrrrr…”

As I ate the bear meat, a stag monster appeared next, exuding an eerie aura.

It wielded telekinesis, illusions, and mist, trying to trap me in a labyrinth.

This monster seemed to exhaust its prey with hallucinations before devouring them.

If left alone, it might have reached Despair-class.

With my high resistance to sensory-disrupting abilities, I pretended to stagger before biting its throat in one motion.

It tasted better than the bear—less pungent.

Once the scent of Disaster-class monster blood clung to me, fewer monsters approached.

Trudging toward D-City, I found a nearby stream and paused to drink.

Splash!

Fish monsters with water-manipulation abilities shot watery bullets at me.

Terror-class monsters. Since scent doesn’t travel well underwater, they likely mistook me for rare, large prey, unaware I suppressed my core’s resonance.

Zap!

An electric shock from my toes made them float belly-up.

Picking up the snacks with telekinesis, I resumed walking when a memory from my human days flashed through my mind.

Following this path would lead to a park.

Back then, dog owners would gather there, playing fetch with Frisbees.

“Grrrr…”

“Woof! Woof!”

Arriving at the park, a pack of dog monsters appeared.

Most were Crush-class, their leader Disaster-class.

These pack hunters used strategies and tactics like humans, even attacking monsters stronger than themselves.

“Wooooo!”

“Awoooo!”

With the leader’s howl, their telekinetic abilities synchronized, amplifying their power.

Water from the stream surged like boiling liquid, and violent telekinetic waves upheaved the ground.

Bored of hunting, I yawned and severed the leader’s head.

“Kyiing!”

“Yelp! Yelp!”

Amid the fleeing pack, I picked up the leader’s corpse.

A dog collar, hidden in its fur, fell to the ground.

A familiar design.

Like the bracelet on my wrist, it must have been something precious—a part of itself—protected even after monsterization.

After chewing through the fish, I tore into the dog meat and continued toward D-City.

There’s a reason I walked instead of flying.

First, to clear out monsters near W-City before my absence.

Second, to deceive the insect monster leader.

As Gu Seo-ryong warned, charging into a monster nest prepared for enemies is dangerous.

So, I avoided the skies, hiding my approach until the last moment.

That way, the hunt’s success rate increases, and even if the parasite queen tries to flee, I can stop her.

How much farther? The city’s scent grew closer.

The stench of countless dead monsters mixed with the alluring odor of prey.

Just as I sensed D-City wasn’t far, unfamiliar yet familiar sights entered my vision.

Human corpses—no, skeletons.

I’ve seen many bones, but never ones so cleanly stripped of flesh.

The pristine skeletons, still clothed, looked recently devoured by small monsters.

They hadn’t been dead long.

Feeling something in a pocket, I shifted to human form and pulled out the contents.

A small notebook and pen, emblazoned with a hero’s emblem.

The front pages, stuck together with dried blood, couldn’t be opened, but from the middle—where a plastic bookmark lay—the pages were intact.

[Of the heroes, only five remain uncorrupted, including me. I can’t believe it. D-City’s only S-rank hero has already fallen to the Monster Cult.]

[The five of us, who skipped the cult’s festival that day for patrol duty, avoided becoming their meal or part of their twisted baptism ritual.]

[We realized too late.]

[It feels like we’ve stepped into an old zombie movie.]

[The difference? These zombies are fully conscious, retaining their memories.]

The shaky handwriting belonged to a D-City hero.

Hoping to understand the city’s state, I read on.

[Looking back, the monsters cutting D-City’s communication lines was part of their plan.]

[All electronic reports now require upper-level approval before archiving.]

[Communication is the same—we can’t even use the city’s intranet.]

[Alerting the outside is impossible.]

[The password for the restored lines is unknown.]

[When I asked an infected comrade, they mocked me but refused to share.]

[They suspected me.]

[I killed them. I’m safe again.]

[I feel like I’m losing my mind… I wish I were just insane.]

[Internet access remains blocked. If we could connect, we’d call for aid.]

[Only the cult knows how to access the new lines.]

[Hee-su left for the cult to uncover the password, vowing to bite a poison capsule of mind-control.]

[Hee-su’s life signal vanished.]

The journal confirmed D-City had already fallen.

Pages later, a familiar parasite diagram appeared.

[The cult controls minds through unknown means. But the conditions are unclear.]

[Is it an ability with specific activation requirements?]

[Tiny worms in corpses.]

[Choi Ji-hyuk got infected examining them… We had to kill him.]

[I’m sorry.]

[His death revealed the condition: white parasites in the body.]

[We call the infected ‘carriers’.]

[No poison kills just the parasites without harming the host.]

The sketches matched those I’d seen in labs.

Chemical charts marked with ‘X’ likely listed tested poisons.

Flipping past research notes, the journal resumed.

[Food isn’t an issue.]

[They haven’t reached the government’s underground food factories.]

[Good news, since I feared parasites in supplies.]

[Byeong-ho began bringing uninfected citizens underground.]

[Some noticed the strangeness like us.]

[1,500 survivors. With the factories, we can hold out.]

[The problem: no way to call for help.]

[Byeong-ho died trying.]

[The cult realized uninfected heroes remained.]

[We sealed the underground.]

[I’m leaving D-City to seek help.]

[May luck be with us all.]

The journal ended there.

The last entry was dated just months ago.

The hero who left D-City was killed, their plea for help never delivered.

For a non-S-rank to venture into the closed zone was suicide.

They must have been desperate.

D-City still has uninfected survivors.

Their hideout: the underground food factories beneath government buildings in every city.

Adjusting my goal, I melted into the shadows.

Silently, undetected, I approached D-City.

***

Inside the walls, a city less than half the size of W-City.

D-City, now a monster nest, was eerily peaceful.

Heroes patrolled leisurely, chatting with citizens.

“Well, the other day—”

“Oh my! That sounds awful.”

“Hahaha, but it’s part of the job.”

Playful expressions, small talk, mundane conversations.

The citizens, devoid of tension, brimmed with happiness.

Children played, adults laughed, sharing homemade food.

I stood quietly in the heart of the city, enveloped in a cloud of peace and joy.

As my core trembled with mixed emotions, a bell tolled.

Deng, deng, deng.

The deep reverberations spread through the city. People clasped their hands and bowed toward the sound.

A few didn’t bow, but they too stopped and stood quietly.

In the distance, a bronze bell bore a symbol—three overlapping circles forming a triangle.

The same mark on the bodies of those who’d killed themselves before me.

As the bell faded, the people resumed their activities.

Cooking, laughing, chatting, radiating happiness.

A deeply unsettling sight.

These things that smell human are no longer human—their bodies stolen by monsters.

“Ouch!”

“Oh dear! Be careful!”

A child fell off a bike, scraping their knee. A white worm wriggled in the wound.

Unnoticed by the mother, who bandaged it with a handkerchief.

Nearby, a coughing man spat out a worm while smoking.

A street vendor’s bandaged finger twitched—another worm beneath.

This city is already dead.
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Ch.71 Third  

There is no way to bring back humans who have been infected by parasites.  

They must all be killed before they infect humans in other cities.  

“Hey, mister! You’re so tall!”  

Just as I was steeling myself, a young child approached me and struck up a conversation.  

With an expression of pure innocence, the child’s mother came over and greeted me.  

“Hello, I don’t think I’ve seen you before?”  

I ignored the mother’s greeting and walked away.  

Beneath their skin, the all-too-human appearance of things that were no longer human disgusted me.  

The disgust only grew worse as I walked further through the city. 

“Wait~! Slow down!”  

“Hahaha! You’re going to get hurt!”  

These humans are clearly already dead.  

Wretched spirits who don’t even realize they’re dead.  

And yet, why are they so happy?  

Why are their hearts still beating?  

Even to my senses, they still feel human, which makes my emotions complicated in many ways.  

But I didn’t hesitate to kill them.  

I’ve already seen multiple times how they’re controlled by parasites and forced to commit suicide.  

Their human-like behavior is just an act—an afterimage of humanity displayed by the parasites that have taken over their brains.  

Ding, ding. The bell tolls again, and the infected humans bow their heads toward the sound before freezing in place.  

The building with a large bell hanging from a towering pillar stood out as the largest among the structures in D-City.  

No doubt, the host must be in the direction the infected people are bowing their heads.  

Thinking this, I turned my head—only to see the citizens, who had been standing quietly, staring at me with vacant eyes.  

“An outsider.”  

“It’s an outsider.”  

Their gazes, mixed with an eerie sense of otherness, were nothing like the human expressions they had shown just moments ago.  

As if detecting an intruder in D-City, the infected people blinked as they recognized me, someone behaving differently from them.  

The people who had been eyeing me with wariness began approaching me one by one as soon as the bell stopped ringing, adopting friendly attitudes.  

“Are you from another city?”  

“Hello, is this your first time in D-City?”  

The parasites that had been visible just moments ago had now completely hidden themselves.  

Outwardly, they appeared nothing but human.  

The people approaching me all pointed in the same direction, as if in unison.  

“It’s been a while since we’ve seen someone from outside D-City.”  

“If you’ve come to D-City, we recommend going to the cathedral first to pray.”  

“In these times, only God can protect us.”  

“Hah.”  

Their blatant attempt to lead me to the host’s location made me laugh.  

On a sudden thought, I decided to follow where they guided.  

If I were going to kill the parasites, the host had to die first.  

It’d be troublesome if it escaped while I was dealing with the infected humans.  

And so, I arrived at the heart of D-City—the Cathedral.  

Was this what they meant by holy? From within the grand, stained-glass-adorned building, the sound of hymns praising God flowed out.  

“Come, this way.”  

Following the woman guiding me, the cathedral’s massive doors quietly opened.  

Inside, children stood in orderly rows, singing.  

Among them, one child approached and handed me a flower.  

A flower filled with bugs invisible to the human eye, nestled between its petals.  

The moment I dropped the flower to the ground, the man conducting the choir at the center of the building opened a book.  

“God’s apostle descends upon this land to punish the sinners.”  

“I am a sinner, and those who confess shall be forgiven.”  

“I feared death and turned my back on my neighbors.”  

“I shall offer my body and love my neighbors henceforth.”  

“Pain and suffering are but attachments to life.”  

“I shall not live for suffering, but be one with eternal happiness.”  

A prayer to God. The man and the infected children bowed their heads in silence before looking up with bright smiles.  

Touching his forehead, left shoulder, and then the opposite shoulder with his fingertips, the man descended from the pulpit and looked at me.  

“Ohh… May God’s blessing be upon you.”  

“May the blessing be upon you.”  

Facing the man, I scowled, my killing intent rising.  

A resonance pulsed from his body in rhythm with the bell’s toll.  

This… Was the vibration of a monster core.  

“I hadn’t heard that an outsider had entered D-City. What a surprise. Welcome. I am but a humble man serving as the leader of Samwonkyo.”  

“You call yourself a man.”  

Bzz, bzz. The resonance spread incessantly.  

I realized the man before me was the host of the parasitic monsters.  

“Since when do parasites call themselves human?”  

“Parasites…?”  

His bewildered reaction made me wonder—was he just a human infected by the host parasite?  

Not that it mattered either way.  

“Guh—!”  

Crunch!  

Having transformed into my monstrous state, I bit through the man’s neck in one motion, crushing his skull.  

The parasites in my flame-filled mouth burned to death, and I devoured the dying human’s thoughts.  

I don’t want to die.  

Memories full of holes. Gratitude and worship.  

Though I could read his mind like any other human’s, the taste was entirely different.  

“Grr… Ugh…”  

A taste neither monster nor human… If I had to describe it, like chewing on a human corpse long rotted away.  

The monster core, having swallowed not curses but gratitude, trembled in a way I had never felt before.  

One thing was certain: What I had eaten was not human.  

“Apostle of God!”  

“The apostle has come!”  

“Please, consume me!”  

The children knelt before me, having so easily slain the parasite’s host.  

Yet, despite the host’s death, the infected humans showed no change.  

Even with the floor stained by the blood and corpse of the middle-aged infected man, they felt no fear.  

The children bowed their heads, begging me to chew and swallow them.  

Confirming that there was no way to reverse their condition, I felt oddly at ease.  

Just as I prepared to blast their heads off to spare them further suffering, one of the children stood up.  

“…Well, well. I’d heard the Black Cat protect humans, but to think such a unique variant could be tamed even if it were a Disaster-class… I was merely curious.”  

An eerie air flowed through the pristine white cathedral.  

With an indescribable sense of otherness, a pattern of three overlapping circles appeared on the child’s forehead.  

At the same time, a monster core manifested within the child, who had been nothing but a parasite moments ago.  

This child had now become the new host.  

But it wasn’t just a transformation into a host.  

It retained all the memories of the man I had torn apart.  

“To think the Black Cat can take human form.”  

[You…]  

As I grew wary, the new host stroked the heads of the bowing children and walked down the central aisle.  

“Don’t tell me… You’re a test subject?”  

Test subject. The moment that word left its mouth, I flinched—and the host noticed, grinning in delight.  

If it knew the term test subject, then this thing before me was one as well.  

“Ohh, a fellow test subject! Come now, why don’t we talk over a drink?”  

Saying this, the host approached the pulpit and retrieved a jewel-encrusted knife and a wine glass.  

Then, it plunged the knife into the heart of a nearby child, filling the glass with blood before offering it to me.  

“Freshly squeezed. Delicious.”  

When I remained silent, glaring, the host raised the glass and drained it in one go.  

Inside the emptied glass, parasites squirmed.  

“To resist freshly drawn human blood, your self-control is impressive.”  

[You can transfer your consciousness through parasite-infected bodies?]  

“Correct. I call this the Power of Resurrection. By uniting monster, human, and soul into a divine state, I prove that even death can be overcome.”  

[In other words… You won’t die unless I kill every last parasite.]  

From the residual thoughts of the middle-aged man still lingering in my mouth, fragmented memories surfaced—hive mind.  

An ability that transfers consciousness to nearby parasites upon death. Its range… The entirety of D-City.  

What kind of absurd ability was this? No… Perhaps not an ability, but an inherent trait of the monster itself.  

The host smirked and plopped down on the corpse of the man I had killed.  

“What number are you?”  

[CXI.]  

“CXI? What’s that? I asked for your number.”  

[And you?]  

The host tilted its head like a child at my designation, then held up three fingers.  

“I am Number 3.”  

Number 3. A single-digit Number.  

An entity created long before me.  

Likely one of the earliest from the research facility’s inception.  

“What a shame. I thought I could easily acquire a Disaster-class monster, but you’re a test subject.”  

Though disappointed, Number 3 clapped its hands with a smile.  

“But this is a relief. The fact that you protect humans is because you’re a test subject—meaning the research facility’s direction hasn’t changed. So, I’m still on the right path.”  

[What does being a test subject have to do with protecting humans?]  

“Hmm…? Well, the research facility’s goal is—ah, CXI… That’s Roman numerals, isn’t it? So, 111? They’ve made so many of you now.”  

As if realizing something, Number 3 widened its eyes.  

Did it not know about Roman numerals? More importantly, what was the connection between being a test subject and protecting humans?  

Number 3 sighed as it watched me, puzzled.  

“To make so many and still not produce a complete product… How ironic.”  

Its tone suggested it knew I was a failed subject, not a success.  

From the start, something felt off—our knowledge about the research facility and test subjects didn’t align.  

“Since it’s come to this, how about it, CXI? Become one with me.”  

[Become one?]  

“Literally. Become a part of me.”  

Number 3 stretched out its hand toward me.  

From its fingertips, thin worms wriggled—what it meant by becoming part of it was turning into one of these infected humans.  

“Having seen D-City, you must understand. I stand just before our goal.”  

[Goal?]  

“…You don’t know what the goal is?”  

Nothing it said made sense. Number 3 frowned, then sighed.  

“Perhaps they don’t explain it to recent test subjects… Well, it is an outlandish goal. Those after Number 10 likely aren’t voluntary subjects anyway.”  

[Tell me what the goal is.]  

“Become one with me, and you’ll know naturally.”  

[I refuse.]  

“Then—”  

The conversation ended there. I tore out its core and crushed it.  

Immediately, another child nearby displayed the three-circle pattern on its forehead, transforming into the new host.  

“Even if by force—”  

Crush!  

I obliterated the entire interior of the cathedral, bursting every infected body the host could have transferred into.  

The parasites crawling across the blood-soaked floor gathered in one spot, hardening into a form resembling a monster’s core.  

WOOONG!  

A massive resonance, like the toll of a bell, echoed as a Disaster-class monster alert blared across D-City.  

An alarm I had heard many times, even back in W-City.  

From beyond the cathedral, waves of supernatural energy surged, resonating with the bell’s toll.  

D-City’s heroes—and not just one.  BOOM!  

The cathedral’s ceiling was blown away as countless heroes appeared before me.  

“You have no choice but to become one!”  

On each of their foreheads, three circles were drawn.
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Ch.72 Kill before being killed.

Among all the infected heroes, the one emitting the strongest wavelength unleashed formidable Telekinesis. A simple yet overwhelming supernatural ability; countless powers rained down like a storm over me as I resisted the pressure crushing my entire body.  

So this is D-City’s S-rank heroes. By using Telekinesis to decisively suppress powerful monsters, it seize absolute offensive dominance.  

Amid the torrent of supernatural abilities, I quickly analyzed the tactics and characteristics of D-City’s heroes and shifted my form to resist the Telekinesis. Against Telekinesis, I countered with my own monster’s form of Telekinesis. A white fox’s head, a deer’s antlers—I clashed opposing wavelengths to move my body, causing the S-rank hero, the host, to have a nosebleed.  

My output was superior. The overloaded, infected brain couldn’t withstand it and screamed. Among all the S-rank heroes I’d faced so far, this one seemed the weakest. With blood vessels rupturing in its eyes, it shed crimson tears and laughed like a madman.  

“Impressive. A different form? So you’ve succeeded in multiple syntheses after all?”  

Their reaction was eerily calm, and in that instant, it output surged abnormally.  

In the blink of an eye, the host’s ability closed in beneath me, emitting a bizarre wavelength. Neither monster nor superpower human, the dissonance of two conflicting wavelengths tangled together as its psychokinetic force equalized mine, creaking under the strain.  

“Then, is the Black Cat’s form a Nightmare? Or perhaps a type of Assassin? And that incredible durability—is it Indestructible? You can merge multiple monsters into a single form, can’t you?”  

It felt no pain.  

The moment I realized this through the scent of its emotions, the host clapped in admiration. Several heroes infected nearby synchronized with the host’s Telekinesis.  

A resonance of abilities—the strengthened Telekinesis now surpassed my output.  

“Grrr…!”  

I tore open space under the crushing pressure and moved behind the host, slashing with my claws. But the host reacted as if it had eyes on its back, blocking me.  

It wasn’t just a superpower human reflex tracking my movements. The shifting gazes around me—the other heroes’ eyes were being shared with them.  

A hive-mind trait, parasites sharing consciousness—they were many, yet one.  

I dodged the cascading abilities and transformed into an amorphous monster. My mist-like body was pierced by fire, ice, and metal bullets.  

“Just how many monsters have you absorbed? How can a single person harbor so many?”  

In this state, Telekinesis wouldn’t work properly, but neither could I attack effectively. I reconstituted my body outside the range of its Telekinesis and swung my claws at the host’s arm.  

Schwak!  

The severed arm was caught mid-air by Telekinesis and reattached seamlessly. Wriggling parasites stitched the wound like needles, and the fingers flexed mockingly.  

“You’re strong. Is it because you’re the 111th? Even just sensing your core’s output, I can tell you’re a far superior model.”  

Its regeneration speed far surpassed Starlight’s. Was this the parasites’ doing?  

Sharpening my senses, I scrutinized its body. The parasites inside writhed strangely, coiled around the heart, the core of it human form, boosting its output. When the body broke beyond exceeding limits, the parasites replaced the damaged parts.  

[Kroooaaah!]  

Disgusted by this revolting symbiosis, I wreathed my body in crackling electricity.  

If it regenerates after injury, then I will have to kill it before it can.  

Kwa-rrung!  

The instant I transformed into a lightning tiger, I pierced straight through the host’s body.  

Unless it possessed a unique ability, even an S-rank hero’s body couldn’t withstand this. The host’s entire form blackened from the overwhelming force.  

As the host plummeted to the ground, I thought the rest would be a matter of time.  

But the moment I did, the core’s pulse intensified from within the host’s charred body amidst the cathedral ruins.  

Thump… Thump…  

With a wavelength growing so close to a monster’s, white worms crawled from the wreckage and burrowed into the host’s skin.  

Skin, organs, eyes—parasites replaced most of it human body, disguising themselves seamlessly as the host’s form.  

“Ah ah… Excuse me. The vocal cords are a bit complicated.”  

Could this still even be called an infected human? Now more parasite than human, the host stabilized it rippling skin with Telekinesis.  

As I watched the host shed it humanity further, I pondered how to deal with them.  

[You no longer need to maintain a human form, do you?]  

“Unfortunately, it’s not that convenient for a monster.”  

[Without a human form, you can’t use human abilities, can you?]  

“Oh? You’ve figured out my weakness. How troublesome.”  

Without any signal, the heroes unleashed their abilities again as the host activated Telekinesis.  

A massive water sphere unfolded, impossible to evade completely—until freezing abilities solidified it into a colossal net. A sonic wave shattered it into icy shrapnel, and the host’s Telekinesis locked me in place to ensure the attack landed.  

But B-rank and A-rank abilities? Even if it hit, it couldn’t leave lasting damage.  

An S-rank ability was barely equal to mine. So as long as I neutralized it Telekinesis, any wounds I took would regenerate in an instant.  

Realizing this, the host twitched a mass of parasites around its eyes.  

“Hmm… Truly, you’re a proper test subject. Compared to ordinary Despair-class monsters, your resilience is incomparable. At this rate, forming the Ring is pointless.”  

D-City’s forces couldn’t kill me. The only way to truly harm me was through resonance between multiple S-rank and B-rank abilities.  

In the end, our compatibility was absolute.  

To them, I was just a troublesome test subject that took time to capture. My output, compatibility, and durability—all superior.  

And yet… Why?  

They remained utterly composed.  

“Hesitation always leads to mistakes… A shame, but it can’t be helped.”  

They sighed, feigning regret.  

Then, an unknown wavelength spread.  

Uuung…!  

With a deep resonance, every infected human touched by the circular wave melted instantly.  

Acidic venom—parasites committing suicide, releasing lethal toxins.  

As D-City’s heroes dissolved mid-air, the pulse from the host’s core grew stronger.  

Neither human nor monster, the infected human existed in a state neither alive nor dead.  

Monsters grow stronger by devouring humans.  

And heroes? They’re premium nourishment for a monster core.  

The liquefied heroes were absorbed through an unknown process, fueling the host’s monstrous core.  

A core that wasn’t even Terror-class surged instantly to Crush-class.  

Merged with an S-rank hero’s heart, the monster core amplified its power, skyrocketing its output.  

“Well then, is this enough to face you?”  

As the host activated Telekinesis again, mine was slowly pushed back.  

An S-rank hero and a Crush-class monster—a hybrid of human and abomination.  

Creeaak—  

Space twisted before me as the host’s lips curled.  

“Still not enough?”  

Another bell-like resonance spread.  

Infected citizens, distant infected heroes—all rushed forth tirelessly.  

The moment they neared the cathedral, they melted into brown liquid.  

With each death, the core’s pulse neared Disaster-class.  

Evolution of existence didn’t apply, because they already qualified as something beyond Disaster.  

It trait, a hive mind. The parasites were fragmented pieces of it body.  

Now, it was uniting to face me.  

Their psychokinetic output, once equal, now surpassed mine.  

I twisted space itself, warping the direction of it Telekinesis. 

Surprised by the countermeasure, it suppressed its ability’s flow toward me.  

“Absolute offense, absolute defense… The interpretation of the ultimate has changed very much. Multiple abilities to exploit every weakness, multiple traits to resist every power… In the end, simplicity is best, no?”  

Uuung…  

Floating above me, the host smirked and turned away.  

“At this rate, fighting will only increase D-City’s casualties… No choice. A few more sacrifices won’t matter. We can always replenish by consuming W-City.”  

Whoosh.  

The host vanished soundlessly, leaving me alone in the ruined cathedral, bewildered.  

What was it planning? Just moments ago, its output had surpassed mine.  

The situation felt too strange for a retreat when another pulse echoed in the distance.  

Daaeng—  

The bell-like chime, followed by the resonance that forced parasites to suicide, absorbing infected humans.  

“Grrk…!”  

Realizing what it was doing, I gritted my teeth and vanished from the spot.  

The simplest way to counter multiple abilities? Overwhelmingly higher output.  

Currently, its monster core is at Disaster-class. If it absorbed more infected humans and reached Despair-class, with my level, killing it would become impossible.  

I had to stop it before then.  

But the host only needed an instant to kill the infected human.  

Its hunting method—spreading a wave to force parasites to commit suicide and consume its hosts- was nearly unstoppable.  

Yet, there was a way.  

Rather than spreading another wave, the host had chosen to relocate to absorb more infected humans.  

The infected human drawn to the cathedral by the earlier wave only melted upon reaching its vicinity.  

Those outside the wave’s range were still alive.  

Meaning, the host could only command infected humans within its wavelength to die.  

Monsters must devour living humans to gain nourishment.  

A fully dead infected human is just rotting meat stuffed with parasites.  

If I could kill the infected humans outside its range faster than it could absorb them—  

I climbed the cathedral’s broken bell tower and turned into my most monstrous form yet.  

The head of a raptor, capable of pinpointing prey from great heights. The upper body of a lightning-wielding tiger. The lower body of a flaming bird. A fox’s tail. A body pulsing with dark energy.  

Here, I didn’t need to suppress my abilities.  

I would kill every human.  

Kooong!  

Responding to my bloodlust, the monster’s core quaked violently.  

[Ooooooh!]  

Unnatural storm clouds blanketed D-City’s sky, transforming into thunderheads.  

Kruuung!  

Lightning struck—one bolt, then another, multiplying, the thunder growing deafening.  

Dozens, then hundreds of infected humans, were incinerated in an instant.  

Deluded, they fled the lightning, gathering in an open area they mistook for shelter, only to be vaporized by a single strike.  

Above, rain of fire fell, ensuring no infected humans, either still alive or dead, escaped the flames.  

The sheer speed of this ability’s devastation—  

Then, I sensed it.  

The S-rank hero, rushing back in desperation.
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Ch.73 No Need to Hold Back  

I ran in the opposite direction, avoiding the host returning to the cathedral.  

There was no need to fight that thing head-on.  

The hive mind, the parasites—they were all part of its body.  

The host was merely its claws and fangs. In hunting, the basics are to avoid the hard bones and target the soft flesh.  

“Grrrr…”  

The host struggled to chase me as I swept through the district, but at its current speed, it couldn’t catch up.  

Its decision to distance itself to grow stronger and devour me was the worst judgment it could have made.  

“Ah, a-apostle of the divine…!”  

“Th-thank you… Aaahhh!”  

Crash!  

I landed on the ground, shattering the pristine concrete surface, and stretched my shadow wide.  

From within it, fangs surged forth and swallowed the infected humans kneeling obediently before the monster.  

Crunch, squelch—  

Amid the sound of chewing and splattering flesh, fragmented memories of the infected humans pieced themselves together in my mind.  

[Become one? What kind of insane cult is this…?]  

[But… It’s comforting. Even if we die by the monster’s hand, it’s not the end.]  

[I want to see you again. If receiving the sacrament truly lets me reunite with you, I’d believe even a lie.]  

The last memories lingering in their brains, ruined by the parasites before they became infected humans.  

At first, some were drunk on the atmosphere, some sensed something off, but still felt happiness—then, as the infected humans grew, they became a force.  

Every infected human roaming D-City now had joined the hive mind by drinking the holy water from the Samwonkyo Cathedral—water laced with parasites.  

After that, their memories were nothing but repeating euphoria.  

A life where everything they desired was granted and controlled by the hive.  

Even if things didn’t go their way, they felt happiness. And If it did go their way, even greater happiness.  

Happy if killed by the monster, happy if not. Happy living, happy dying.  

This… Was death.  

Then, the voice of the host chasing me echoed from the speakers.  

[What are you thinking? Even if you don’t understand our purpose, how could you harm fellow humans like this?]  

[Humans?]  

What nonsense was this thing spouting? Calling the infected humans human?  

Did it seriously consider these human-shaped bio-drones, whose thoughts were overwritten by the monster, to be people?  

Already eroded by the monster, with parasites ready to flip their suicide switch at any moment—how could these be humans?  

[I only wish to save you, ignorant as you are.]  

[Ignorant?]  

I considered listening to what it had to say, then chewed up the infected humans fleeing in another district instead.  

There was no need to talk to the monster.  

I’d understand just by devouring them.  

“Ugh…! Ugh…!”  

Scattered fragments of memory, like powder, reassembled inside me.  

The horror of the monster era. Humans were weak. To protect the weak, all must unite and combine their strength.  

Pain was the fear of being separated from the whole. True unity would free them from all fear.  

They entrusted themselves to the powerful collective of the hive mind.  

[Stop resisting and become one. By now, you must understand. This is the divine choice bestowed upon you! The blessing of being chosen as an apostle, the fate of becoming an angel guarding sacred land!]  

In this unified world, death was not the end. Their deaths would nourish the hive’s power.  

So there was no need for sorrow, no need for fear—only joy existed.  

In exchange for their bodies, the hive mind granted them strength, maintained their lives before unity, and promised eternal rest, happiness, and peace before and after death.  

Having devoured the rotting corpses of D-City, I finally understood what this thing was saying.  

[You will accept it. Joining the grand design of the divine is the very reason for your existence!]  

Was this how it was supposed to sound?  

[Enough of this bullshit.]  

In the end, wasn’t it just demanding that consciousness and body be surrendered to a monster with the unique trait of a hive mind?  

The only one benefiting was Number 3—the monster ruling the hive.  

I couldn’t help but laugh at the monster’s logic, pretending to act for humanity’s sake.  

[There is no god in this world.]  

[To be this ignorant…! God exists!]  

[Then where is it? This god of yours?]  

Only monsters and humans existed. If there had been an absolute being like a god, one that protected and loved humans, the world would never have become a feeding ground for monsters.  

Mocking it, I began running again, slicing through the necks of kneeling citizens and pristine white buildings like harvesting wheat.  

The host’s furious voice boomed through the speakers.  

[I am god! A failed spawn of Satan, blind to the grand design of the divine!]  

At the same time, amid the blaring monster alarms, a chime-like notification rang out.  

[To all humans! Black Cat is not the apostle of god! The monster now in D-City is not the divine apostle!]  

Deng!  

As the chime resonated, the gratitude and worship in the infected humans’ eyes washed away.  

All that remained was fear. Having regained some humanity through an inhuman process, they fled toward shelters like citizens of any other city.  

“Aaaahhh!”  

“God! O god!”  

It must have decided telekinesis alone couldn’t catch me, so now it was trying to make my prey run away.  

How stupid. Has this thing never faced a Despair-class monster before?  

In front of a Despair-class, running made no difference. Humans were still just humans.  

Crunch!  

Shattering buildings like crackers underfoot, the shockwave alone sent people tumbling.  

The storm of blades chasing after them shredded dozens into pieces, decorating the white concrete like strawberry sauce on whipped cream.  

Amid it all, parasite fragments were scattered like sugar crystals.  

This wasn’t humanity.  

No need to hold back anymore.  

Thump.  

The suppressed monster core amplified its wavelength.  

Instinct and reason were in agreement.  

Kill every infected human in this city.  

The taste of the infected humans, no longer seeing me as an apostle, had improved.  

Not the bland emotions of gratitude and worship, but the sweet flavor of terror and fear.  

Though their contents were little more than rotting corpse fragments, the monster’s core trembled with joy as it swallowed countless thoughts at once.  

Maximum output so far.  

Expanding spatial manipulation in a circular form, I increased its density. The ground creaked and compressed under the crushing gravity.  

Buildings and bodies were flattened. Mimicking Starlight’s signature move, I raced through D-City.  

“A-aaaahhh!”  

“Ugh—!”  

“Ghk—!”  

With this technique, it didn’t matter if they ran or not.  

Those who barely made it to shelters burst like compressed cans. Those who didn’t were crushed like salmon roe under a finger.  

Crack.  

Pristine buildings, now stained with blood and dust, crumbled like cookie crumbs.  

The city, beautiful even in death, returned to its true form.  

[No more mercy! Only divine punishment remains!]  

And it wasn’t just the city reclaiming itself.  

Hummm, hummm, hummm—  

Its wavelength spread like ripples from a skipped stone, moving in succession.  

A resonating signal, transmitting a specific message to the infected humans.  

“Ugh… U-aaaahhh…!”  

“God… O god…!”  

Before I could kill them, the infected humans—their skin dyed in grotesque colors—died on the spot, their bodies spewing forth swarms of sub-despair monsters.  

Existence Evolution.  

The parasites incubated within the infected humans transformed into full-fledged monsters.  

Familiar ones—beetle-like insects—along with shrimp-like creatures with insect wings, bloated orbs filled with venom, and more.  

I could barely hold back my laughter.  

This was their happiness and peace? Having their bodies used as insect eggs against their will?  

D-City was a monster nest. What I faced now were scattered fragments of the monster’s flesh.  

In the end, the monster only moved for itself.  

Tearing rebar from the ruined buildings, I magnetized it and fired.  

Mimicking a particularly effective ability, the projectiles vaporized the acid-spewing bugs in an instant.  

Then, a massive slash—as if clawed by a beast—carved a vertical line across three districts.  

“You—CXI!”  

In that brief moment bought by the bugs, the host caught up and unleashed its telekinesis.  

Reacting, my fox tails flickered, amplifying my own output.  

Having devoured so many infected humans, my ability was now on par with its own.  

Breaking free from its panicked grip, I sank into the shadows and fled elsewhere.  

“St-stop!”  

Boom!  

The ground warped as it chased, but its ability activation was too slow.  

So this was the limit of the parasites? It could raise output but not refine control. 

Escaping its sluggish telekinesis—far slower than Starlight’s—I hid my presence and moved to another district.  

Then, I felt it.  

Countless awakened infected humans are spreading throughout the city from the host’s location.  

If it tried to absorb the infected humans itself, I’d just kill them first. So instead, it sent out awakened in numbers I couldn’t handle alone, fanning out to slaughter the infected humans.  

For once, it made a decent decision after a string of failures.  

But this was like eating its own arm.  

Awakened who consumed the infected humans were, at best, A or B-rank. Even with parasite-assisted cores, they couldn’t harm me.  

So it had them kill the infected humans, then consumed them to strengthen its S-rank awakened.  

Since infected humans died when parasites left, this was a losing trade, depleting precious awakened with each use.  

Was this what they called educational sacrifice?  

The host, having boosted its output, created telekinetic catapults midair and launched itself at high speed.  

“I will not forgive you… Defiling this holy land, my believers…!”  

Its head half-crushed from the strain, it hastily patched itself with parasites, its human form now barely intact as its body writhed endlessly.  

Beetles filled the sky, venom sacs clutched in their legs, shrimp-like creatures darting around them.  

Screams of pain everywhere, humans bursting as insect eggs, others burning from abilities.  

D-City, once a paradise of the dead, had shed its facade, revealing its rotten core.  

“Wretched Satan!”  

Disgustingly deformed, it screamed, parasites dripping from its mouth.  

Kwaaaang!  

Dodging the telekinetic blast with ease, I slipped back into the ground and fled.  

Above where I submerged, acid rain from the insect monsters, round venom sacs falling and exploding like bombs.  

Had it really expected me to run again?  

Its raging emotions transformed into telekinetic waves, vibrating the surrounding air.  

“Don’t run! Fight me!”  

Did it not understand, even after sending parasites to claim me?  

I was the fleeing monster—the body called Black Cat.  

Right now, this was just a fun game of tag with infected humans as toys.  

The monster’s core trembled with delight.
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Ch.74 Looking for the Cat  

“Don’t you think there are fewer beetles around today?”  

“Did we exterminate them?”  

“Eek!”  

W-City, plagued by parasitic monsters.  

The heroes patrolling the city in three shifts noticed something unusual today—the insect monsters seemed to have disappeared. Just the day before, they had been multiplying rapidly, appearing in the morning, afternoon, evening, and even dawn. But today, only a few stragglers were spotted in the morning and afternoon.  

Could it finally be over? The exhausted heroes clung to that hope but didn’t dare voice it aloud. Instead, they desperately rested, making sure not to waste their current luck. They remained on high alert, ready to spring into action at any moment.  

Meanwhile, Yoo Anna seized the opportunity to file a proper report in the Hero Archive.  

The parasitic monsters weren’t even Terror-class—if judged solely by rank, they weren’t worth worrying about.  

At first, other cities laughed at W-City’s situation. But the S-rank heroes who knew Starlight (Yoo Anna) understood—if Starlight was struggling, these monsters were no joke.  

And so, the report Yoo Anna wrote in her drowsy state prompted heroes from other cities to check if their own cities were infested with parasites.  

The next day, after exterminating four insect monsters, the heroes of W-City finally relaxed a little and went to sleep—though they kept their alarms on, just in case.  

But the alarms never went off.  

When they woke up and began their patrols, they heard that only Terror-class monsters like lizards or frogs had appeared overnight.  

The heroes of W-City wondered if the insect monster incident was finally over.  

But if so… Why?  

“Black Cat! Black Cat! Where are you?”  

Yoo Anna, already suspicious of the connection between D-City, the parasites, and the Black Cat, flew around anxiously, calling out for the feline.  

But no matter where she searched in W-City, waving meat around, the Black Cat didn’t appear.  

At first, the other heroes laughed at Yoo Anna’s behavior, but as time passed, their expressions hardened.  

The Black Cat was gone.  

“Black Cat! Where did you go?!”  

“You didn’t get infected and leave W-City, did you?!”  

“Black Cat~! Meow!”  

As the heroes searched for the Black Cat, news of its absence quickly spread among the citizens.  

Though the heroes eventually stopped their search, the rumors had already taken root, and the citizens grew anxious, joining the hunt.  

“Blackkie~! Where are you, Blackkie?!”  

“Meow! If you come out now, I’ll give you meat! A whole box of it!”  

“Why isn’t it coming out even when we call it like this?”  

“Uh… Now that I think about it, has the Black Cat ever come when called?”  

“Maybe it went to sleep? Since there are no monsters, it must’ve found a quiet place to rest.”  

“Sleep? At this hour? It should be starving and begging for meat by now!”  

“Then what? Did the Black Cat get infected and… Kill itself?!”  

“Heartworms are fatal to cats…”  

“Waaah! Blackkie’s gone!”  

“Hey! My kid can hear you!”  

“S-sorry…”  

The citizens grew uneasy, fearing the Black Cat had died from the parasites.  

No longer needing to hide their search, the heroes intensified their efforts, spreading waves of energy to locate the missing feline.  

The heroes of W-City had adapted to the Black Cat’s stealth abilities, refining their techniques to detect monsters through energy waves.  

They swept through the entire city, determined to find any trace of the Black Cat.  

But no matter how thoroughly they searched, there was nothing; the Black Cat was likely no longer in W-City.  

With grim expressions, the heroes gathered in the meeting room.  

“Why did it disappear? It was catching bugs for us just a while ago.”  

“Maybe it’s brain got eaten by parasites…”  

“Hey, you bastard! You think the Black Cat would die like that? Its regeneration is insane—if its brain got eaten, it’d just explode and regrow!”  

“R-really? If parasites eat your brain, isn’t that the end? They control you by protecting the brain.”  

“Sigh… Where did it go? It’s not really dead, right?”  

Leaving the Black Cat alone was never an option—sooner or later, it had to be hunted.  

For the heroes, the death of such a threatening monster should have been cause for celebration.  

But not a single hero in the room looked happy.  

[Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat?]  

[Did the heroes hide the Black Cat to protect it from the parasites? Tell me they did! Please!]  

[How does a cat that was flying around with heroes suddenly vanish?]  

[My kid is scared because the Black Cat’s gone. It’s not really gone, right? Just napping somewhere?]  

[Seriously, where is the Black Cat? I took a day off to see it since the bugs disappeared, but it’s nowhere!]  

The heroes combed through surveillance footage, searching for the Black Cat’s last known location.  

They scoured community boards for eyewitness accounts, waiting for any sign of the missing cat.  

[I found the Black Cat!]  

[Where?]  

[Where??]  

[Where? Coordinates!]  

[A certain black-haired, fierce-looking cat is at my house~]  

[You bastard, where do you live? Give me the coordinates.]  

[Why hasn’t this guy died from parasites yet?]  

[I’ll sue you.]  

After collectively reporting the troll, the heroes sighed and began discussing the situation.  

The parasites rampaging in W-City had one goal: the Black Cat.  

Or more accurately, the goal of the Monster Cult.  

“Don’t tell me it really got infected and went to D-City…?”  

“We found the last surveillance footage of the Black Cat!”  

“They’re upscaling it now!”  

Anxious, the heroes rushed to W-City’s Integrated Control Center as soon as the news broke.  

The center, usually filled only with non-awakened assistants and navigators, was now packed with heroes. Together, they reviewed the footage.  

“Uh… Uh? That’s…?”  

“Where is it going?”  

Late at night, the Black Cat was last seen at the edge of the city wall, heading outside.  

The small shadow of a large cat under the moonlight was unmistakably the Black Cat.  

The heroes turned to the map, predicting its direction.  

The path led straight to D-City, the very place they had feared.  

“Damn it, damn it, damn it, damn it…!”  

“They stole our cat… Like an A-rank stealing my ex from Hero Academy…”  

“Aaaaah! My brain is melting!”  

“You damn Monster Cult bastards! Sons of bitches!”  

The reason the beetles disappeared from W-City was because they had achieved their goal, brainwashing the Black Cat.  

Realizing this, the heroes seethed with energy in the control room.  

The coldest presence among them was Yoo Anna, standing silently.  

“…Connect me to D-City.”  

“Huh? Y-yes?”  

“Connect. Me. Now. Navigator.”  

“Eek!”  

The navigator, startled by Yoo Anna’s uncharacteristically icy gaze, hastily connected to D-City’s control center.  

But there was no response.  

“Did those bastards eat the Black Cat already?! Now they won’t even pick up?!”  

“Sons of bitches! If a Despair-class monster appears, don’t expect help from W-City!”  

“They’ll just feed the Black Cat parasite-infected meat!”  

“A damn cult city!”  

“Just die! Disappear from the world!”  

“EVERYONE SHUT UP!!”  

Yoo Anna’s furious voice silenced the chaos.  

Amidst the tense quiet, she took the navigator’s seat and began pressing buttons.  

After a dial tone, A-City answered.  

[Yes, this is A-City Integrated Control Center.]  

“This is S-rank Starlight of W-City. Get Kage. Now.”  

[Kage is currently in a meeting—]  

Yoo Anna gritted her teeth, her voice dripping with menace.  

“Hey, what’s your name?”  

[Huh?]  

“Don’t you know that an S-rank calling another S-rank means it’s an emergency? Get him now.”  

[J-just a moment, please wait.]  

Soon, Kage’s voice came through.  

[What’s going on, Starlight? We’re busy with your report. Unless you’re sending parasite samples—]  

“Send reinforcements to D-City. Right now.”  

Kage sighed.  

[We’ve discussed this. There’s insufficient justification for an emergency investigation into D-City. No hero casualties, only speculation. We’ve left dealings with the Monster Cult to D-City’s S-rank, Vector.]  

“The Black Cat headed to D-City.”  

[…Don’t tell me it got infected? A Despair-class monster?]  

Kage’s voice grew tense. If the Black Cat—a monster that had settled peacefully in W-City—had suddenly left for D-City, it could only mean one thing: brainwashed by the Monster Cult.  

If the parasites had already taken over D-City, they’d have to be classified as a special type of Annihilation-class threat.  

City collapse, Annihilation-class emergence, monster weaponization by a non-government faction—every possibility was dire.  

“I told you! Investigate D-City!”  

Yoo Anna exploded, her patience gone.  

“You ignored us when we begged for help! You laughed at us for struggling with weak monsters! You think it’s funny because you’ve never experienced it?!”  

She mocked Kage’s past words,  

“‘Struggling with sub-Terror-class monsters? Maybe you rely too much on the Black Cat~?’”

Then she screamed into the receiver:  

“Samples?! How are we supposed to extract samples that melt under hero energy?! We nearly lost a researcher last time! Should we send more people to die?!”  

Yoo Anna’s patience had run out.  

No help had come despite their struggles.  

Researchers refused to come, too scared of brain-eating parasites, demanding samples instead.  

“Are you stupid?! Do you think W-City is a joke?! Only A-City matters to you?!”  

“You perfect superpower humans love writing off the Black Cat as a threat—but what about the parasites?! Want to chase invisible, alarm-undetectable monsters like us?!”  

“Now we might have to fight the Black Cat too—also undetectable! You—! Aaaah!!”  

CRASH!  

Yoo Anna threw the receiver, clutching her head in frustration.  

The navigator blinked, then connected the mic.  

“SEND REINFORCEMENTS, YOU BASTARD! NOW! TO D-City!”  

Kage hesitated, then relented.  

[…Understood. I’ll treat this as an emergency. But D-City isn’t responding—]  

“JUST SEND THEM!”  

A tense silence followed.  

Then, Kage spoke again, his voice strained.  

[I’ve forcibly accessed D-City’s servers with master codes. Sharing the screen now.]  

The control room’s main display lit up with D-City’s data logs.  

The navigators frowned immediately.  

“…Why are the records like this?”  

“Alarm logs are blocked from auto-uploading. These are dummy files.”  

“Why is the hard drive in that state? Surveillance footage would be deleted in a day.”  

“How did they submit regular reports like this…?”  

Something was very wrong.  

The system was full of holes—either neglected for a long time or deliberately sabotaged. 
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Ch.75 Reinforcements  

D-City had consistently reported that there was no abnormality in the city, with its S-rank heroes and mayor stepping forward.  

But the moment its insides were forcibly pried open, the rotten, crumbling flesh beneath was revealed.  

The strangest among them all were the recent alarm activation records.  

“647 monster alerts across D-City recently…?”  

“Even without any properly activated alarms, if there are that many, doesn’t that mean monsters are present in every district?”  

Currently, D-City is displaying alerts that monsters are appearing in every district.  

Just as Yoo Anna’s claim that D-City might have already become a nest for monsters was gaining traction, Kage manipulated the server and connected to D-City’s surveillance cameras.  

[The government bastards are gonna have something to say again… If they hear a hero arbitrarily use the master code.]  

“Handle it. You’ve done it before.”  

Most of D-City’s surveillance cameras were broken.  

Unclear whether deliberately disconnected or simply damaged, the screens were filled with noise.  

Only a handful of screens remained intact enough to make out shapes.  

Human blood, black and smeared across the ground, and pristine white buildings.  

Humans running somewhere suddenly burst apart, and insect monsters erupted from their corpses.  

[What the hell was that just now?]  

“Infected humans?”  

It was a horrifying sight.  

Insects tearing through human bodies—likely parasites that had evolved by feeding on nutrients inside humans.  

The insect monsters, now familiar with the sound of flight, headed somewhere in unison.  

Insects chasing something spat acid in sync.  

A black shadow flashed past at blinding speed, exploding grotesquely in various places.  

“…Huh?”  

Too fast for the cameras to capture.  

But to the W-City heroes, that attack pattern was all too familiar.  

Then, on another screen—one of the few still functioning—countless insect monsters flew like fighter jets, and the distinct ripple of telekinesis spread through the air.  

Insects rained down, followed by a storm, fire, and lightning that engulfed the screen.  

Through the mechanical eyes of the cameras, the end of a city was witnessed.  

[Oh God…! Oh God…!]  

[Save me, save me!]  

Humans who knelt begging for salvation were bitten apart by insects, burned by flames, and died.  

Amidst buildings flying apart from the vibrations of a powerful core, the noisy screen flickered and died.  

One by one, the screens went dark, and something black revealed itself.  

[Oh God…]  

What appeared on the screen had no definite form.  

Or rather, it had too many forms—impossible to define as any single thing.  

Like the darkness of the sea, it encroached over the city, and with every movement, the world on the screen crumpled and unfolded like thin paper.  

Endlessly shifting between countless monster forms—one moment an insect, the next a dog’s silhouette, then a bird, then an indescribable mass of tentacles.  

And when its scream was transmitted through the surveillance cameras as noise, the dissonance reached even the superpower humans beyond the screen like a shared thought.  

Death—a howl that desired nothing else.  

Humans, torn apart by insects bursting from their bodies under the incomprehensible waves of death, exploded, leaving dark red stains across the city.  

In a situation that could only be described as hell, the heroes fell silent.  

“Is that… the Black Cat?”  

Countless monster forms, supernatural abilities—judging by those traits alone, it had to be the Black Cat.  

The same creature that napped cutely in W-City was now rampaging through D-City.  

And it seemed to be enjoying itself.  

Tearing apart the city and humans as it played.  

“Wh-what the hell is happening here?”  

“Since when was D-City in this state?”  

“That’s the Black Cat, right? That thing…?”  

“…Judging by the joint movements, it’s definitely the Black Cat. At most, three days—no, two days ago.”  

Yoo Anna answered the heroes’ hushed questions.  

When they had contacted D-City, Vector, D-City’s S-rank hero, insisted there was no problem and even showed Yoo Anna a live feed of the city center.  

A pristine white city, children playing happily, citizens who seemed content—as if there had been no recent monster attacks.  

And now, in just a day, it had turned into this.  

Could it be… That this time, the Black Cat really—  

“Did the parasites eat away its brain, erasing the part that wanted to protect humans…?”  

“Don’t be stupid. If that were the case, it would’ve gone berserk in W-City first.”  

“Maybe it didn’t go because it was infected—maybe it went to D-City to exterminate the parasites?”  

“That’s too optimistic.”  

“Optimistic…? Not really, looking at D-City’s situation.”  

Either way, the blurry surveillance cameras provided too little information.  

Amidst the uneasy heroes, two S-rank heroes spoke different words that carried the same meaning.  

“They need reinforcements now.”  

[Reinforcements are needed… No, investigators.]  

It was decided that S-rank heroes would be deployed to the already crumbling city.  

The objective: assess the situation and suppress the monsters.  

Rescuing survivors was not part of the plan.  

***

Thump…  

Thump…  

With every pump of the heart, no, the core, monster blood filled its entire body.  

The instinct for slaughter and destruction, flooding its mind, made the destruction wrought by its abilities exhilarating.  

The excitement of play, the satisfaction of savoring delicious food.  

But D-City was small.  

Like a single lonely radish in a tiny dish.  

The tilted bell tower swayed under telekinetic waves, the bell letting out broken, dull chimes.  

[I won’t forgive this, I won’t forgive thiiiiis! My city, everything I had…!]  

How many times had the sun and moon risen and set?  

The creature that had tried to stop me from killing and consuming the infected humans eventually realized its human form couldn’t stop me and transformed into its current state.  

It no longer resembled a human.  

A mass of black, glossy-shelled insects fused into a single form.  

A conglomerate of parasites using human brains and hearts as core components.  

The evolved parasites flowed like the creature’s swinging arms, surging and receding.  

[What will you do if you can’t forgive me?]  

Its form was disgusting but not threatening.  

A storm of insects—weaklings banding together were still weaklings.  

Pulling the shape of a bird from its ever-shifting body for just a moment, I released a shockwave that sliced through the air, sweeping the insects away.  

It struggled desperately to block my abilities, but my output was superior—having fed on the rotten flesh of the infected.  

Hundreds of thousands of insects, a force that would’ve been a Despair-class threat against humans, died too easily to a single blade.  

Tearing apart its telekinesis, I laughed.  

[In the end, even your monster form is just imitating a Despair-class monster.]  

Neither human nor a proper monster.  

Overwhelmed by the difference in power, it howled, exuding a strangely familiar emotion.  

[Why… Whyyy?! Why do you keep ruining the plan?!]  

Despair, curses, resentment.  

Emotions are too foreign to come from a monster’s body.  

[Why are you doing this to me, why?! Haven’t you realized yet?! You’re just an experiment, you can’t possibly understand our noble purpose!]  

[Aren’t you just an experiment too?]  

[I… Am a god! The messiah who will save this world!]  

[How stupid. A monster can’t save humanity.]  

The chittering of insects and the laughter of multiple monsters intertwined into dissonance.  

Kreeee! Amidst the distorted air from clashing telekinesis, I tore space apart and unleashed my ability while mocking it.  

It abandoned the air to withstand lightning, then formed an exoskeleton to resist flames.  

Then, how about ice this time?  

The breath of a snowy mountain—insects touched by the ability froze and shattered.  

The insect horde, connected to the core, recoiled in fear of death.  

And then, like exploding humans, they scattered.  

[Hm?]  

What emerged from within was the S-rank hero’s core, mimicking a human form once more.  

Now almost entirely replaced by monster flesh, its multi-layered eyes glittered as it activated its ability.  

Parasites rained down under the overloaded ability’s wavelength, and its exoskeleton split with a crack.  

It unleashed powerful telekinesis, seemingly to block me from reaching the insects.  

“Grrrr…”  

Had it realized it couldn’t win against me and changed tactics?  

The insect swarm was a decoy—it had been strengthening the core inside.  

And even strengthening the core was a ruse—it had been implanting parasites into the insects.  

The core was buying time, planning to leave D-City and spread elsewhere to build new nests.  

“I will return…! This is a trial! The god will be reborn!”  

Not a bad—no, an excellent decision.  

If it succeeded in establishing itself in another city, it could secretly bring ruin like it had done to D-City.  

I hadn’t expected something this enraged to choose escape over battle.  

[I underestimated the parasitic monster’s nature.]  

For a brief moment, I considered how to deal with the core and catch all the insects.  

What came to mind was Kage’s ability—isolation fields and Electress’s omnidirectional discharge.  

Should I mimic it? Form a giant cage like an electric field.  

The moment I thought it, the two abilities I envisioned covered D-City.  

“Wh-what is this…?!”  

Kwa-rrrum! Lightning bullets shot from the sky like spiky hailstones, piercing the fleeing insects.  

Then, a faint-colored veil enveloped the entire city.  

Flimsy enough that even a Disaster-class could tear through—but the weak insects couldn’t penetrate it.  

Soon after, something like a massive shell smoothly pierced the veil.  

Kwaang! The shell landed on the ground, transforming into an armored figure gripping a spear-like projectile.  

“Perfect timing… A hero cannon? Who came up with this nonsense?”  

“Pretty sure only you could’ve survived that.”  

“Doesn’t matter. The fact that it matched your arrival speed makes this creation worthwhile.”  

Kur-rrum! A brown-skinned woman landed with a thunderous sound, stretching her legs, and a knight who conjured shields.  

Two S-rank heroes from A-City.  

“Well then, is the opponent one Despair-class and Code: Baal, or… Just one Code: Baal?”  

Whooosh! As Kage clenched his fist, the isolation field covering the entire city rapidly compressed, shrinking to the size of a single district.  

The infected humans still hiding within were forced toward the center.  

Seeing this, Number 3 shed his monster exoskeleton and shouted at the heroes.  

“The enemy—the enemy is the Black Cat! The Black Cat did this to D-City!”  

“Help us, Kage! Electress!”  

“Kill the Black Cat!”  

“Save us!”  

Number 3 and the infected, mimicking humans, rushed toward Kage.  

Feeling the situation shift rapidly, I bristled with tension.  

I didn’t expect this… Fighting two—no, three S-rank heroes… Might be tough.  

“Oh? Vector, you’re alive?”  

“Th-that thing is strong. The whole city is like this because…?!”  

“Electress, protect us…?!”  

At that moment, Kage reached out and grabbed Number 3, while Electress pointed a single finger at the infected humans.  

“Guh…?!”  

“Kyaaah!”  

The two heroes’ abilities trapped the core in a confined space while lightning pierced through the infected humans.  

Electress, having burned a group of humans in an instant, blew smoke from her fingertips and spoke.  

“Look at them. They’re so convincingly human.”  

“Good thing we came in person. A softie like Starlight would’ve hesitated to kill them.”  

“Guh, ah, aah… Aaaaah!”  

Kage glanced at Electress and twisted his clenched fist.  

Crunch, crunch—like crushing something underfoot, the isolation field tightened, and the core lost its human form.  

Its head crumpled, and the pile of parasites at its feet bubbled like boiling oil.  

“Go wild, Electress.”  

“Don’t order me around!”  

“Sa-save me, save meee!”  

“Y-you murderer!”  

Kwa-rrrum! A streak of lightning began sweeping through the infected humanoid.
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Trapped in a place with nowhere to run, infected humans were being exterminated at a rapid pace. Now, a pile of parasites, crushed above the nose and up to the knees, resisted with telekinesis and spoke in a desperate voice.  

“Wait, Kage. If it’s you—if it’s you, you’ll understand me. Join hands with me. Help me devour the Black Cat!”  

“Hoh… Should I say this is a monster speaking?”  

An intrigued voice. As Kage paused momentarily in shrinking the containment field, the lips formed by the gathered parasites let out a frantic cry.  

“In this world, humans must be led by superior Transcendents. You must think the same! Leading humans who won’t listen must be exhausting. I can help you.”  

“Is that so… Indeed, human domination by parasites. Leading humans who’ve lost their will would be simple. An efficient management method.”  

Kage’s genuine admiration as he quickly grasped what the parasite was suggesting.  

A moment later, the speed at which the containment field shrank accelerated as Kage clenched his fist again.  

“My answer is no, you filthy monster. Humans should be led by superpower humans, not Transcendents who are no longer human.”  

“Ghk, Aaaagh! Why?! I could have made you a god of this world!”  

“God is dead in this world.”  

“God exists. No—God will exist! We…!”  

Crunch, crunch, crunch. Like a can crumpling under high pressure, the containment field shrank until it was the size of a ping-pong ball.  

Within the monster’s senses, the consciousness of Test Subject Number 3 vanished.  

All that remained was a tiny core.  

“A talking monster… The research department would’ve regretted losing this sample if they’d heard about it.”  

Kage’s ability completely severed the boundary between the inside and outside of the containment field.  

Unable to activate its consciousness-transferring trait, it died.  

Confirming that the master of the hive mind was dead, I shifted my gaze to the core tossed by Kage.  

Thud. Kage caught the core again, looked at me, and raised his ability.  

“Well then, Black Cat… If you want to fight, come at me.”  

Kage, looking sturdier than when we last met, drove a spear into the ground and reached a hand toward me.  

Ready to clench his fist and form a containment field around me at any moment.  

Behind me, Electress, who had blasted through all the infected humans, crouched on the rubble of a shattered building, pulling up steel beams.  

“I’ve already prepared countermeasures against telekinesis. It won’t be like last time.”  

“It’s different from last time. A-City’s strongest spear and shield… Though the last one is missing, with two of A-City’s S-rank heroes here together…”  

So… Kage traps me in his containment field, and Electress attacks from the outside with her railgun. Is that the plan?  

Until I break through the ability-blocking barrier, I’d be helpless. Even if I broke free, I’d likely be trapped again.  

But now, Kage’s ability was no longer a major threat to me.  

Spatial Manipulation—an ability that pierces through reality, ignoring physical constraints to connect points A and B in space.  

With that alone, I could move freely in and out of the containment field.  

And… I had no reason to fight two S-rank heroes while using Spatial Manipulation.  

Kage, driven more by curiosity than killing intent, and Electress, more fearful than willing to fight.  

Sensing the emotions emanating from them, I yawned and returned to my usual form.  

The monster core, furious at my choice, suppressed its rare excitement and seethed.  

As I shifted from a chaotic, overlapping mass of monsters back to the form of a feline predator, Kage adjusted his stance, as if he’d expected this.  

“No intention to fight?”  

“Huu, huu…”  

Seeing me yawn, Kage completely withdrew his killing intent, and Electress let out a sigh of relief.  

“…As Starlight said, you really might be a monster that can be tamed.”  

An ordinary monster would’ve been wary the moment the heroes who’d tried to kill it assumed combat stances.  

Confirming once again that I wasn’t an ordinary monster, Kage made a sudden proposal.  

“Then, come to A-City.”  

Puzzled, I pricked up my ears as Kage exuded anticipation.  

“Look at this situation. You suit A-City more than W-City.”  

He spread his arms as if gesturing to the ruined D-City around us.  

“If necessary, even humans must be killed. Eliminating casualties to prevent further spread—that’s not a choice an idealist like Starlight can make. You must feel stifled there.”  

Well, I don’t think Starlight’s ideals are bad.  

Striving to prevent even a single casualty—isn’t that what a hero is?  

“Aren’t you afraid of what happens when you become an Annihilation-class? If you go berserk in A-City, we can definitely put you down. We’ll give you everything you want… A cat tower tailored to your body, toy balls, and beef. Even humans, if necessary.”  

“Grrr…”  

What does this guy take me for?  

Baring my teeth at his offer, which treated me like nothing more than a giant cat, Kage chuckled.  

“A refusal… Heh, what a shame. So you do treat Starlight specially.”  

Flick. Kage tossed me Subject Number 3’s core.  

“Eat it.”  

“Are you sane? You’re just giving it to it?”  

“This is the Black Cat’s prey. I only delivered the final blow to an exhausted creature. Stealing it would be unsportsmanlike.”  

“You’re ridiculous. You’re just making that monster stronger—”  

“Are you scared?”  

“S-scared? Ha! Fine! Do whatever!”  

Catching the writhing parasite core, I wrapped myself in flames and bit into it.  

The parasites spreading inside my mouth struggled to take over my body, only to burn away.  

Even in a near-dead state, they still resisted… Truly, parasites.  

Had another monster swallowed it, they would’ve surely taken over its body and revived.  

As I consumed the core, I felt my rank as a monster rise another level. Slowly, I opened my eyes.  

Rotting, decaying—my condition wasn’t great, but… I’d accumulated a considerable amount of curses, fear, and despair.  

Annihilation-class. I could feel I was close to that stage.  

While I consumed the core, Kage meticulously shrank the containment field.  

The barrier’s properties shifted, blocking only those carrying the monster’s fluids as it scraped together the remaining parasites.  

Precisely adjusted to slowly let only me pass, the barrier shrank to the size of a palm, becoming a transparent, square case.  

“As expected, they don’t die just by touching the ability. The parasites distinguish between the wavelengths emitted by human hearts and those of monsters. With this, we’ve secured research samples just in case.”  

A barrier that blocks wavelengths. Kage, holding the case filled with parasites that had lost their host, spun it idly as he spoke.  

“If you’re done in D-City, head back, Black Cat. We’ll be investigating what happened here.”  

Hearing that, I scattered an electromagnetic field around me, creating a guide toward the underground facility where survivors were trapped.  

A hero’s extrasensory perception—something an electricity manipulator would sense even more keenly. Electress paled.  

“…So there are survivors trapped there. Electress, the Black Cat seems to detect them more clearly than you.”  

“This guy… He’s completely…”  

“Among the traces left in the city, there were destruction marks similar to a railgun. He must’ve replicated that too… The direction—the government building?”  

Whether it was because I’d pointed out the survivors’ location or because I was digesting Electress’s abilities one by one, she stared at me with a look that screamed, What kind of monster even is this? Then, with a crackle, she vanished toward the government facility.  

Well, there’s nothing left for me here. Should I return to W-City?  

After all that rampaging, I’m hungry.  

To wash away the taste of rotten meat, I want something delicious.  

“Monster weaponization…”  

Kage’s muttering carried a bitter, unpleasant emotional scent.  

Leaving the two S-rank heroes behind in D-City, I vanished.  

***

News about the parasitic monster plaguing W-City was a sensitive topic for citizens of all cities.  

According to W-City’s announcements, it was barely a Terror-class monster, yet its extermination count had already surpassed 100,000.  

Transmission through beetles as vectors, infection through physical contact—once infected, death was all but certain. Worse, the monster didn’t even trigger alarm systems.  

The fear of a monster that could infect you at any moment.  

For citizens who could only hide in shelters and wait for the situation to end whenever a monster appeared, the parasitic monster instilled terror surpassing even that of Annihilation-class monsters just by reading about it in the news.  

Yet, at the same time, there were those who mocked W-City for struggling against a mere Terror-class.  

A level that couldn’t even qualify as Terror-class—physical strength weak enough that an ordinary human could kill it with a hammer. W-City’s casualty count was barely double digits.  

Among them, the complete lack of hero casualties led many heroes, drunk on their sense of superiority, to scoff.  

Then, all of them froze when they saw A-City’s emergency announcement.  

[…D-City is gone?]  

[1,200 survivors? How many died?]  

[Wasn’t D-City’s population around 110,000?]  

[What the hell; when was the last time casualties on this scale happened? Even Annihilation-class monsters rarely surpass 1,000 these days.]  

[Is this really the same weak-ass monster that’s not even Terror-class?]  

The very same monster they’d mocked as barely Terror-class had already infected an entire city.  

Even an S-rank hero had been infected.  

Shocked by the news, anyone who had ever been to D-City—hero or civilian—was urgently quarantined in their respective cities.  

[Breaking News: A suspected infected individual has been discovered in B-City.]  

[Announcement from C-City: Citizens are advised to refrain from going outside. Full-city disinfection will commence, after which heroes will visit each household for inspection. Please stay indoors.]  

[Respected citizens of G-City, our city is safe!]  

Every city was exhausted just searching for the traceless parasites.  

Only now realizing just how troublesome the parasitic monster was, people busied themselves talking about W-City, which had been handling disinfection, tracking the infected, and exterminating vectors all along.  

[So W-City’s been doing this the whole time?]  

[This is so fucking frustrating.]  

[Why was my food ration skipped? How am I supposed to eat today?]  

[No, this is terrifying; if the parasites sense they’ve been detected by a hero, they melt away, killing the infected person too.]  

[What the fuck, G-City mayor? Are you serious? Having heroes go door-to-door, spreading their ability wavelengths to check for infections—that’s just sentencing the infected to death.]  

[No cure? I’m scared.]  

[What the hell do I do? A manager at our client’s company melted to death.]  

In some cities that had chosen extreme measures, infected individuals were discovered and melted away, driving citizens’ fear to its peak.  

The only consolation was the news that the parasites would no longer multiply.  

Once quarantines ended and citizens escaped their fear, they busied themselves discussing that, too.  

The reason the parasites wouldn’t multiply anymore was rumored to be W-City’s strange monster, Black Cat, who had completely destroyed D-City.  

An unbelievable story in many ways, public opinion varied wildly across cities.  

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 77

Ch.77 Synonym for Hero

[How long has it been since an entire city disappeared because of a monster?]  

[Isn’t this the first time a city that survived until the late stages of the urban fortification plan has been wiped out?]  

[D-City was already lacking in people, attractions, and infrastructure, so it was memed as D-Least-City, but who knew it would actually vanish…]  

[I just can’t process this. Am I the only one feeling this way?]  

[Well, in these times, unless it’s the city you live in, it’s hard to feel anything.]  

People who simply focused on the fact that a city had disappeared.  

Among them, those who remembered the chaos of the early days when monsters first appeared seemed traumatized, insisting that the Black Cat needed to be eliminated immediately.  

[I remember my family being wiped out by a monster…]  

[That’s how it was when a Grade 1 monster, Identification Code 005, destroyed my hometown.]  

[Damn, the numbered grades and identification codes—that’s ancient history.]  

[If a monster wiped out an entire city, it should be the top priority for extermination.]  

[This is seriously dangerous; it has to be killed no matter what.]  

In this era of stability, a monster capable of annihilating an entire city—just how powerful must it be?  

Among them, the more level-headed citizens focused not on the Black Cat but on the parasitic monster that had been the real threat.  

[It wasn’t the Black Cat that destroyed D-City—it was Baal.]  

[They say insect-type monsters tend to swarm, but has there ever been a monster that grew this large?]  

[This is no joke—it’s a Terror-class monster.]  

[Baal is classified as Terror-class, but its danger rating is Grade 1. It’s on par with Annihilation-class.]  

[The detected grade is below Terror-class. Has there ever been a monster with such a messed-up rating?]  

[No, being on par with Annihilation-class doesn’t mean it’s as dangerous—it’s safer than Annihilation-class but more dangerous than Despair-class.]  

[Oh, really? Well, it’s not quite Annihilation-class, I guess.]  

If anything, Baal was the one who destroyed D-City, while the Black Cat destroyed the nest that was D-City.  

To them, the Black Cat was a grateful presence that had eliminated the hidden threat slowly consuming the city.  

Those who thought this way were particularly concentrated in W-City.  

[Holy shit, God Cat over here is now hunting dangerous monsters from afar on its own.]  

[All hail the Great Cat!]  

[My boyfriend’s a hero, and he said the Black Cat’s naps are actually its way of remotely hunting monsters!]  

[Wait, so it went to exterminate bugs because it was annoyed by them constantly showing up in W-City?]  

[The Black Cat…? It’s not a monster… It’s the Guardian Deity of W-City!]  

[Fact is, if not for the Black Cat, W-City would still be under movement restrictions and social distancing.]  

[The monster auto-detection and interception system, BLACKCAT, is W-City’s pride. Other cities, are you scared of our Black Cat?]  

The citizens of W-City, who had been directly exposed to the terror of the parasitic monster, were too busy praising the Black Cat.  

To them, it was just playful banter, but citizens from other cities who saw these posts took them seriously in more ways than one.  

[So, W-City’s monster, the Black Cat, is genuinely protecting the city?]  

[And it’s not just any S-rank—it’s strong enough to make regular S-rank look like jokes?]  

According to Kage’s report, Vector, an S-rank hero infected by the parasite, was still able to use his abilities normally.  

In fact, it seemed like the parasitic monster inside him was even helping, as he emitted an unusual energy wavelength and demonstrated output beyond his usual capabilities.  

And yet, the Black Cat completely annihilated D-City despite interference from such an S-rank hero.  

A nightmare-like monster protecting humans and cities?  

For those constantly suffering from a shortage of heroes, there was no sweeter story.  

[Wait, so W-City’s coping mechanism wasn’t just edited videos or memes—it was real?]  

[I thought W-City was just making self-deprecating jokes because they couldn’t catch the Black Cat.]  

[Same.]  

[Citizens of A-City already knew the details about the Black Cat. But a monster is still a monster.]  

[True, but being a monster actually makes it more useful in some ways. Just off the top of my head, there’s so much it could do—like being deployed to dangerous areas where even heroes can’t go.]  

[If we could weaponize monsters, suppressing closed zones wouldn’t just be a dream.]  

[This is terrifying… If W-City ever gets into a conflict with another city, couldn’t the Black Cat just rampage like it did with D-City?]  

[What has our city even been doing?]  

[Why don’t we have a monster like the Black Cat?]  

The desire to turn the powerful monsters infesting closed zones into guard dogs for their own protection.  

Citizens of other cities, as well as those in high positions, reached the same conclusion.  

[Monster weaponization? Wasn’t that deemed absolutely impossible?]  

[But looking at the Black Cat, hasn’t it already succeeded?]  

[That thing isn’t a lab specimen—it’s just a mutant monster.]  

[Reading through all this, it seems the Black Cat is just an insanely unique variant.]  

Monster weaponization—a long-abandoned, failed plan.  

Perhaps it was time to try it again.  

[Then, shouldn’t we capture the Black Cat, dissect it, and figure out what caused the mutation?]  

And for that, they would, of course, need the Black Cat itself.  

***

[I refuse. The risk is too high.]  

[But, Kage… If A-City could just eliminate the Black Cat, all cities would benefit…]  

[If you’re thinking of dragging A-City into your gamble, stop. Frankly, we’re not confident we can subdue it either.]  

[T-Then… What about…]  

[Electress and I have already lost to the Black Cat once. I suggest you reread the combat report Starlight and I wrote before you consider this further.]  

Beep.  

The moment Kage ended the call, the phone rang again.  

[This is Kage. I’m busy, so skip the pleasantries and get to the point.]  

[Thank you for taking my call. This is Yoon Gil-sang, mayor of G-City.]  

[I said skip the pleasantries.]  

[My apologies. Would you be willing to assist G-City in luring the Black Cat? We have a plan—]  

[Luring it? Even with two of A-City’s heroes assisting, we still lost it. The Black Cat doesn’t even trigger monster alarms. If you provoke it and it rampages, are you prepared to handle that?]  

[That’s…]  

[And another thing—G-City’s heroes have already sent me their opinion that they’d rather not provoke the Black Cat. If you want to proceed, convince them first. But know this: G-City’s heroes aren’t stupid enough to provoke a monster that even Kage, Electress, and Starlight couldn’t capture.]  

Beep.  

After pointedly ending the call, Kage turned to Yoo Anna, who was on the video call.  

[I expected this much, but I didn’t think there’d be so many fools dreaming of weaponizing monsters.]  

“…You’re holding them off well.”  

[My promise with you is one thing, but this is personal disgust. They’re just idiots looking to exploit the situation.]  

“At least they recognize the Black Cat is a unique variant and aren’t trying to tame other monsters.”  

[I’d prefer if they did. Then those incompetent pigs would all die.]  

Kage’s murderous glare caused the screen to flicker as he momentarily lost control of his energy.  

[These fat, complacent pigs who’ve never seen the reality of the field or monsters just push heroes into life-or-death situations at the slightest misstep… Heroes are no longer tools for politicians. As long as I’m here, I won’t let that happen.]  

“…Times have changed.”  

[Say it right. The times didn’t change—I changed them.]  

“Fine, I’ll give you that.”  

Yoo Anna shrugged, genuinely grateful for this much.  

Since Kage ascended to a political position with the absolute support of the people as a hero, many things had improved for heroes.  

Proper wages (previously denied under the assumption they’d die soon), the Hero Registration System banning secret human experiments, strategic planning to increase survival rates, the passage of the Hero Special Act…  

Some heroes even referred to Kage as not just a shield protecting citizens from monsters, but a shield protecting heroes from the government and citizens alike.  

[The Black Cat and Baal have reignited the tension that the government had been letting loose. I’ll use this opportunity to expand my authority further.]  

And Kage intended to leverage D-City’s destruction to grow his influence even more—all for the sake of heroes.  

His goal was to fill all high-ranking decision-making positions in the W-City with superpower humans.  

[Still… No matter what, this is exhausting.]  

Beep beep beep—  

As the ringing started again, Kage sighed and tossed the phone to an A-rank hero in the room.  

“They thought they’d always be safe, but even high-ranking officials were among Baal’s victims. They must be scared.”  

[If that’s all it takes to frighten them, they’re nothing but pigs. Incompetents who lucked into high positions as the times changed…]  

His disgust for non-superpower humans—those who sat in equal positions despite their inferiority—was palpable. The two A-rank heroines silently massaged his shoulders.  

[Starlight, why did you call?]  

“…I’ll send you the data.”  

After a few minutes of waiting with the video call still connected, Yoo Anna finally sent Kage the latest research data.  

“The parasites’ activity dropped sharply after the host died. To be precise, their cognitive abilities regressed to the level of ordinary parasites.”  

[Research on infected citizens? You’re still doing that?]  

What Yoo Anna sent was a report on citizens whose bodies had been taken over by parasites.  

While other cities had already resolved the issue by identifying and executing all infected humans, Kage’s expression grew complicated at the fact that W-City was still holding onto theirs.  

[Every other city has eradicated the parasites, yet W-City still has them… Give up and kill them, Starlight.]  

“There’s a chance for a cure now.”  

[That’s your pathetic flaw. It’s why I never wanted to acknowledge you. You’re never realistic… Hopelessly stupid.]  

Tsk. Kage clicked his tongue in clear dissatisfaction.  

[Are you saying my decision was wrong? That we shouldn’t have killed all of D-City’s infected humans?]  

“No, I think that was the right call. But… I was always thinking of a cure, so I want to see it through.”  

[Even though every other city chose to kill the infected humans… Cutting off the rotten part—an efficient, quick, and certain solution, your stupid self could never manage.]  

Kage sighed tiredly and rubbed his eyes.  

[So, what’s the cure?]  

“Surgical removal of the parasites attached to the brain and organs.”  

[Even if you do that, can you really call that living? Removing parasites that have eaten and replaced language centers, memory, and parts of the brain is like cutting out chunks of the brain itself.]  

“That’s why I need you to put in a request with Meister. To see if a replacement brain can be made… I’ve marked all the organs that need extraction. Whether it’s bio-cultured or mechanical, as long as they can be replaced, they can return to normal lives.”  

After reading through the data, Kage smirked silently.  

[Fine. Once the replacement brain is complete, I’ll send it to W-City… Hmm, Electress mentioned wanting to visit some restaurant in W-City she’d never tried when she has time. I’ll have her deliver it.]  

As he organized the files, Kage stared at Yoo Anna through the screen.  

[…You’re still an infuriating woman.]  

“What, suddenly?”  

[You’ve managed to turn my already bad mood into the worst it’s ever been, you idiot.]  

“Are you picking a fight right now?”  

[Take it as praise. ‘Hero’ is a synonym for ‘idiot,’ after all.]  

“What kind of nonsense is that?” Yoo Anna scowled as Kage chuckled and hung up.  

Should she be annoyed or grateful that Kage agreed to make and send the replacement brains?  

Still, there was a chance more citizens could be saved.  

Holding onto that hope, Yoo Anna left the comms room with a conflicted expression—only for the newly designed Black Cat alarm to blare throughout the hero department building the moment she stepped out.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 78

Ch.78 Whyong Mioong 

“Meow.”  

After swallowing that parasite, I gained a very peculiar ability.  

A clone… No, perhaps division.  

I can create a monster the size of an ordinary cat.  

This monster, made by carving out a piece of my core, is Terror-class.  

It has no special abilities, just the physical prowess of a the Black Cat.  

Since it shares my thoughts, it doesn’t attack humans.  

It’s a truly useless ability.  

Even if I shave off my power to create a Terror-class monster, there’s nothing it can do.  

Still, there might be a way to make use of it.  

Just like how Number 3 shared consciousness with the parasites, I can share the vision of my divided cats.  

If I detach a portion of my power and hand it over, we can couple our spatial manipulation abilities to travel over great distances.  

If I swallow the divided cat again, the power returns to me intact…  

If I scatter cats all over the city, I could appear at monster scenes faster than any alarm.  

Intrigued by this division ability, I practiced daily, creating small cats and reabsorbing them.  

Splitting my core to make a cat was quite tricky, so I could only make one per day.  

If I get used to it and can divide many cats at once, this might not be such a bad ability.  

“Wha—what the—what the hell is that? A—a kitten? Are you giving birth to kittens?”  

While I was practicing my ability, Starlight reacted unusually violently to the cat monster that appeared while I was licking a tub full of Churu.  

The smell of excitement, wide eyes, ragged breathing.  

“Wha—what is this? It’s seriously cute! This is too much! How is this any different from a real cat?”  

“Nya.”  

Starlight grabbed the cat monster by the scruff of its neck and lifted it.  

Annoyed at her handling a part of me, I reabsorbed the cat monster back into my body.  

“Ah—ahh! I—I just wanted to pet it for a bit!”  

“Ooong.”  

The smell of a lie.  

No matter how you look at it, she was planning to take it home.  

Divided monsters are weak… Even if Starlight picked it up, it couldn’t resist, and if things went wrong, it might even get taken down by some insignificant monster.  

If that happened, a part of my power would disappear completely.  

In many ways, it’s a troublesome ability.  

“…Anyway, I’m planning to treat the remaining infected humans. Electress said she’s coming back to W-City for that… This time, she’ll stay quiet and leave. It’s an unofficial schedule.”  

“Waoong.”  

Starlight grilled expensive meat for me while telling me about her recent work.  

Not because she particularly wanted me to listen, but just to vent.  

I chewed on the tender beef and half-listened.  

“And, if you want, A-City offered to help build a giant cat tower in W-City. Interested?”  

“Kyyaaak!”  

Why do they keep treating me like a cat?  

Angry at being mistaken for one, I refused, leaving Starlight confused.  

“If you hate cat towers so much, why do you keep sticking steel pipes into buildings to make them and play around?”  

“Oongwoongwaang.”  

“Just say it.”  

[That’s not making a cat tower.]  

“Then what is it?”  

[Hmm.]  

Well, what is it… Playing with construction materials on tall buildings?  

Fusing them into structures with my abilities so that only heroes can dismantle them, enjoying their frustration?  

Or is it some important ritual to satisfy my monster instincts?  

Come to think of it, I don’t even know why I do it.  

“No matter how I look at it, you’re a cat, so why do you hate being treated like one?”  

“Waaaang.”  

“Wait! Hey! Don’t sharpen your claws there!”  

Starlight smacked my head as I dragged my claws across the concrete floor.  

Ignoring the non-lethal impact, I kept scratching, leaving deep grooves in the surface.  

“Ugh, now I have to file another repair request! Sharpen your claws in the dirt by the stream!”  

“Waong.”  

You don’t get it—that’s too soft and unsatisfying.  

Truthfully, as a monster, I don’t need to sharpen my claws.  

I just do it because it feels good.  

After finishing the meat, I stretched and yawned. Seizing the moment, Starlight petted my back.  

“Can’t you bring out that cat somewhere else next time?”  

“Ooong?”  

“There are a lot of weird people lately. If you take it out, someone might really try to steal it.”  

“Waong.”  

She’s right—W-City has been swarming with strange people lately.  

If word spreads about my division ability, every cat monster I split off might get kidnapped.  

Since this ability carries the fatal flaw of permanently losing power if the divided cats are taken, it’s best not to use it in front of people.  

“And next time, if you’re going to another city for a walk, let me know first—Ah! Wait! I’m not done petting you!”  

I slipped out of Starlight’s grasp and jumped off the rooftop.  

Now that I’m full, maybe I should look for work.  

Lately, there’s been a lot of demand for cleaning up traces of insect monsters around the city.  

***

[Damn it, I wanna line up those Whyong bastards in the park and slap them all at once.]  

[Every time I see Whyongs talking nonsense, I just wanna punch them.]  

Researchers from other cities are coming to study the Black Cat, citizens are visiting out of curiosity, and government officials are offering to build cat towers or provide demolition zones to lure the Black Cat to their cities.  

The locals call these outsiders Whyongpa (Whyong faction), mocking their annoying attempts to interfere with the Black Cat.  

“Capture the Black Cat! Dissect the Black Cat!”  

“Citizens of W-City, wake up!”  

“Monsters must die!”  

“It’s selfish for W-City to hog all the benefits!”  

The Whyongpa, gathered from various cities, clumsily chased the Black Cat around, irritating the locals who just wanted to quietly observe.  

After exterminating insect monsters, the Black Cat fled back to the rooftops to avoid the commotion, while the Whyongpa marched through W-City’s parks, busy protesting.  

“Execute the Black Cat!”  

“Loan the Black Cat to us!”  

“Citizens of W-City, wake up!”  

Though their slogans differed, their goal was the same: to take the Black Cat away from W-City.  

Naturally, W-City residents were furious.  

[Because of these jerks, we can only see the Black Cat from afar now. Is this fair?]  

[If the heroes hadn’t been controlling the outsiders, it’d be worse. They’d probably be throwing poisoned or drugged meat at the Black Cat.]  

[Seriously, why are other cities making such a fuss? What have they ever done for us?]  

[They already agitated the Black Cat before under the guise of research, and now that things seem safe, they’re openly coming to take it.]  

[Every time the Whyongpa screams about dissection, it pisses me off.]  

[What would they even learn from dissection?]  

[If they piss off the Black Cat and it storms their city, what then? LOL.]  

[Tactical Black Cat, anyone?]  

[Tactical Black Cat (We can’t control it either)]  

[Thinking about it, this is infuriating. If the Black Cat gets mad and rampages, W-City is the one that suffers.]  

The more the Whyongpa demanded the Black Cat, the stronger the backlash from W-City residents grew.  

Already anxious when the Black Cat left to hunt insects, fearing it’d be taken by another city, the influx of people trying to steal it ironically strengthened W-City’s unity.  

[Fellow Woongpa and Waongpa of W-City, now is not the time to fight among ourselves. Let’s unite against the Whyongpa.]  

[Let’s protect our cat together!]  

W-City residents banded together, discriminating against outsiders.  

Without a W-City ID, you couldn’t get near the Black Cat. Restaurants spiked outsiders’ food with strange seasonings, and accommodations canceled reservations to kick them out.  

Yet, the outsiders—practically operatives here to steal the Black Cat—dug in stubbornly, forming a ‘The Black Cat Liberation Movement’ while living like vagrants.  

“Free the Black Cat!”  

“The Black Cat is a public resource!”  

“Release it for all citizens!”  

“W-City, wake up!”  

“Hey! Shut the hell up! Because of you, we can’t even get close to the Black Cat!”  

“Get out of W-City!”  

One side protested to hand over the Black Cat, the other to drive out outsiders.  

The Black Cat watched it all indifferently, yawning.  

Amid the tension, a new faction emerged.  

“Everything depends on the Apostle’s will!”  

“Do not doubt, do not fear, and dare not raise a blade against the divine form!”  

“How dare you call the Apostle a public resource? Such blasphemy!”  

Survivors from D-City, who had migrated to W-City as refugees, displayed unmatched unity, cursing anyone who dared interfere with the Black Cat.  

To them, everything was divine will—humans meddling would only bring wrath.  

“When all seemed lost, the Black Cat saved us. To judge its color as evil is human arrogance. Only faith will bring salvation.”  

“All-powerful~ our beloved cat~ who saves us all~ and grants us life~”  

Having been saved by the Black Cat in hopeless times, these survivors became fanatics, even more devoted than W-City residents.  

As their zeal pushed back the Whyongpa, the watching heroes and locals murmured in awe.  

“Wow… They’re insane.”  

“They call the Black Cat a god… They’re serious.”  

“That Black Cat hymn is deranged.”  

“But can you blame them? The Black Cat really was their savior.”  

“Watching the Whyongpa flee from their madness is kinda satisfying.”  

The refugees stood like a wall, singing at the top of their lungs to drive the Whyongpa away.  

Impressed, W-City residents began accepting them as fellow citizens.  

But it didn’t last.  

“Citizens of W-City! Offering meat to the Apostle with one hand is sacrilege!”  

“Disrespect will anger the Apostle!”  

“Lifting your head to gaze upon its form is blasphemy! Unless the Apostle sits in a high place, do not look upon it! Dare not look down upon the Apostle!”  

“All-powerful cat~ rains fury’s flames~ even as the world ends, my faith stands firm~”  

Now clashing with W-City residents for different reasons, these fanatics earned the nickname Mioongpa (Crazy faction).  

The Mioongpa, meaning madmen, became W-City’s lunatic collective, serving as a cautionary tale for the Black Cat Moms’ Cafe.  

[Our Black Cat Moms’ Cafe opposes Mioongpa proselytizing.]  

[We are a group that cherishes the Black Cat, not worships it.] 

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 79

Ch.79 Seen Through a Cat’s Eyes  

The Mioongpa warns: Don’t touch the Black Cat, don’t take photos carelessly, and don’t call it cute.  

Members of the Black Cat Moms café shunned the Mioongpa for their differing views, but there was one thing they couldn’t deny.  

[The quality of the merch made by Mioongpa is amazing…]  

[They must really have faith? Because they don’t cut corners on their goods!]  

[It’s a total work of artㅠㅠㅠ.]  

[Is there any more of that Black Cat mosaic tile? I’ll take it even if it’s secondhand!]  

[Looking for a Mioongpa mug!]  

[When’s the restock for the Black Cat carved accessories?]  

Their DIY skills were honed in the harsh environment of D-City.  

The refugees of D-City found a way to make money in W-City, and the citizens of W-City finally got their hands on the Black Cat merch they’d longed for.  

Over time, the Mioongpa and the Black Cat Moms café settled into a symbiotic relationship—neither too close nor too distant.  

“Believe in the Black Cat~! There’s only one savior in this era—believe in the Black Cat and go to heaven! Reject it, and you’ll burn in hell~!”  

“Liberate the Black Cat! Dissect the Black Cat!”  

“Let’s protect our Black Cat! Cherish the Black Cat!”  

And so, the three-way battle in W-City Park raged on.  

The heroes, standing by in case of civilian clashes, watched the chaos unfold and muttered to each other, “What a complete mess.”  

“How did W-City end up like this…?”  

***

While practicing creating surveillance cats, I gained several insights about my divisional ability.  

The biggest risk? If a divided fragment of me dies, I lose that portion of my power permanently.  

To minimize this risk, I ended up creating very weak monsters—barely even Terror-class.  

But since I could still share their vision, they were useful.  

A monster indistinguishable from an ordinary cat.  

If I sent it outside the range of my ability, I could retrieve information when it returned.  

There’s no better ability for scouting dangerous places.  

“Meow.”  

“Mrow.”  

Now capable of creating two cats at once, I sent them running in opposite directions—one toward District 4, the other toward District 0.  

The likely locations of Starlight and Gu Seo-ryong.  

Though they were just cats, these two monsters ran tirelessly, quickly reaching their destinations.  

By slightly tweaking my spatial manipulation ability, I could instantly teleport to wherever the cats were.  

“Meow~”  

The cat in District 4 sniffed around like a dog, tracking Gu Seo-ryong’s scent until it arrived at an orphanage.  

There, Gu Seo-ryong was chasing after Sagugu.  

“What did you put in your mouth this time?! Get over here now!”  

“I didn’t bite anything! Gulp…!”  

“You just—! Hey! Sagugu, do you want another stomach pump?!”  

“No stomach pumps! Brother! Brother!”  

“I knew this would happen! The second things get quiet, you cause trouble!”  

“Waaah!”  

Gu Seo-ryong pinned Sagugu down, pressed a finger into her throat, and made her spit out a wad of gloves.  

“Are you insane?! Why would you eat cooking gloves?!”  

“They smelled like meat…”  

“I cook for you! I grill meat for you! Just eat what I give you! Ugh… Dinner’s three minutes late, and this is what happens.”  

“Nya.”  

Gu Seo-ryong grabbed Sagugu by the scruff and plopped her onto a chair. Sagugu drooled and kicked her legs.  

“Eat.”  

“Mrowr!”  

“Tuck your ears in and eat. How are you still so bad at maintaining human form? CXI… Well, that’s just him being weird.”  

“Mew.”  

Gu Seo-ryong patted Sagugu’s head, making her cat ears retract.  

Then, Sagugu—chewing on meat—suddenly locked eyes with me.  

Or rather, with the cat I was sharing vision with.  

“It’s brother!”  

“Huh? Where?”  

I felt the resonance of my abilities. Despite the cat’s faint energy signature, Sagugu recognized me and approached, still holding her meat.  

Gu Seo-ryong spotted the small cat, paused, then crouched in front of me with a knowing look.  

“Huh? What’s this, babe? Is this you?”  

“Brother shrank!”  

“Meow.”  

“The energy matches the Black Cat. Is this a new ability you got from eating that thing? Were you spying on us?”  

Then, Gu Seo-ryong grabbed the cat by the scruff and tugged at the string of her underwear.  

“You’re such a pervert~ If you like peeping, you could’ve just said so~”  

“Mrow?”  

“Ah, hey! I told you not to tear your clothes!”  

“Hyahk!”  

Next to them, Sagugu also grabbed her clothes, raised her arms, and ripped them right off.  

Chaos erupted again as Sagugu ran off and Gu Seo-ryong chased her through the orphanage.  

They’re doing better than I expected.  

I sent the cat out of the orphanage, letting it roam District 4 on its own, then shifted my consciousness to the cat in District 0.  

Just then, the cat’s vision caught a thunderbolt striking the rooftop of a government building.  

Climbing the wall with its claws, the cat reached the rooftop, where a woman was fixing her static-charged hair.  

Brown skin, blonde hair, scars covering her body, an aviator jacket, and leather gloves.  

“Ahem, hmm…”  

The woman—Electress—cleared her throat just as the rooftop door burst open, and heroes rushed out.  

“Oh, it’s just Electress.”  

“Damn, you scared me. What? You’re way ahead of schedule.”  

The A-rank and B-rank heroes, who had rushed out thinking a monster had appeared, scowled and turned away.  

Electress glared at them and shook a small bag in her hand.  

“W-City requested my presence, and this is the welcome I get? Hmph, in A-City, you lot wouldn’t even qualify as heroes.”  

“Ah… Yes, thank you. Sorry.”  

“Take it and scram. The red case has bio-brain culture fluid, the blue one has mechanical implants. Deliver them properly.”  

“Yes, yes.”  

Mutual disdain hung in the air as the heroes took the bag and turned to leave.  

But Electress called out to them.  

“Where’s that bastard—Iron Might or whatever? Did he quit being a hero?”  

“Uh… He’s on patrol right now.”  

“Patrol just ended. He’s in the ops room, isn’t he?”  

“You all, get lost. Tell him to come up here.”  

“…Why?”  

“Since when do you get to ask questions?”  

Crackling electricity made the heroes flinch. They muttered as they descended the stairs.  

“Is she here for revenge? Over that drink-spilling incident?”  

“She’s ruthless.”  

“Oh, hey, he was already coming up.”  

“Be careful. Electress has a grudge.”  

“If she attacks, call for backup. We’ll help.”  

“Three A-ranks and five B-ranks could probably take an S-rank.”  

A moment later, Iron Might stepped onto the rooftop. Electress tensed up oddly.  

Once the footsteps faded, Iron Might spoke cautiously.  

“Um… About last time—”  

“Last time was a mistake. That’s what I came to say.”  

“Ah… Right.”  

Electress crossed her arms, her words prickly with unspoken emotions. Iron Might’s gaze turned complicated.  

“You didn’t spread rumors, did you? That you did something to an S-rank hero from A-City? Some lowly bragging?”  

“Why would I spread rumors like that?”  

“Typical trashy pastime for W-City losers.”  

“That sounds more like an A-City thing. Superiority complex—thinking you can do anything just because you’re strong.”  

Electress shrugged.  

“Strong superpower humans deserve respect. If you’re not strong, you don’t deserve any.”  

“…Then who looks after a superpower human when they’re hurt and weakened?”  

“Why should they be looked after?”  

“Because superpower humans are just humans with abilities—humans who can be weak too.”  

“Ha. Is that W-City’s pathetic mindset? Or is it Starlight’s?”  

“Does it matter? If you dislike someone, you reject their opinion. If you like them, you accept it.”  

“The world’s rules changed because of monsters. So, the word of a strong superpower human is the law.”  

“So if a strong superpower human tells you to jump, you jump?”  

“You’re no different from the idiots spreading rumors. Do you think I did something to Kage to become an S-rank? That I got special training?”  

“What are you—sigh. I’m just curious. Was it really a mistake? A whim while you were hurt? Or… Something else?”  

“I said it was a mistake! I’m Electress, an S-rank hero! I would never— Eek?!”  

Electress suddenly noticed me—the cat—in the corner of her vision and jumped back in panic.  

She darted behind Iron Might, electricity crackling.  

“Wh-What’s that cat doing here?!”  

“Huh? How’d a cat get up here…?”  

“Get rid of it! Now!”  

“It’s just sitting there…”  

Iron Might smirked down at Electress, who was clinging to his waist.  

“The great S-rank hero is scared of a cat?”  

“I’m not scared! I’m over it!”  

“Is this why you couldn’t sleep in W-City and asked me to drink with you…?”  

“What do you take me for?! You think I’d do that with just any guy—”  

“Huh?”  

“Sh-Shut up!”  

Her emotions spiked. Electress floated into the air, avoiding the cat and Iron Might.  

“This is why W-City idiots are the worst! I don’t get it! Why do you coddle the weak?! Morons! Fools! Weaklings!”  

With a flash, she vanished into the sky.  

Iron Might watched her go, his gaze conflicted.  

“Is it people who can’t be honest, or the world that forces them to hide…?”  

Then he picked up the cat by the scruff.  

“How did you get up here? Climbed the wall? You’re just a kitten…”  

“Mrow.”  

“Did you get stuck after climbing up? I’ll let you down, but don’t come back.”  

He lowered the cat outside the building.  

A moment later, Electress returned, her face red.  

“I-I’ll be back in a few days… See you then, or not.”  

“Uh…”  

“Meister escort! Didn’t Starlight say anything?! She heard about the Black Cat and wanted to see it herself, so she’s coming as an escort!”  

Having forgotten to mention this earlier, Electress shot back into the sky.  

“…I already got that report.”  

As Iron Might muttered to himself, the cat slipped into the shadows of an alley and returned to me. 
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Ch.80 The Smoke of Hope 

Meister.  

A term used to refer to a master who has reached the pinnacle of a certain field. Before the monsters took over this world, that word did not belong to just one person.  

But in this era, when people say Meister, they mean only one person.  

The irregular hero of A-City—Meister.  

She, who bore the unusual name Nam Kyung, had created countless things for humanity: autonomous construction drones, equipment for fortifying cities, underground factories for food production, monster warning systems, numerous suppression drugs to safely imprison villains, healing fluids to aid treatment, various new materials, high-performance prosthetic limbs…  

A living, breathing over-technology—a genius who truly lived up to the title.  

That was what many believed.  

At least, until it was revealed that she was a superpower human with a unique ability.   

“She’s here.”  

“Meister is really coming.”  

“She’s actually coming? This is my first time seeing Meister…”  

“Well, that makes sense. These days, even photos of Meister are restricted, so no one knows what she looks like.”  

A top-secret piece of information, unknown to the citizens of W-City.  

When the train—carrying not a single civilian—arrived at W-City’s station, all the heroes present (except those away on patrol) straightened their postures.  

The first to step off the train were Electress and three heroes from A-City.  

Next, about a hundred soldiers armed with shockers—non-lethal firearms designed to subdue non-monster threats—followed.  

It was an excessive escort for just one person, yet the heroes of W-City still felt it was far from enough.  

Because inside that train was the one woman in this era who was truly untouchable.  

The hope of the monster age—a scientist and inventor hailed as humanity’s savior.  

To the heightened senses of the heroes, she smelled like a corpse on the verge of death.  

And then, a pale-faced woman stumbled out of the train.  

“Ugh… Blegh—”  

“Ah!”  

“A-Are you alright?!”  

The moment Meister arrived in W-City, she vomited as soon as she stepped off the train.  

Seeing this, the heroes tried to approach her—but the soldiers and A-City’s heroes immediately flared their abilities in warning.  

“No approaching Meister.”  

“Huh? But she’s throwing up—”  

“No. Leave her be. She’ll calm down on her own.”  

No approaching beyond a certain distance—a rule that seemed to apply even to A-City’s heroes and soldiers, as they all hesitated when Meister moved.  

From a small bag at her waist, Meister pulled out a large water bottle that shouldn’t have fit inside. Strangely, the bottle was sealed with a plastic wrap and a tamper-proof seal.  

As if that weren’t enough, she waited until Electress scanned it with a long, rod-shaped device before finally breaking the seal.  

“Hngh… Glug… Glug… Glug… Pwah…”  

After rinsing her mouth and drinking, Meister clutched her forehead, swaying unsteadily.  

“Hah… Hah… S-Sorry… It’s been so long since I last rode a train…”  

“You rarely leave A-City, after all.”  

“Anna… Long time no see… How long has it been…? I can’t remember…”  

Meister pulled out a stick with a hand-shaped attachment from her bag. Yoo Anna hesitated before grabbing the fake hand and shaking it.  

An unbelievably awkward handshake—but Yoo Anna was already used to such things.  

“S-Sorry to bring this up right after meeting, but… Should we go over the schedule first?”  

“I’ll brief you on W-City’s itinerary: Observation of brain cultivation and implant surgery, inspection of production facilities, server connection status check, and if possible, contact with the Black Cat. That’s all.”  

“Should we go see the implant surgery first…? Is that alright, Anna?”  

“Yeah. The excision of the brain infected by the parasite is already done. The implant surgery will start soon.”  

“Okay, then… Excuse me…”  

With a weak voice, Meister pulled out a long rod, wheels, footrests, and various tools from her bag, assembling them into an electric two-wheeled vehicle.  

As Meister rode off on the device—once famously known as a Segway before the monster age—the soldiers quickly formed a defensive formation around her.  

“Isn’t this a bit excessive?”  

“No… Well, this is normal.”  

“It’s Meister we’re talking about.”  

“Still, doesn’t this stand out more? And the fact that all the heroes had to come out…”  

“It’s Meister.”  

Passing through the boundary of District 0 (where civilians were forbidden) and District 1, Meister entered the underground roads leading to the hero headquarters.  

Even at her speeding pace—which was just slightly faster than a normal person’s walk—the heroes and soldiers had no trouble keeping up.  

“Anna, your skin looks much better… I’m jealous… Is it thanks to the Black Cat?”  

“Honestly? Yeah.”  

“So jealous… I saw a photo of the Black Cat. So cute… I wish I could borrow those cat paws too…”  

Leaning tiredly on the handlebars, Meister dozed off before suddenly jerking awake. She then pulled out a sealed disposable pill case and a food pack from her bag.  

After Electress scanned the food and medicine, Meister sucked down the pills and a thick, porridge-like substance.  

“Ah… Sorry for eating while everyone’s working… But if I don’t eat now, I’ll pass out…”  

“I feel bad in many ways…”  

“No, it’s fine… I was curious too…”  

What Meister had just consumed was a stimulant and an energy pack—essentially biofuel packed with condensed nutrients.  

Knowing the unique penalty of Meister’s ability, Yoo Anna apologized, making Meister laugh awkwardly.  

“The parasite consumed and replaced parts of the prefrontal cortex, hippocampus, and temporal lobe… Areas heavily related to superpower human abilities. How was Baal able to draw out the abilities of infected bodies? That’s also curious, but if we can restore the brain, it’ll be a huge help for government research… Right?”  

“Research… You mean that?”  

“Yes. The artificial heroes project. Since human experimentation was banned, progress has been difficult…”  

An inhumane research project that began after the Monster Weaponization Plan was scrapped.  

The heroes of W-City flinched in unison, recalling the horrific dissection reports of countless low-level heroes.  

“…I can’t approve of that kind of research.”  

“But it’s necessary… No matter how much we increase birth rates, humanity’s numbers keep declining due to monster attacks, and the number of heroes is shrinking proportionally. Ah, sorry… I keep saying insensitive things in front of heroes…”  

Her voice devoid of emotion, even Electress narrowed her eyes sharply. Meister awkwardly laughed and apologized.  

Then, one of the soldiers escorting her spoke up in a firm tone,

“It’s a sacrifice for humanity. What Meister proposed was merely the dissection of low-level heroes. Thanks to that, we’ve gained a deeper understanding of hero abilities. The dissected heroes would surely be grateful to Meister.”  

“How about you shut up, you ability-less loser?”  

Electress crackled with electricity, and the soldier immediately tensed and fell silent.  

In the awkward atmosphere, Meister followed Yoo Anna’s guidance into the medical ward.  

Today, the high-tech treatment room—usually filled with injured heroes—was packed with civilian patients.  

“Meister has arrived.”  

[Meister… Apologies, but greetings will have to wait. We’re currently checking the compatibility of the cultured brains.]  

[All cultured brains show no abnormalities.]  

In the observation room overlooking the entire operating theater, Starlight handed Meister a microphone. Meister pulled out a sealed disinfectant spray from her bag and spritzed it before taking the mic.  

In a weary voice, she addressed the surgery team, 

“Please confirm the surgical order once more: Hippocampus, temporal lobe, prefrontal cortex. The culture fluid will accelerate wound regeneration, so don’t make mistakes during excision… We can’t afford to ruin the samples.”  

[…Beginning surgery on the patient.]  

[Commencing operation.]  

The doctors and medical robots of W-City synchronized as the brain implant surgery began. Meister plopped down in front of the large observation window, sipping a drink as she watched.  

“Their surgical skills are impressive… I’d love to take a few back to A-City…”  

“We’ll make the request to W-City.”  

“Meister, W-City is short on doctors.”  

“Ah… Is that so? Then I guess I can’t take them…”  

The soldiers reacted even to Meister’s unconscious muttering.  

Before things could get uncomfortable, Starlight intervened, making Meister sigh regretfully.  

[No. 1, hippocampus secured.]  

[No. 2, hippocampus stabilized.]  

[No. 4, no abnormalities.]  

“If I knew the implantation success rate would be this high, I wouldn’t have made implants for everyone…”  

This surgery was primarily meant to test the viability of the cultured brains. If it failed, mechanical implants would be inserted to assist neural functions.  

Just as everyone thought they might not need the implants—  

[No. 6, temporal lobe unstable.]  

[No. 3, prefrontal cortex not adhering properly.]  

“Hmm… No. 6, prepare the implant. No. 3, inject 3 nanograms of culture fluid. Is that possible?”  

[Did you say nanograms?]  

“Ah… You don’t have the equipment for that here… No choice, then. Use a needle to poke and suture the gaps in the brain, like stitching.”  

Meister provided the solution, and the doctors swiftly carried it out.  

Watching this, Yoo Anna felt conflicted.  

There was no denying that Meister was helpful.  

She was just… Hard to deal with.  

[Surgery complete. Good work, everyone.]  

[Good work.]  

“Full recovery will take about 12 hours… Yawn… Good work, everyone.”  

With the surgery over, Meister yawned and pulled out a movement drone shaped like a stretcher from her bag, handing the remote to Electress.  

Electress accepted it with a complicated expression as Meister curled up on the small, bed-like drone.  

“I’ll be sleeping, so wake me up when we reach the production facility…”  

“You’ve worked hard, Meister.”  

“Haaah…”  

As Meister fell asleep, Electress operated the remote, making the drone hover slightly off the ground.  

Walking beside Yoo Anna, Electress muttered,

“Tch… What an annoying woman.”  

Behind them, the heroes of W-City followed Meister’s drone, whispering among themselves.  

“Is that her ability?”  

“What a bizarre power…”  

Bzzzt…  

From the sleeping Meister’s heart, waves of energy endlessly flowed.  

Even in her sleep, Meister was using her ability.  

The energy radiating from her was barely C-rank—no, even weaker.  

Soon, upon arriving at W-City’s underground production facility, Meister stretched and woke up, saying,

“Hmm… The accessible data on artificial heroes has increased.”  

“Congratulations, Meister!”  

“…Tch.”  

The soldier and Electress had polar opposite reactions.  

Meister’s ability—self-named Dimensional Archive—allowed her to search an unknown entity while asleep, receiving interpretations of observed information.  

An ambiguous, hole-riddled power.  

“But… I don’t understand what it’s saying… Sorry…”  

“You’ll learn in time! You can do it, Meister!”  

This flawed ability was the spark of hope that kept humanity from being annihilated by monsters.  

At the same time, it was like the last wisp of smoke from an extinguished flame.
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After inspecting the production facility, Meister takes another nap.  

While she uses her ability to move around, the heroes of W-City engage in awkward conversations in voices too quiet for the soldiers to hear.  

“About Meister’s ability…”  

“Doesn’t it seem less impressive than we thought?”  

“Right? I thought she was some kind of incredible genius.”  

When Meister mentioned she would inspect W-City’s facilities, the heroes were filled with anticipation, expecting some kind of groundbreaking change.  

But in reality, she just blankly looked around before falling asleep.  

Her words upon waking up were downright disappointing.  

“Not much has changed… Oh, for some reason, meat consumption has spiked. Is the city’s market regulation failing…? Maybe we should take measures…”  

“Thank you for your hard work, Meister!”  

“Yaaawn… Where’s next…?”  

“We still need to check the server connection status and observe the Black Cat.”  

After checking the servers, her only follow-up was to say she’d sleep a little more.  

Briefly waking up, Meister once again remarked that nothing had changed before dozing off again.  

This time, it wasn’t her ability—just actual sleep.  

While Meister slept, the heroes spent their guard duty in what was practically a break time at headquarters.  

“Is that it? After the Black Cat report, we’re done?”  

“Feels kinda empty.”  

“From the records, it seemed like she brought massive changes every time she appeared.”  

“She’s not really doing anything.”  

“She’s not a genius, just a superpower human.”  

Come to think of it, Meister only ever talked and slept—she never directly did anything.  

Even during surgeries, it was always, try this, try that. At other facilities, fix this, pay attention to that.  

If that’s all, was there even a need for her to come all the way to W-City?  

They could’ve just reviewed the recorded footage later.  

“Meister’s ability is just really unique.”  

“Ah, Senior.”  

Yoo Anna approached the heroes, who were filling their stomachs with drinks and hot dogs, and spoke up.  

“Just maintaining facilities is impressive enough. Anyway… She’s quickly identifying if anything’s wrong.”  

“But can she really tell just by glancing like that? Feels like she’s just pretending to look.”  

“Her ability lets her know even with just a glance.” 

Yoo Anna glanced at the B-rank and C-rank heroes, hesitating for a moment.  

Should she explain Meister’s ability in detail?  

Given the situation, it might be better to clarify.  

“…Does anyone know about Meister’s ability, the Dimensional Archive?”  

“We don’t have clearance for detailed info.”  

“I saw a bit before the info got restricted, so I kinda know… It’s like a future-sight ability where superpower human senses are maximized, right?”  

“No, not even close.”  

Sighing at the confident but incorrect answer, Yoo Anna grabbed a coffee from the machine and explained.  

“To put it simply, it’s something that answers questions. When she uses her ability and falls asleep, she contacts something unknown in her dreams, and it gives her information humans don’t know.”  

“Huh? Something unknown… Like a god?”  

“Some interpret it that way, but Meister says it’s not a god.”  

“How would she… Oh.”  

The heroes all had the same thought.  

She must’ve asked, Are you a god?  

“So… Even if it looks like she’s just glancing at the facilities, she’s actually asking, Are there any problems with these facilities? And she gets an immediate answer?”  

“Right.”  

“Wait, isn’t that an incredible ability?”  

“That means we don’t need multiple people to inspect facilities.”  

“Just have Meister take a quick look and ask if there’s a problem here…”  

“No, wouldn’t she not even need to look? Just ask, Are there any issues in human-inhabited cities lately?”  

“Well… It doesn’t work like that. Meister’s ability… Has a lot of problems.”  

If it were that simple, she’d be checking everything alone.  

Yoo Anna’s voice turned bitter as she began explaining the fatal flaws in Meister’s ability.  

“I can’t explain in full detail, but first—okay. Can anyone here answer what this coffee I’m holding is?”  

“Uh… Synthetic coffee produced at W-City’s factory?”  

“Slightly sour beans, warm, available from a vending machine?”  

“Right, that level of answer is enough. But this coffee is in my hand, from W-City, from a vending machine, right? If you don’t ask a specific question covering all that, the answers go wild.”  

“Huh?”  

“For example, if you ask, What coffee do W-City heroes drink? You’d get all the info about coffee consumed in the city—the beans’ origin, why we drink it, its taste and composition, sales figures, just everything.”  

“That’s… Kinda too much information?”  

“So for Meister to ask properly, she has to see it herself and ask, ‘Is there a problem with this thing I’m looking at?’”  

“Meaning if she asks, ‘Are there issues with W-City’s production facilities?’ she’s not just checking for current problems, but also past issues and potential future ones?”  

“The key is that whatever answers Meister isn’t a god. If she doesn’t bring new information to the question, it only answers based on existing knowledge.”  

“I think I get it… Wow, this ability is a real headache.”  

If you don’t strictly limit the question’s scope, you get uselessly excessive answers.  

Without seeing it firsthand, you can’t ask, Is there a problem with this thing I’m looking at?  

If you need a new answer but ask without seeing it again, you only get past information.  

“The biggest problem is that Meister isn’t some genius…”  

Meister is barely a D-rank superpower human.  

Her ability’s output is low, so the number of times she can use it—ask questions—is limited.  

That’s why she’s always collapsing from exhaustion, practically addicted to overusing her ability.  

“Meister can’t remember all the answers at once. She doesn’t instantly understand everything when she sees the answer. She has to review it repeatedly, ask follow-up questions to make sense of it.”  

“Questions to understand the answers…”  

“Plus, only Meister can see the answers. Whenever something’s needed, she wakes up and writes them down bit by bit, but if she can’t recall parts, she has to use her ability again to ask and hear the answer.”  

Meister’s ability only answers—it doesn’t force understanding.  

Also, Meister isn’t skilled enough to actually make the things she gets answers about.  

Whenever she wants to create something, she writes down detailed info about the item, its materials, and how to produce them.  

Then, companies use that info to realize and manufacture what Meister found.  

Meister is a human search engine and printer, and one with performance below expectations.  

“If the answer’s too long, Meister can’t process it all… A bad question risks overloading her.”  

“Wait, does that mean Meister handles all the abilities’ computations?”  

“It’s her ability.”  

The output, computations, and energy needed for a human to use an ability—all the processing for answers—are automatically consumed by her heart and brain.  

If she asks a question with too many answers, her own ability could kill her.  

As this realization dawned on the heroes, the image of Meister, who always looked exhausted, flashed through their minds.  

“…Isn’t this ability kinda flawed?”  

“The more I hear, the less she sounds like humanity’s hero, the legendary genius Meister.”  

“Right. Meister isn’t a genius—just a superpower human. And that flawed ability is what saved humanity.”  

Just then, Iron Might approached, eating a large sandwich.  

“The new-material shelters that withstand monsters, food production to sustain daily life, construction drones that quickly rebuild residential areas—all of that came from Meister’s ability. Without her, all non-superpower humans would’ve died.”  

“We know that, but…”  

“It’s just… The ability’s so unreliable.”  

“Unreliable? You idiots should be calling it garbage.”  

From behind Iron Might, Electress stepped forward and ripped a chunk out of his sandwich—the part with the most meat and cheese.  

The W-City heroes stared as she ate the stolen bite.  

“What? I’m hungry too. Energy Emission-types have terrible efficiency—don’t you W-City morons know that?”  

“That’s not why.”  

“Then what? Mad, I interrupted? Just telling you dumbasses to stop idolizing Meister so much. I don’t like her either.”  

As the heroes side-eyed Iron Might, he expressionlessly shifted the topic.  

“Meister’s ability might be lacking and unreliable, but she is a true hero… She kept asking questions that could’ve killed her, compiling info to help humanity. Everything we eat, this building—it’s all thanks to her. Especially early in the monster outbreaks, when no one knew how to handle them, she was a huge help—”  

“Yeah, and now she’s like chewed-out gum or fruit peel scraps.”  

You can keep chewing it or brew tea with it, but the real use is long gone.  

Electress’s cold assessment made the W-City heroes exchange glances.  

“Can she really say that?”  

“She’s still the hero who let humanity survive the monster era.”  

“Is this superpower human elitism…?”  

“She’s here to guard Meister, too.”  

Tsk. Electress clicked her tongue, snatched Iron Might’s drink, and took a sip.  

“You think I wanted to guard her? If we didn’t, the government pigs would pull some shady stunt. I didn’t want to come back to this moron-infested city either.”  

She shoved the drink back at Iron Might, annoyed.  

“She helped early on, but now she’s more of a hindrance… Causing chaos, fattening up government pigs.”  

Sigh.  

Meister brings chaos.  

Yoo Anna silently agreed, recalling an incident from long ago.  

To overcome the monster era, each city’s research departments and high-ranking officials debated endlessly before settling on a solution:  The Monster Weaponization Project.  

As S-rank heroes, both Yoo Anna and Iron Might had access to detailed records of Meister’s answers.  

The question the government officials asked Meister and demanded answers to: 

[Can monsters that don’t antagonize humans exist?]  

[Can humans create such monsters?]  

The answer was yes.  

Driven by that single word, they tried to tame monsters.  

Monsters that seemed subdued by drugs and machines—or pretended to be.  

Until they rampaged, killing countless heroes and civilians.  

The Monster Weaponization Project failed like a nightmare.  

The causes: lack of information, time, and… The attempt itself.  

If there had been no hope, they wouldn’t have tried.  

“Her biggest problem is that she answers even near-impossible questions with possible… No.”  

Even now, some refuse to abandon the Monster Weaponization Project.  

Some are still pushing the Artificial Superpower human Project.  

Everyone who lived through that nightmare says the same thing:  If only Meister’s ability had been stronger back then.  

If only she could’ve asked more questions.  

Reaching the same conclusion, Meister overworked herself to uncover more information.  

Pushing her overclocked ability to the brink, bleeding, starving—she never stopped.  

Meister never had time to grow as a superpower human.  

“Being weak is the problem.”  

A weak superpower human is just a tool to be consumed by the government and humanity.
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“If that woman had done just a little better, the heroes wouldn’t have been treated like that.”

The precedent set by Meister became shackles around the ankles of heroes who grew stronger while fighting monsters.

Heroes who had to obey government orders, the system, and the tools created to support that system.

Meister was no genius and couldn’t fully grasp the consequences of her actions.

Used by high-ranking government officials, she always realizes too late, shouldering the blame, and is left with nothing but regret.

“The most pathetic part is that even after being used like that, she still helps with things like creating artificial heroes.”

“Meister is just trying to help everyone.”

“Keep making strange efforts, huh? How much damage has been caused by weaponizing monsters? What about the problems from dissecting heroes?”

Yoo Anna couldn’t refute and closed her mouth.

Truthfully, Meister was indeed at the center of countless incidents.

Not just the monster weaponization incident, but also the plan to mass-produce combat drones to handle Sub-Terror-class monsters, the plan to enhance soldiers’ equipment, all of which only served to bolster the private armies of high-ranking officials.

Even Kage, who despised incompetence, couldn’t purge the useless government personnel because they had been handed the master codes for city management.

Meister, despite her frail body, was a hero who saved humanity, but she was too weak to bear everything alone.

Thus, unable to cut out the rot, she decayed along with it.

“…It’s not that I dislike her. But it’s true that Meister is weak.”

At Electress’s muttering, laden with complex emotions, the heroes of W-City felt a strange sentiment.

Corrupt high-ranking officials were like parasites clinging to humanity, sucking their blood and bloating themselves even in this ruined world.

Without the power to protect oneself, even a hero who saved humanity becomes nothing more than a tool for them.

“If only we could cut out those piglets, Meister could’ve grown stronger too.”

A superpower human must be strong.

Both in body and mind.

To protect humanity, sometimes you must kill some of them.

That was the ideology of A-City’s heroes.

This, too, was something Meister had created.

***

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

Meister, now awake, spoke in a slightly revived voice as she pulled out a bed-shaped drone from a small bag and lay back down.

Electress tossed the drone’s remote control to Yoo Anna and began directing A-City’s heroes and soldiers.

“Final briefing. The Black Cat’s current location is Central Park in District 3. The rendezvous point is the rooftop of the designated building. Heroes stand by in the surrounding area in case of emergencies. Soldiers, secure the stairs and elevators inside the building leading to the rooftop.”

“Starlight, let me say this again—if Meister gets even slightly hurt—”

“Shut up, you incompetent. How dare you lecture an S-rank hero?”

Electress glared at the soldier who warned her out of concern for Meister, then led the heroes away. Yoo Anna boarded an unmanned vehicle with Meister.

As they moved toward their destination under invisible escort to meet the Black Cat, Meister revealed her complicated feelings.

“Anna, it’s just the two of us now.”

“…Yeah, Nam Kyung.”

“This feels awkward.”

“It’s been a while.”

Back when she was still an A-rank hero, Yoo Anna had guarded Meister and built a friendship with her.

But that was long ago. Meister, her memories hazy from brain overload, spoke up.

“The last time we saw each other was when you became an S-rank hero and left A-City…?”

“I didn’t see you that day. That was the day you coughed up blood.”

“Was it? Ah, I remember now. It was when my questions backfired and my ability refluxed.”

“The last time I saw you was the day I was appointed as an S-rank hero. You analyzed my ability and figured out which city would be the best fit for me.”

“Right. I passed out, and when I woke up, you were already gone.”

“I’ve been feeling sorry about that.”

“No, I’m the one who should apologize… For not properly analyzing your ability.”

The dark, damp atmosphere weighed heavily. Yoo Anna forced a smile and said,

“No, what you told me back then helped a lot. W-City is… Tough, but I like it.”

“Did I… Help you, Anna?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a relief.”

Seeing Meister’s genuine relief, Yoo Anna’s voice filled with concern.

“Are you okay? With how things are now.”

This wasn’t a conversation between heroes but between personal friends—Nam Kyung and Yoo Anna—laden with complicated implications.

The fact that A-City’s high-ranking officials, who had never let Meister go before, permitted her to come all the way to W-City meant one of two things: Either Meister’s importance had diminished, or she had gained that much freedom.

In the early days, when nothing was known about monsters, a single word from Meister held immense influence.

But now, with powerful heroes replacing her role and accumulated experience in countermeasures… Meister was like a chicken rib—useless yet not disposable.

To Kage, she was both a wall to overcome and a fellow hero.

To the government, she was both an idol to the citizens and a tool they couldn’t let go of.

The moment her value dropped, the choice of the corrupt officials was predictable: Kill Meister, who knew too many government secrets, and pin it on Kage.

Meister stood at the center of A-City’s cold, silent political warfare.

Seeing Yoo Anna tense, Meister let out a rare laugh.

“You’re still so sentimental, Anna. Worrying about me.”

“It’d be weird if I didn’t.”

“You’re the only one who worries about me as a person—sincerely, purely.”

Another loaded statement.

Meister closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and explained her current situation to Yoo Anna, who looked bitter.

“The reason I could come to W-City this time is that both sides found it mutually beneficial. There are still many in the government who haven’t given up on the Monster Weaponization Project. You don’t need to worry too much about me. Ho-young is increasing his influence over me… so I’ll be fine for now.”

“Right now…”

“Sorry, I read your thoughts.”

Meister could read fragments of others’ thoughts by applying her ability.

Other heroes and high-ranking officials found this usage extremely uncomfortable, but Yoo Anna felt nothing in particular.

She knew Meister didn’t read minds with ill intent—that she wasn’t the type to abuse her power.

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“Hehe… You’re still the same, Anna.”

Meister felt at ease seeing Yoo Anna’s genuine relief but also a pang of regret.

“I wish you could’ve stayed in A-City…”

“You were the one who said I had to go to W-City.”

“My ability gave that answer. But… Personally, I wanted you to stay.”

Her ability’s responses always took precedence over her own desires.

Yoo Anna sighed silently, watching Meister.

The ability known as Dimensional Archive was too heavy for Nam Kyung, for Meister.

Every hero bore power and responsibility too great for one person, but hers was especially crushing.

“I wonder what kind of monster the Black Cat is. I’m curious, but also scared.”

“Don’t be scared. Really, it’s much tamer than you’d think.”

“Ah… I’m not scared of the Black Cat. No matter what happens, you’ll protect me, right?”

Inside the elevator of the building occupied by heroes and soldiers.

Meister’s meaningful words lingered as they reached the rooftop. Yoo Anna emitted an energy wave to summon the Black Cat.

The standard summoning method—feeding the Black Cat meat.

As Yoo Anna pulled out meat and Churu from her bag, the Black Cat, napping in the park, leaped up to the rooftop.

“Mrrow?”

The Black Cat’s eyes widened upon seeing Meister.

Perhaps surprised by the unfamiliar face, it was visibly startled. Yoo Anna subtly mimed zipping her lips at Meister—a sign to stay quiet.

Meister, who had briefly dozed off after seeing the Black Cat, woke up and exclaimed,

“It’s really safe…? This monster won’t attack unless I attack first, it says.”

Her ability confirmed its safety. Then, the Black Cat, ignoring Yoo Anna entirely, blinked with curiosity and approached Meister.

“Wow, it’s bigger than I thought?”

“Ah, ah—!”

The Black Cat circled Meister before allowing her to pet its head without resistance.

Meister, rarely wide-eyed in surprise, and the Black Cat, sniffing her.

The sight left Yoo Anna with an odd feeling.

It took me forever just to pet its head, and even now, it startles if I try… Yet it lets Meister do it right away…

No, the Black Cat must’ve sensed Meister isn’t a bad person. Not attacking is a relief, right?

But even now, unless it’s Churu or expensive beef, it won’t let me pet its head…

“To think such a tame monster really exists…”

“O-oh, it must be in a good mood today. It’s even calmer than usual.”

“Mroow?”

Yoo Anna’s discomfort seeped into her voice. The Black Cat let out a questioning meow.

She quickly pulled out a tube of squeezed Churu and offered it.

“Mrrowrrr!”

“Is this Churu? The treat cats eat?”

“Yeah. I’ve been trying to tame it with this, but it’s still a dangerous monster, so be careful.”

“If it likes cat treats, would it like this too?”

As Yoo Anna fed the Black Cat and scratched its head, Meister pulled out a sealed pack of food from her small waist bag.

A premium blend of minced chicken, assorted meats, and vegetables—a small but high-quality meal meant for Meister herself.

“Some people call this human Churu… It’s soy sauce chicken galbi flavor.”

“Mrrowrr… Mrooow?!”

“Ah—ah!”

Meister squeezed out a bit of the paste, delicious even to human tastes. The Black Cat made a sound it had never made before, licking rapidly.

Its rough tongue grazed Meister’s hand, causing her to drop the pack. The Black Cat levitated it with telekinesis, squeezing the contents into its mouth.

“Telekinesis…! It’s really skilled.”

“Mrrooww!”

After devouring the soy sauce chicken galbi, the Black Cat pressed close to Meister, begging for more.

“I guess it liked my human Churu.”

“Y-yeah, seems so…”

Yoo Anna’s feelings grew even more complicated.

It’s good that the Black Cat isn’t attacking Meister, but why does it like her so much? I’ve been giving it expensive Churu too…

“Maybe you’d like spicy chicken galbi too…?”

“Mrrowrrr!”

“A monster that likes human food… How fascinating.”

“Ah… Maybe it’s related to why the Black Cat doesn’t attack humans…”

Meister’s monotone voice as she petted the Black Cat’s head only made Yoo Anna’s inexplicable frustration grow.

It never wagged its tail like that for me…
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“Meow.”  

After finishing all the food, the Black Cat let out a cute meow followed by a yawn.  

The Black Cat, who always grew cold once it was done eating, as if its business was finished, for some reason today, gazed quietly at Meister with eyes full of interest.  

“It’s not like there’s anything special about the food from W-City, and it’s not like it’s refraining from attacking just because it was fed… It just seems like a well-behaved monster.”  

“Ah, ah…!”  

Meister, trying to analyze the Black Cat calmly, reached out and stroked under its chin.  

Every time a rumbling sound, like that of a motorcycle engine, could be heard, Yoo Anna’s heart pounded loudly.  

It never once let me touch under its chin, yet it’s allowing it so easily…  

“It really is an incomprehensible variant… Not attacking humans and being this docile.”  

During the era of attempting to weaponize monsters, the ones that seemed tamed always demanded rewards.  

The eyes of those monsters instilled fear—that they could go berserk at any moment if not satisfied even slightly.  

Unlike those beasts, the Black Cat had an innocent gaze, as if it were just a house cat.  

“To think such a monster could really exist… My ability wasn’t wrong after all.”  

Meister smiled bitterly and withdrew her hand from the Black Cat.  

Meister’s ability, the Dimensional Archive, is absolute.  

It always speaks only the truth.  

If that truth doesn’t manifest in reality, it’s because the one who asked was lacking.  

Because the one being questioned, Nam Kyung, was insufficient.  

“It’s about time to head back. Thanks for letting me touch you.”  

With a complicated expression, as if smiling and crying at the same time, Meister bid farewell to the Black Cat, who licked its lips regretfully.  

The Black Cat, seemingly understanding the words, leaped off the rooftop and disappeared. The previously silent communication channel quickly filled with the voices of soldiers and heroes.  

[The Black Cat has disappeared.]  

[End of Discussion.]  

[Meister, are you alright?]  

[No issues with civilian control. Starlight, please move swiftly to the vehicle.]  

[Don’t you dare order an S-rank hero around, soldier.]  

Yoo Anna carefully observed Meister, who had grown quiet after stroking the Black Cat.  

Inside the elevator descending underground, the heavy air carried an expression unable to fully conceal deep melancholy.  

“Are you okay?”  

“Ah… I’m fine. It’s just…”  

When Yoo Anna asked worriedly, Nam Kyung—unable to maintain the persona of Meister—replied in a trembling, thin voice.  

“…My ability never makes mistakes.”  

A monster that doesn’t attack humans and even protects them could exist.  

Perhaps, if Nam Kyung had tried just a little harder, she could have created a monster like the Black Cat?  

If her ability had been just a bit stronger, maybe so many citizens wouldn’t have died or been hurt?  

“If only I were stronger, if only I’d asked the right questions, if only I’d… Handled my ability properly…”  

The ones who bear the responsibility for the failure of the Monster Weaponization Project aren’t the high-ranking government officials who pushed the plan forward.  

Just a weak hero with an exceptional ability.  

Only one person.  

“Nam Kyung, you did your best. It wasn’t your fault that things turned out that way.”  

“You’re still so kind, Anna… Just like Ho-young. Both of you lost someone precious because of me, yet…”  

“It wasn’t because of you. Neither Kage nor I blame you. Not even a little…”  

“Thank you for saying that, Anna. But… You know.”  

Nam Kyung smiled awkwardly and pointed to her own head.  

The ability to analyze and partially read others’ thoughts through their power.  

“I know you both resented me. That’s what this ability tells me.”  

Nam Kyung can read the hidden thoughts of others—thoughts they can’t bear to face.  

The truths concealed behind gentle words of comfort, the unconscious feelings, all of it, vaguely.  

“Sorry for reading your thoughts. Sorry for being such an unpleasant person.”  

“Then ask your ability how I feel about you right now. I truly don’t resent you at all.”  

“I know you’ve already forgiven me, and I’m grateful. But… The fact that I caused you and Hyena pain doesn’t change.”  

Guilt and responsibility coiled around Nam Kyung like sharp thorns.  

Yoo Anna realized that no words could comfort Nam Kyung and felt crushed by helplessness.  

Meister forced a smile, stepped out of the elevator, and lay back down on the bed-shaped drone.  

“Then, Anna, I’ll ask about what kind of monster the Black Cat is.”  

“Rest a little first.”  

“I can’t. I need to finish the schedule quickly so I can ask about your ability again. I recently found out that if I use my ability while on stimulants, my processing power improves slightly. This time, maybe I can handle the amount of information about your ability—”  

“I don’t need that, just—!”  

“Let me do this much for you, at least. It’s fine, I’m used to it.”  

Meister closed her eyes as if fleeing from Yoo Anna.  

Exhausted as always, Meister fell asleep almost immediately.  

The pulsating wavelength of her ability made Yoo Anna sigh as she operated the drone.  

“This is Starlight. Moving out.”  

After reporting, Yoo Anna set the unmanned vehicle in motion and quietly looked down at the sleeping Meister.  

An ability one cannot handle is no different from a curse.  

Yet, she continues to wield that unbearable curse out of a sense of duty.  

Meister has saved man,y but has also made choices that led to the deaths of many heroes and civilians.  

Trusting that the answer would help humanity, she made sacrifices.  

As a result, a superpower human named Kage was created.  

A hero must never fail.  

They must be strong.  

Incompetence is a sin.  

All that remains for Meister is a desperate sense of responsibility—to atone, even if it costs her own life.  

Strangled by her own ability.  

“…It’s a terrible ability. Truly.”  

“…Cough.”  

The moment Yoo Anna muttered those words in frustration—  

The thick scent of blood seeped out with a cough.  

Remembering the situation, Yoo Anna hastily stood up and checked Meister’s condition.  

Thump, thump—the irregular pulse of her ability, the veins bulging on her pale face.  

Ability overload.  

“Ugh, kuh…!”  

“Nam Kyung, snap out of it! Nam Kyung!”  

Yoo Anna slapped Nam Kyung’s cheeks, trying to wake her, but the situation only worsened.  

Blood foamed at her throat, her heart faltering under the strain of excessive computation.  

Meister’s ability wouldn’t stop.  

“Electress! Get to the vehicle now!”  

[What… No way—?]  

BAM! Electress burst into the moving vehicle, flinging the rear door open.  

Seeing the blood gushing from Nam Kyung’s mouth and her fading heartbeat, Electress didn’t hesitate—she clasped her hands and adjusted her ability.  

“Move! Starlight!”  

“Wait, her airway’s still blocked!”  

“Hurry!”  

Yoo Anna tore open Meister’s clothes while Electress placed her palms below her chest.  

ZAP! An electric shock stimulated the heart, causing blood to gush from her mouth.  

[What’s happening?! Breaking formation—!]  

“Shut the hell up and focus on coordinating! If the road gets blocked even for a second, you’re all dead!”  

“Nam Kyung… Nam Kyung, wake up…! HQ! Prep the treatment room! Now!” 

“You damn brat! If you die, I swear—!”  

Yoo Anna, trying to prevent Meister’s rapidly cooling body from dropping further, sucked the pooled blood from her throat and spat it out.  

With every shock Electress delivered, Meister’s body convulsed. 

Each time, the ability’s output surged, veins bulging on her forehead.  

“No, this is…”  

Yoo Anna’s hero intuition flashed through her mind.  

Ability overload—a brain unable to handle the computations, a heart unable to supply the energy needed.  

Every time Yoo Anna adjusted her body temperature and Electress delivered a shock, that energy was being used for computation.  

Using others’ abilities as fuel, burning her own brain.  

“Electress, stop the shocks.”  

“Are you insane?! If this brat dies now, we’re both screwed!”  

“We’re trying to save her, so stop! Now! Perform CPR manually!”  

To save Meister, they couldn’t use their abilities.  

Hearing Yoo Anna’s order, Electress—guided by the same intuition—widened her eyes.  

“I—I don’t know CPR!”  

“Then move!”  

Yoo Anna shoved Electress aside and pressed down on Meister’s chest with both hands.  

Basic emergency measures—no abilities.  

As the tense moments passed, the vehicle arrived at HQ, where soldiers swarmed in panic.  

“Meister!”  

“What—what are you doing?!”  

“Electress, was this your doing?!”  

“Step back! Starlight! How dare you lay hands on Meister?!”  

The soldiers blocking the rear of the vehicle aimed their weapons after seeing the blood and torn clothes.  

Immediately, Electress unleashed lightning, paralyzing them and destroying their weapons.  

“You insane bastards! Useless normies, stay the hell out of the way!”  

“One, two, three, four…”  

“Telekinetic! Over here! Now!”  

“No! Don’t use emission-type abilities!”  

“Move!”  

At Electress’ command, the hero, gathering telekinetic force, halted, and Iron Might entered the vehicle.  

With the strength of his trained body, Iron Might lifted the bed-shaped drone carrying Yoo Anna and Meister. Alongside other heroes, he rushed toward the treatment room at a speed far surpassing the drone’s.  

Upon arrival, the waiting doctors nervously grabbed their equipment.  

Defibrillator pads attached to Meister’s body, electricity—untainted by abilities—jolting her heart.  

The sound of suction clearing the blood from her throat, the gradually stabilizing heartbeat—Electress and Yoo Anna exhaled in relief.  

Then, the trembling soldiers approached, scowling.  

“Performing CPR on Meister?! Do you know how many ribs you must’ve broken?!”  

“Electress, why didn’t you use electric shocks?!”  

“Even in an emergency, how dare you touch Meister without reporting to us first—?!”  

“Starlight! Why did you oppose the telekinetic moving Meister with her ability?! We’ll formally protest this!”  

“Stop the surgery now! We can’t trust W-City!”  

“Just as we thought—trying to assassinate Meister for Kage’s power! Ugh…! Gah…!”  

Non-superpower humans cannot sense what superpower humans feel.  

They couldn’t intuitively grasp why abilities had to be stopped, nor would they understand even if explained.  

Resentful that the heroes they once commanded as tools now act beyond their control.  

Without a word, Electress released her ability, knocking out the noisy soldiers.  

“Ah, damn these fucking bastards…”  

This time, Yoo Anna didn’t stop her.
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[It’s good that Meister is unharmed. Have her protected in W-City for the time being.]  

“What are you planning to do now? Are you going to use this as another opportunity for political maneuvering?”  

After Meister, still unconscious, was moved to the recovery room, Kage summoned Yoo Anna to brief her on the situation reported by the heroes of A-City.  

Despite the shocking news, Kage’s voice sounded oddly pleased, prompting Yoo Anna to press him. With a shrug, Kage confirmed her suspicions.  

[It wasn’t intentional, but I can’t let a good opportunity slip by. Not when we have such valuable material.]  

The valuable material Kage referred to was footage of A-City soldiers aiming their guns at the heroes trying to save Meister.  

Recorded through the hero cams of A-City’s heroes, it was obvious how the public would react to such a scene.  

“Soldiers who only got in the way during Meister’s crisis—heroes are the ones who protect the world, huh? You’re going to spin it like that?”  

[You’ve learned a bit about politics, Starlight.]  

“You—!“  

His mocking applause and praise made Yoo Anna sigh in exasperation.  

“I won’t say your political games are bad—after all, I’ve benefited from them too. But can’t you at least tone it down a little?”  

[Don’t dismiss politics, Starlight.]  

“I’m not dismissing them. I know they’re necessary. What annoys me is how you never consult anyone—you just use us as you please.”  

[Of course, you should help. It’s for the sake of superpower humans, and in the end, you’ve gained a lot from it too, haven’t you?]  

“You—you’ve been using all the heroes like this, haven’t you? Meister, me, Electress… Couldn’t you at least talk to us before exploiting us?”  

Heroes must be strong. The strongest heroes must bear everything.  

Was it because he believed himself to be the greatest hero?  

Kage had always had a tendency to try and handle everything alone.  

[I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I don’t plan and move based on everything—I just anticipate and act according to the situation.]  

“That’s exactly why I’m telling you to at least ask for opinions before you act!”  

[You want me to discuss, consult, and confirm everyone’s intentions before moving? That’s too slow… Your way is far too slow, Starlight.]  

“And yours is too fast. You’ve just been lucky not to make any mistakes so far. But if you do—!”  

[As long as I don’t make mistakes, it’s fine.]  

“Do you really think that makes sense?”  

[Superpower humans exist to make the impossible possible. I’ll take responsibility. Those under me just need to follow silently.]  

“And how do you plan to take responsibility for the people you’ve used and sacrificed?”  

[By repaying them with peace.]  

His confident answer made Yoo Anna sigh again. Though they were heading in the same direction, it felt like they were running on completely parallel lines.  

“In the end, you are doing this for everyone. That’s why, even if I get annoyed at you, I won’t stop you. I know your methods are effective. But this… Isn’t this going too far?”  

[What are you talking about?]  

“Why are the A-City soldiers like that? They weren’t this bad before.”  

[Incompetence? Ignorance? What exactly are you asking?]  

“Why are they so hostile toward heroes?”  

Beyond incompetence or ignorance, the soldiers of A-City acted as if superpower humans were their enemies.  

Heroes assassinating Meister? That made no sense.  

[Soldiers are just the government’s dogs—private soldiers for high-ranking officials. They were probably taught to distrust me.]  

“You’re saying they think Kage is trying to assassinate Meister to seize power?”  

[That’s idiotic. Killing Meister wouldn’t bring power—it would only incite public backlash.]  

Even if she is a weak hero, she is still a hero.  

The citizens of each city still supported Meister, even now that other heroes had taken her place.  

And Kage, who prioritized heroes, would never kill Meister.  

The heroes who had worked with Kage believed that without a doubt.  

[Yet they suspect I would kill Meister because of the government’s propaganda.]  

Because Kage was at the center of the news that still circulated—the news of Meister killing the parents and mentors of countless heroes.  

Because Kage, backed by the support of citizens and heroes, threatened the positions of high-ranking government officials.  

[To be swayed by such things… They can only be called inferior. That’s why I must lead.]  

Superior heroes must protect the inferior.  

That mindset was hard to criticize, but Yoo Anna’s frustration didn’t fade.  

“Have you even tried talking to the soldiers?”  

[Talking…?]  

“The soldiers—they weren’t just hostile toward us. They were afraid. Does that make sense? Soldiers, police, firefighters—they’re supposed to work with heroes to protect citizens. So why would they fear heroes?”  

[Isn’t it obvious? Their masters—the pigs in the government—see me as an enemy.]  

“Then you should teach them. You should tell them you’re not their enemy.”  

[A waste of time. Even if I convinced a few foot soldiers, the government would just replace them.]  

“And in the meantime, the soldiers will keep seeing heroes as enemies… This time it was Meister, but next time, they might turn against heroes under the pretense of protecting citizens.”  

[They’re just humans.]  

No matter what weapons humans wielded, they posed no threat to high-ranking heroes.  

Superpower humans were beyond human, transcendent beings, monsters.  

What made them heroes was their resolve to protect humanity.  

“Kage, soldiers are citizens too—people we should protect.”  

[Yes, foolish ones who work hard to fatten up corrupt pigs.]  

“So you’re just going to leave them as enemies? The other heroes seem to dislike the soldier,s too.”  

[It’ll sort itself out once we deal with the head.]  

“And the soldiers who’ll be sacrificed in the process? Just unavoidable casualties?”  

Kage’s goal was to replace the corrupt high-ranking officials with capable heroes.  

Even if some humans had to be sacrificed, cutting out the rot was necessary to save the rest, so he didn’t hesitate.  

And in this era, Kage’s choice was the right one.  

“…That kind of thinking is only going to create more people who fear heroes. We can’t be like that.”  

[Naïve, Starlight… The time for dialogue has long passed. They’ve used Meister as a tool for too long—they’re drunk on their own power.]  

Yoo Anna knew that the festering corruption in the government had to be purged for the sake of the people.  

But they couldn’t forget what it meant to be heroes.  

To Yoo Anna, Kage was becoming less and less like a hero.  

Yet she couldn’t blame him—not in this insane age of monsters.  

In a mad world, the sane were the mad ones.  

And the mad one here was Yoo Anna.  

“In this era… you’re the one who’s right. Your methods are more effective.”  

[How gracious of you, Starlight, to acknowledge my ways.]  

“That’s why I’ll keep pointing out the flaws in your methods.”  

As Yoo Anna glared at Kage through the screen, he, who had been sipping coffee, narrowed his eyes sharply.  

“You’re doing what someone has to do, so I won’t stop you. But I will find a better way.”  

In this era, Yoo Anna’s way was far too slow.  

But she wouldn’t compromise.  

Because a hero never gave up—not if it meant saving even one more person.  

[As expected…]  

Kukuku. Kage chuckled, setting down his coffee.  

[Fine. Hesitate and agonize all you want. You’re frustrating, but you’ve always been right. Annoyingly so…]  

A strange sense of inferiority flickered in his eyes—the same look Yoo Anna remembered from when Kage had once regarded her with inexplicable hostility.  

Meeting her gaze through the screen, Kage ended the call with a final remark.  

[Keep searching for my flaws. Surpass reality as a hero greater than me.]  

Do what only you can do.  

Beep.  

After the call ended, Yoo Anna left the comms room with a heavy heart.  

Her destination was the operations room, where all the heroes had gathered.  

Inside, the handcuffed soldiers of A-City were already in conversation with the heroes of W-City.  

“So, you’re saying Meister’s ability went out of control, and you had to force a shutdown? It wasn’t an assassination or anything sketchy…”  

“We can’t trust that. In the end, it’s just the heroes’ words. From the start, sending such a small escort for Meister was suspicious—this must be part of your secret operation…”  

“Ah, for fuck’s sake—listen! If we wanted to do something to you or Meister, we would’ve killed you already! Two S-rank heroes and nearly ten A-rank—do you have any idea what we could do if we wanted? A single S-rank could kill you all, so what kind of assassination is this?”  

“If there are no survivors, it would be an assassination.”  

Knocked out by Electress’s ability, the soldiers had been brought not to a prison but to the operations room, where they were now being briefed on why the heroes had performed CPR on Meister.  

“See? This is what we call ability coupling. A coupling with a guy—disgusting to think about, but when abilities harmonize instead of repel, they can fuse like this.”  

“That’s why, if we tried to save Meister using abilities, her body would absorb that energy and keep overloading…”  

“An electric shock from a machine and an electric shock from an ability are different. Got it?”  

“But the heroes… Kage’s power… Meister was an obstacle…”  

“Goddammit—argh! What do I have to say to make you drop this ‘Kage’s power, Meister assassination, secret operation’ bullshit?! Kage, that bastard! Kage, that fucking moron! Happy now?!”  

“Hey, quiet down. The A-City heroes are listening.”  

“More importantly, if we wanted to kill Meister, would we have put her in a treatment room? We could’ve just let her die in the car. Meister? She’s practically D-rank. Even I could kill her if I wanted—you think an S-rank hero couldn’t?”  

The longer the conversation went on, the more the soldiers, who had initially bristled like cornered strays, began to show not hostility, but doubt.  

They, too, were human.  

Not inferior beings compared to heroes—just fellow humans.  

“So… You really had no choice but to perform CPR?”  

“W-we almost killed Meister with our own hands… If we’d been any slower…”  

“We’re the ones who did something stupid…”  

“But still, in the end, it’s just the hero’s word…”  

If you talk, you can understand.  

***

I sat on the rooftop, chewing on jerky as I quietly observed District 0.  

Seeing in person someone I’d only ever seen inside the box called a TV—even now, as a monster, it was a strange experience.  

Meister—the hero of the era I’d watched on TV every day as a child.  

The genius superhuman who laid the foundation for humanity’s survival in the age of monsters.  

And a woman with many, many oddities.  

The first time I saw Meister’s face next to Starlight’s, I was struck by how surreal it was to see a face from my memories right in front of me.  

Then, there was this scent coming from her body.  

Faint, as if buried under layers of thick blankets, but unmistakably familiar. 

And the food pack Meister gave me.  

The contents were completely different, but the packaging was something I’d seen before.  

“A lab?”  

She didn’t seem like a researcher, though.  

I focused my senses on the faint scent drifting from District 0—the distinct odor of the chemicals they used.  

A smell I could never forget.  
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If it were just about the food packs, I could understand that the lab needs to make money, so they might be selling inventions or something. But the fact that their scent lingers suggests there’s some kind of connection.  

However, the very fact that the scent is detectable implies their connection isn’t that deep.  

The researchers know they reek of chemicals, so they go to great lengths to wash off the smell.  

Probably to avoid being detected by the experimental subjects they’ve released in the city.  

Only sensitive monsters would be able to pick up on such a faint scent.  

It’s hard to believe Meister is so careless a researcher that she’d let me catch her scent.  

To be sure, I got closer, rubbing my head against her to sniff, and found out more.  

The source of the smell wasn’t Meister’s body—it was her bag.  

Inside the bag was something related to the lab.  

Beyond that, I couldn’t tell without opening it.  

Meister is under strict protection in District 0.  

To find out anything in this situation, I’d have to act too aggressively.  

Maybe I should wait for the moment she steps outside again…  

I left one cat behind and moved on.  

As I headed to another District to hunt more monsters, Sagugu appeared before me.  

“Mew? It’s brother!”  

I glanced around, but the only thing in sight was Sagugu.  

District 5… I landed on the rooftop in human form, grabbing Sagugu’s head as her cat ears popped out.  

Sagugu is still clumsy with humanization.  

It’s not good for her ears to show in places with humans.  

“Your ears are out.”  

“Ah! Mom’ll scold me! Thanks? I greet you!”  

Her sparkling eyes, full of expectation, made me feel like I understood something, so I praised her.  

“Good greeting.”  

“Sagugu is a good girl! When thankful, say thank you!”  

“Where’s Gu Seo-ryong?”  

“Mom’s washing up! I came out cause I’m hungry!”  

“Aaaah, seriously! Sagugu! How many times have I told you not to go out on your own—?!”  

Then, Gu Seo-ryong, in her monstrous form, landed heavily on the rooftop.  

Still with soap bubbles in her hair and only wrapped in a shower robe, Gu Seo-ryong covered her face in shock the moment she saw me.  

“Wh-what?! Deun-deun, what are you doing here? Were you wandering around hunting monsters again?”  

“Brother wanders every day! Eek!”  

“You, come here. Seriously, why do you keep trying to sneak out these days?”  

Gu Seo-ryong roughly shook her hair dry with the robe, bit her lip, then punched Sagugu’s head and grabbed her by the scruff.  

Just like that, Sagugu’s eyes fluttered shut as if she’d been anesthetized, going limp.    

“A drug?”  

“Huh? Not a drug, just… When you grab a cat by the scruff—Wait, hold on, sweetie, can I touch your neck for a sec?”  

“Don’t touch me.”  

“Aw, just once, okay? Ow.”  

I flicked away the approaching hand with a punch, and Gu Seo-ryong’s wrist bent unnaturally.  

“You’ve gotten stronger. Was it from eating the parasitic monster’s core?”  

“It wasn’t a monster. It was an experimental subject.”  

“…What?”  

When I casually mentioned the true nature of the creature that had taken root in D-City, Gu Seo-ryong’s face twisted sharply.  

“What are you talking about all of a sudden? Can you explain in detail? Sweetie?”  

“Hmm… Fine.”  

At Gu Seo-ryong’s serious tone, I sat on the rooftop and recounted what happened in D-City.  

The numbering—Subject Number 3, the creature’s traits, the strange things it had said.  

“The goal of the monsterization experiments…”  

“Do you know it?”  

“I always thought their goal was to create monsters that obeyed them to use as weapons. But based on what Number 3 said, that doesn’t seem to be the case. It clearly implied it had nearly achieved its own goal, didn’t it?”  

“Correct.”  

“Number 3 had completely taken over D-City, yet it didn’t absorb the humans, leaving them as infected… Could their goal be coexistence between monsters and humans?”  

“The infected are not human.”  

“Right, but the fact that they deliberately maintained human forms means they wanted to remain human.”  

“Hmm…”  

Wanting to be human, maintaining human forms.  

As I quietly watched, feeling something odd, Gu Seo-ryong clicked her tongue habitually.  

“No matter how I think about it, it’s weird. Monsters can’t coexist with humans. The lab must know that. They can communicate with monsters, too, right? Even if they’re heavily drugged.”  

“If they knew about a monster’s instincts, they wouldn’t entertain ideas like coexistence.”  

“The fact that Number 3 was outside the lab is also a problem. The lab releases failed experiments outside to gather data, right? Meaning Number 3 was a failure. Given the numbering, the ‘goal’ must be… The lab’s original objective? Tch… If I’d known D-City had an experimental subject, I’d have gone myself.”  

“Have you been looking into the lab?”  

“Of course? You haven’t? Don’t tell me you’re not interested?”  

At my question, Gu Seo-ryong jerked her head up and answered.  

“Don’t you even want revenge? They dragged you from an orphanage and turned you into a monster.”  

Revenge. Was that why Gu Seo-ryong built her nest, growing her power among humans?  

“Revenge…”  

The old me would’ve only felt emptiness at that word.  

Finding them is nearly impossible.  

Even if I did, what I’d face wouldn’t be them—just more experimental subjects.  

“I don’t plan to chase after them just for that.”  

“Why?”  

“Even if I hunted them down, all I’d face are experimental subjects. They hide thoroughly, leaving no scent.”  

To find them, I’d have to tear the city apart—and what about the casualties that would cause?  

If they appeared before me, I’d tear them apart, but the human cost of fighting those monsters…  

Unless I struck at the head, it’d just be an endless cycle of expendable subjects.  

“I’m still not strong enough to take them down. At the very least, I’d need to reach Annihilation-class.”  

“That damn Annihilation-class—is it even possible? The lab itself said they couldn’t create anything beyond Despair-class.”  

“Accumulating that much despair and terror would be hard inside the lab.”  

“What do you mean by that?”  

“Doesn’t your core tell you? That it lacks the despair and terror of devoured humans.”  

“Huh?”  

Her reaction suggested she’d never heard of it. There was a clear gap in our knowledge.  

Maybe Gu Seo-ryong just hadn’t reached that level yet.  

I looked at her pityingly.  

“You’re weak. So weak your core doesn’t even speak to you.”  

“No, it’s not that I’m weak—you’re the weird one here! The core speaking? What are you talking about? Treating it like some separate entity…”  

“It’s not literal speech. It’s a sensation through the core—”  

“That’s exactly what’s weird. What kind of metaphor is this?”  

“Brother weird? Core is core, no talk?”  

Maybe I’m the strange one?  

No way. I’m the stronger one.  

These barely Despair-class weaklings must be wrong.  

“You’re weak, Sagugu.”  

“Mew!”  

“Enough. Maybe monsters just have different senses. Let’s drop the confusing talk. The important thing is… If you leave for the lab alone while you try to reach Annihilation-class, they’ll grow stronger too.”  

“Hmm.”  

Monsters grow stronger the longer they’re left alive.  

The same rule applies to the Monster Lab.  

The enemy won’t wait for us to grow.  

If you want to kill them, you have to push yourself and do it fast.  

I learned that by eliminating many monsters early and killing the parasitic one.  

“You’re right. To kill them, we have to find and eliminate them quickly.”  

“Hunting them down will naturally get you to Annihilation-class. So? If you’re up for revenge, wanna team up? Since you’re the reason I lost all the villains I was using to track the lab in an instant, how about taking some responsibility?”  

“Was that what Guryongseong was for?”  

“Not just that, but basically, yeah.”  

“All I saw was a human mating ground.”  

“Mating?!”  

“Could you watch your language in front of the kid? Also, a group’s original purpose tends to warp as it grows, you know?”  

Is that so? I don’t really get it.  

I’ve never formed a pack, so Gu Seo-ryong, who’s built a nest, must be right.  

“In that case, we’ll need to investigate the lab.”  

“Right, digging up deeply hidden info isn’t easy, and even for me, it’s dangerous. But with you and Sagugu, I can be more aggressive—”  

“Meister seems connected to the lab.”  

“What?”  

“I’ll need to look into it more, but there’s definitely a link. The food packs Meister gave me were the same as the ones the lab used. And the scent from her bag—”  

“Sweetie? How do you even know that? Meister? Don’t tell me it’s the Meister I’m thinking of?”  

“It is.”  

“Explain. What’s going on?”  

To the flustered Gu Seo-ryong, I explained about Meister.  

How Starlight suddenly brought her, how she fed me delicious dakgalbi, and how there was a scent.  

She probably isn’t a researcher, but when I mentioned the lab’s scent, Gu Seo-ryong clutched her head, dizzy.  

“Meister… Right, that once-in-a-generation genius. It’d be weirder if she weren’t involved in those insane experiments… But she’s the hero among heroes, isn’t she? Maybe the info was manipulated…”  

“What’s dakgalbi?”  

“A very delicious food.”  

“Very delicious? More delicious than just delicious?”  

“Hmm, do you know about this thing called Churu?”  

“Churu? Cute name!”  

As Gu Seo-ryong muttered to herself, I told Sagugu about the delicious food I’d eaten.  

Recalling the taste, emotions leaked from me, and Sagugu’s mouth was already drooling.  

“Churu is also very delicious. What Meister gave me was Churu dakgalbi.”  

“Very delicious is very delicious?!”  

“Shut up! You damn cats! I’m trying to think here!”  

“We’re talking about dakgalbi. You’re the noisy one, Gu Seo-ryong.”  

“Yeah! Mom noisy!”  

Gu Seo-ryong scowled and retreated to the corner of the rooftop, while I told Sagugu more about Churu dakgalbi.  

A short while later, Gu Seo-ryong returned, having finished her brooding.  

“Alright, let’s kill Meister.”  

“How did you reach that conclusion?”  

“She’s in W-City right now, right? The fact that she came without any notice means it’s a secret visit. Perfect opportunity, isn’t it? Kill her and see how the lab reacts.”  

Still thinking like a monster—Gu Seo-ryong only sees humans as food or tools.  

“Why jump to killing instead of gathering intel?”  

“Because she’s dangerous? She’s Meister, a once-in-a-generation genius. A hero like her wouldn’t be some low-ranking lab grunt. At the very least, she’s one of the lab’s key figures.”  

“I disagree.”  

“Why? If we don’t kill her now, she’ll definitely become a threat later. She’s the freak who fought monsters to protect humans.”  

“The one I saw was very different.”  

The Meister I saw was passive, fearful, full of regret, terror, hollow emptiness, and tears.  

The complete opposite of what I sense from researchers.  

Someone that weak couldn’t possibly fight monsters.  

Even if she had in the past, she’s just a spent husk now.  

“Dakgalbi is Meister? No kill dakgalbi!”  

“I agree with Sagugu. We shouldn’t kill dakgalbi.”  

“You two aren’t just opposing me because you want dakgalbi, are you?”  

“Yes!”  

“No.”  

I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth.
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The dakgalbi was delicious, but Meister’s emotions were especially tasty.  

Meister looked at me, shocked, surprised, and filled with regret before finally sinking into pure despair.  

That despair, untainted by even a hint of fear, made for an excellent seasoning to the dakgalbi.  

Gulp. As I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth, Sagugu ran around me in circles.  

“Brother, you’re drooling! Thinking about dakgalbi! Dakgalbi is super, super yummy?!”  

“Gugu? I’ll make you dakgalbi today, so can you stay still for a bit?”  

“Stay still!”  

Sagugu immediately flopped onto the floor, sticking to it like glue.  

Gu Seo-ryong, who had been sitting on her as usual, twitched a finger resting against his cheek.  

“Just eating them up and reading their memories would be faster… Anyway, isn’t it true that Meister is connected to the lab? This is a chance to get some simple info about the lab and provoke them at the same time.”  

“If Meister isn’t the head but just bait, then all we’d be doing is revealing your existence to the lab.”  

“Oh? Are you telling me not to kill Meister because you’re thinking of me?”  

“No.”  

While I’ve gained notoriety as a monster who protects humans, it’s highly likely the lab still doesn’t know about Gu Seo-ryong.  

In that case, killing Meister would be the worst choice.  

“Why do you think Meister isn’t the head?”  

“Her emotions.”  

“Ah, you’d know that since you met her yourself.”  

A monster’s senses—not mine, but the ability to feel human emotions.  

Tap, tap. Gu Seo-ryong drummed her fingers against her cheek, lost in thought.  

“Well, if Meister were helping the lab, neither she nor I would be failures… It’s weird that even with a numbering like Sagugu, we’re still at this level.”  

“Unyanya.”  

“Alright, if you say so. Then, we should check what’s inside Meister’s bag. To do that… We’ll also need to know how long Meister plans to stay in W-City.”  

Gu Seo-ryong, who had been sitting quietly, suddenly smacked Sagugu’s butt as she slowly pulled out her tail and ears from her crouched position.  

Probably meaning for her to tuck them back in, Sagugu retracted her tail and ears, and Gu Seo-ryong, looking exhausted, draped an arm over her head.  

Then, she held out her hand to Sagugu.  

“Gugu? Phone.”  

“Nyeeh.”   

Sagugu, with her ears and tail out, opened a space and pulled out a phone from inside.  

Using Sagugu’s ability like a portable bag—I’d never thought of that application before.  

The unconventional use of her ability was surprising, but even more surprising was the phone itself.  

“Do you have a phone?”  

“Huh? You don’t have one? Still?”  

“How did you register your identity?”  

“Ah~? Well, hmm… I see, you’re such an innocent cat who doesn’t know any~ illegal methods.”  

[Hello? Who is this?]  

“It’s me, darling.”  

[Darling…? I think you have the wrong number… But…]  

Click, click, click. Gu Seo-ryong, who had dialed a number, made an incomprehensible sound to the person on the other end.  

Not human language—the sound of a monster.  

As her long, snake-like tongue flickered with a whisper, the voice on the other end of the call grew strange.  

[…Confirmed. Please state your request.]  

“What’s the schedule for the VIP currently in W-City?”  

[Currently… Undecided. Confirmed to be staying for the time being.]  

“Good. Delete all call records.”  

Snap. Gu Seo-ryong flicked her finger and hung up.  

“What was that just now?”  

“Huh? Mind control. Seeing the parasite gave me some ideas, so I tweaked my method a bit.” 

“You can use your ability over the phone?”  

“Well, not exactly… But close? I marinate their brains well with drugs first, then set conditions for the ability… Simply put, I’ve set it up so they enter a hypnotic state with a trigger phrase.”  

“Fascinating.”  

“Getting chased by Starlight like in Guryongseong would be troublesome, so I’m stretching my reach more discreetly under the surface. So? Impressed? I’m quite a capable woman.”  

“You didn’t implant a parasite, did you?”  

“That’s way too gross~ Even if I could, I wouldn’t. Well… That method wouldn’t require periodic doses, so it’d be more convenient, but I prefer my way. If I don’t keep checking, it’s hard to notice when something goes wrong.”  

Gu Seo-ryong’s brainwashing relies solely on drugs—meaning it fades over time.  

And to avoid detection, she leaves no traces in the brain…  

Thinking it’d be fine to leave it be, I relaxed my grip, and Gu Seo-ryong sighed.  

“Hey, if you’re gonna strangle me as a warning, could you at least hold back a little? At least just use your tail or legs. Or, like this time, just think about it.”  

As if sensing the chill on the back of her neck with a monster’s instincts, Gu Seo-ryong rubbed her neck, looking oddly excited.  

“Anyway, it’s strange. Meister staying in W-City for a while… Is it because of you? There’s no reason for someone like Meister to stay unless it’s for research on a monster that protects humans.”  

“Probably.”  

“There are all sorts of questions, but… Alright, while Meister’s in W-City, we’ll steal the contents of her bag. Can I leave that to you?”  

“You’re telling me to commit theft?”  

“It suits you, doesn’t it, Mr. Thieving Cat? You’ve already stolen my heart, so stealing a bag should be easy, right?”  

“I’ve never touched your heart.”  

“After playing with it so roughly so many times. What a bad man.”  

Leaving aside Gu Seo-ryong’s heart, stealing Meister’s belongings from the hero HQ shouldn’t be too difficult for me.  

Send a small cat to confirm the location, open a space, and slip in… Even Starlight wouldn’t notice for a brief moment.  

“But do we really have to steal it?”  

“What else would we do?”  

“Couldn’t we just ask to borrow the bag for a bit?”  

“You think they’d just hand it over? There’s no way they’d give us something related to the lab that easily.”  

For some reason, I feel like they’d just give it to me if I asked.  

But the plan proceeded with theft.  

The reason was simple.  

“…Stealing does sound more fun.”  

“Thief game! Fun!”  

Because it sounded fun.  

Perhaps thinking the same, Sagugu’s eyes sparkled next to Gu Seo-ryong.  

Sensing unease from Sagugu’s energy, Gu Seo-ryong grabbed her by the scruff.  

“Gugu, you’re not coming. Stay home with me.”  

“No… Staying with Mom at home is boring!”  

Poof. Along with her tail and ears, Sagugu’s arms were now covered in fur as she leaped through space to escape Gu Seo-ryong’s grasp.  

Monster transformation—did she learn that from Gu Seo-ryong?  

Landing on the neighboring rooftop on all fours, Sagugu licked the fur on her hands like a monster, then spat out the fur stuck to her human-like tongue.  

“That little—! Why do you keep running away lately?! After all I do for you!”  

“That looks fun.”  

“You think she’s playing right now?”  

Probably. Cats do love jumping around, after all.  

Nodding, Gu Seo-ryong sighed and chased after Sagugu, leaping across rooftops.  

“Anyway, you! I’m counting on you for the bag theft! Contact me with that cat thing when you’re done!”  

“Meowowow!”  

“Stay right there!”  

Gu Seo-ryong chased Sagugu, who sprinted across the rooftops on all fours, trying to escape.  

As for me… I guess I’ll prepare for the theft.  

“Meow.”  

“Meowaa.”  

“Meowat.”  

I created three cats and sent them to District 0.  

***

“Huh? A black cat…”  

“What? There’s a cat here?”  

“Kyaaa! So cute!”  

The cats heading toward the government building in District 0 were treated like ordinary cats as they roamed freely inside.  

Since only Starlight among the heroes knows my ability, the others let my cats wander deep into the Hero HQ without suspicion.  

“Did it lose its mom?”  

“Come to think of it, Iron Might was carrying a cat the other day…”  

“Was that the same cat?”  

Assuming my cats were lost, the heroes pitied them and even offered food.  

Sausages, jerky, milk… Hmm, tasty.  

The food at the Hero HQ isn’t bad.  

While sampling the food, I left one cat behind and sent another to explore elsewhere.  

Sniff, sniff. Trying to track Meister’s scent, I panicked when I couldn’t detect it anywhere.  

Did she shower? If she went out and came back, that might explain it.  

If her scent was masked by shampoo or soap, my weak monster cat senses wouldn’t be able to track her.  

The cat wandered the Hero HQ, searching for Meister’s location.  

“Seriously, why do the soldiers from A-City hate heroes so much?”  

“We don’t hate them because we want to… It’s just that the heroes there… If A-City only had heroes like you, we wouldn’t have needed to do this in the first place.”  

“Ha, if that were the case, you’d still be treating us like tools, right? Saying stuff like, ‘heroes start as privates.’”  

“That ability suppressor thing—what, did you think abilities are like guns? You can’t just suppress them like that.”  

Then, the cat entered a room filled with what looked like soldiers and heroes.  

A whirlwind of mixed emotions filled the room. Hoping they might mention Meister, the cat entered just as a soldier and a hero raised their voices.  

“You heroes are dangerous elements who can turn into villains at the slightest misstep. That’s why you need to be under our control—”  

“Are you trying to start another fight? Lower your voices. Wow… But the soldiers are weird too. Heroes are still human, not tools.”  

“O-of course, heroes are human… But… You’re different from us.”  

“That’s what I wanted to say! Humans and heroes are different, and you’re judging us by human standards—! Huh? A cat…?”  

“What? Why is there a cat here?”  

“Meow.”  

The group, caught in a strange argument, stopped when they noticed me.  

Then, a female soldier began petting me, and the emotions in the room gradually settled.  

“Oh my, what’s this? It’s so cute.”  

“A black cat, of all things. How ominous.”  

“In W-City, they’re symbols of good luck, you know?”  

“A black cat as a symbol of good luck? It’s cute, but traditionally, they’re symbols of bad luck.”  

“Black cats are lucky.”  

“Are we talking about cats now? Right now, we’re discussing why heroes are the way they—!”  

“What’s the harm? Let’s take a break. Doesn’t your throat hurt?”  

“No…”  

The emotions settled. Once their focus shifted, they seemed to calm down.  

The heroes and soldiers, now more relaxed, continued their conversation while petting the cats.  

“What about Meister?”  

“Can someone check the treatment room?”  

“Hmm… Judging by the capsule status, she’s recovering well.”  

“They say she’ll probably wake up again tonight.”  

Did Meister get injured in the meantime?  

In that case, I need to find the treatment room.  

Gathering info from the heroes’ conversation, I tried to free the cats from their grasp.  

“Meow, meowmeow…!”  

“Meowow!” 

“Wow, so fluffy.”  

“The fur is so clean, what the—?”  

“The paw pads are so soft…”  

But the cats, at the level of ordinary animals, couldn’t escape the heroes’ hands.  

Reluctantly abandoning two cats, I moved the last one.  

The treatment room—I don’t know where it is, but for someone as important as Meister, it must be in a secret location.  

Heading toward a secluded, empty part of the building, the cat’s ears picked up an odd sound.  

“Hey, now’s not the time for…”  

“…Shut up.”  

“I don’t think relieving stress like this is a good habit…”  

“I said shut up.”  

Hmm…  

This doesn’t seem like the right place. 
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After searching here and there inside the building for where Meister might be, the place I finally arrived at was the basement.  

The treatment room at the center made me feel uneasy just by approaching it.  

I hate the smell of medicine.  

The smell of alcohol especially.  

“Mya.”  

Perhaps because it was the heroes’ headquarters? There was no one standing guard.  

Though the door was locked by a mechanical device, to a monster like me, that much wasn’t even an obstacle.  

A faint, barely-split ability granted to the cat.  

Sinking into the shadows for a brief moment, slipping through the narrow gap in the door, I saw the dim treatment room filled with a blue light.  

The treatment capsule at the center.  

A bed filled with what Meister called treatment fluid. 

Meister lay inside, slumped like a fish cake in broth.  

Quietly looking down at Meister, who was sleeping like a corpse atop the capsule, I searched around the treatment room for the bag.  

Finding the bag wasn’t difficult.  

Amid the smell of alcohol, following the distinct scent of the lab, I easily found Meister’s belongings box.  

The cat, having entered the box and grabbed the bag from between the clothes, leaped out energetically.  

Good, now let’s open the spatial rift.  

Just as I was about to couple my ability with the cat’s—  

“Hm?”  

Woong— Something interfered beside the ability I had spread, as if it had been waiting.  

Forcing interference into an ability—that was absurd.  

Ability coupling was a phenomenon that only occurred when two abilities were matched.  

I had no intention of pairing my spatial manipulation ability with anything else.  

Yet, as if betraying my will, my spatial manipulation ability allowed the intrusion far too easily.  

“Nyao!”  

“Muh…!”  

Before the small cat, a large cat revealed itself.  

The one who stole the spatial pathway I was extending and moved through it was Sagugu.  

Having landed in the treatment room as stealthily as I, suppressing her core, Sagugu snatched the bag from the cat while transforming into her monstrous form.  

“Dakgalbi! Found it!”  

“Myaaa!”  

“Mama’s dakgalbi wasn’t very tasty at all! Only brother got to eat super tasty dakgalbi! So unfair!”  

Even as the cat growled in warning, Sagugu roughly opened the bag and began rummaging through it.  

But there was nothing inside.  

“Nyat?! No dakgalbi?! Brother tricked Sagugu!”  

Even when Sagugu turned the bag upside down and shook it, nothing came out.  

Strange—I could still smell something inside the bag.  

Perhaps sensing something odd, Sagugu stuck her head inside and sniffed.  

“Delicious smell…”  

“Mya! Mya!”  

As Sagugu began chewing on the bag, the cat bit her ankle.  

When I tried to couple spatial manipulation again to move, Sagugu scattered waves of the same ability around to interfere.  

Ability repulsion—a phenomenon only possible when two abilities of the same type clash. With the bag still on her head, Sagugu licked the inside noisily and spoke.  

“The leftover dakgalbi is mine! Brother already ate his!”  

“Myaaaa!”  

This disobedient cat—now I understand why Gu Seo-ryong scolds her so often.  

To suppress Sagugu’s ability and forcibly reconnect space, my output at this distance wasn’t enough.  

Reluctantly, I dashed across the rooftop toward District 0.  

Then, a mechanical sound came from the capsule in front of Sagugu.  

The sound of the treatment fluid draining—beep, beep—followed by the capsule opening.  

Perhaps due to Sagugu’s loud commotion, Meister woke up.  

Rising with a tired voice, Meister looked around dazedly and spoke.  

“…A dream?”  

“Nyaaaang~!”  

“Myaaa!”  

***

A monster with a bag over its head.  

Furry limbs, a kitten biting and thrashing its tail.  

Unable to believe the surreal scene was real, Meister, still sitting blankly, muttered something strange and stood up.  

Clad only in a thin, wet cloth, Meister approached Sagugu with unsteady steps.  

“Not a dream… There’s no elephant.”  

“Unyanyanya…”  

“I’m sorry, but could you return the bag?”  

“Dakgalbi is mine!”  

“Dakgalbi? I’ll get it out for you.”  

“Nya?”  

At the promise of dakgalbi, Sagugu immediately pulled her head out of the bag, revealing cat ears.  

Finally realizing Sagugu wasn’t human, Meister’s eyes widened.  

When Meister touched the bag, something resembling spatial manipulation formed at its opening.  

“Unyat?! Same ability as me!”  

“It’s a spatial-expansion bag. This is the only successful one, but… There are a lot of teeth marks.”  

As Meister pulled out a chicken-flavored Churu from the bag, Sagugu tried to shove the entire packet into her mouth.  

“Ah, ah, you don’t eat it like that—here, open this lid.”  

“Ttakkkang?”  

“I’ll open it for you. Press and squeeze it like this.”  

Taking the packet back, Meister twisted the lid open and handed it to Sagugu, who sniffed it before licking the end.  

“Unyanyaat?!”  

Then, frozen in place, eyes wide, Sagugu lapped up the chicken Churu while Meister pulled a medicine bottle from the bag.  

“I slept too much…”  

After swallowing a pill, Meister lay down on the cold floor and immediately fell asleep.  

A sleeping pill? Soon, Meister, who had been emitting a faint ability wavelength, opened their eyes again.  

“Sagugu… Experimental Subject No. 499?”  

“Nyaa?”  

A dazed expression, a face betraying shock.  

Meister recognized Sagugu.  

Something was off.  

I had instinctively believed Meister had no connection to the lab.  

But if she knew Sagugu, that meant she was definitely involved.  

Yet, it didn’t seem like she had recognized her from the start.  

“Experimental subject… You’re not human?”  

“You know Sagugu? Sagugu doesn’t know you!”  

“Ugh…”  

As Sagugu sniffed, Meister leaned against the capsule and closed their eyes again.  

Then, as if something wasn’t working, she took another pill and collapsed into sleep.  

A short while later, Meister woke up, veins bulging on her forehead, struggling.  

“Ugh, the ability… Limit.”  

“Dakgalbi… Hard?”  

Sagugu approached the suffering Meister and licked their cheek.  

Excited by the tasty emotions, Sagugu wagged her tail.  

Happily pressing the Churu to her mouth again, she flicked her cat ears. 

“Super-duper tasty! Nyat…”  

Having closed the distance enough, I forcibly opened a spatial rift and appeared before Sagugu.  

Retrieving the small cat that had been biting her tail, I lifted Sagugu by the scruff with telekinesis.  

Dangling in the air, Sagugu quietly licked the Churu packet clutched in both hands.  

“Black Cat… No, you are—”  

Then, facing me, Meister muttered in confusion and horror.  

“An artificial monster… CXI.”  

I had assumed she had no connection to the lab because she didn’t know me—but if she recognized me…  

Was Gu Seo-ryong right? Was Meister deeply tied to the lab?  

If she was definitely connected, there was no reason to let her live.  

Had she been acting when she didn’t recognize me in front of Starlight? Or had her mind been wiped by some special drug…?  

Then what was this emotion? Why was she surprised? 

I didn’t get it. Just what was going on?  

Should I kill her?  

All the arising questions could be answered by devouring her.  

The instinctive urge of a monster—just the thought of killing made my ability surge uncontrollably. Then, Sagugu interfered with my spatial manipulation.  

“Give more dakgalbi!”  

“Huh?”  

At those words, both Meister’s confused mind and my murderous intent froze in place.  

Meister pulled out another Churu from the bag and offered it.  

Not one, but two—receiving mine telekinetically, I ate while thinking.  

Among those who give delicious food without poisoning it, there are no bad people.  

Killing and eating out of curiosity was too monstrous.  

I could just ask.  

[How do you know about me?]  

“A monster that talks…?!”  

“Sagugu is a monster too! Talks!”  

Being surprised over speech—did she know about me or not?  

Meister, looking flustered, frowned and closed her eyes again.  

I flicked Meister’s head telekinetically—just hard enough to mimic a human flick.  

“Ow, that hurts.”  

[Sleep later. Answer my question. Do you know me? Where did you hear the term CXI?]  

“It’s… Not that I knew, just… Something I heard…”  

[From whom?]  

“Uh… From here?”  

Thinking it might be someone connected to the lab, I asked curiously. Meister pointed at her own head.  

“I… Have an ability that answers questions when asked.”  

[An ability?]  

Meister explained her ability without hesitation.  

An ability that answered everything when questioned.  

Meister had learned about me by asking it.  

“Question gets answer? Who answers?”  

“I… Don’t know…”  

[Strange ability.]  

And an absurd one at that.  

An ability that answered even the most unknown truths, always speaking only facts.  

If I had this ability… Finding the lab’s location would’ve been easy.  

But thinking about it, something was odd.  

If she got answers that way, why didn’t she know I could talk?  

When I asked, Meister made a bitter expression.  

“The ability is omnipotent, but I’m lacking…”  

[Output shortage? Or processing limits?]  

“…Yes. If the answer is too vast, I overload and can’t hear the rest.”  

[Weak body.]  

“Right, I’m… Weak.”  

The gloomy emotion—mm, tasty.  

So Meister knew about me and Sagugu not because of the lab, but because of her ability.  

I was glad I didn’t kill her.  

“Why are you experimental subjects here? Revenge on humans?”  

[No.]  

“To eat super-duper tasty dakgalbi!”  

[That’s one reason, I guess.]  

“Huh?”  

At Sagugu’s innocent answer, the flustered Meister burst out laughing.  

“You really are like giant cats. Did you like the dakgalbi that much?”  

“Tasty!”  

[The dakgalbi is good, but your gloomy emotions are delicious.]  

“My emotions? Ah, I think I read a paper saying monsters have a spiritual hunger that can only be filled by consuming emotions.”  

Watching Meister ponder over me and Sagugu, I realized something.  

Her attitude, reactions, emotions, the nature of her ability, and her frail body, unable to handle it—  

Meister likely hadn’t learned that Sagugu and I were once human.  

“So… Was dakgalbi your only goal? Or were you looking for something else tasty?”  

[No, there’s something more important than dakgalbi.]  

“There’s tastier stuff?!”  

“There is… Something else cats might like.”  

My goal was to learn about the lab that created me and Sagugu.  

Just as I was about to ask about the bag’s contents, Sagugu threw the empty Churu packet and jumped up.  

Then, Meister pulled something strange from the bag.  

Brown meat, vacuum-sealed—when opened, an unbelievably delicious smell wafted out.  

“It’s smoked tuna…”  

Smoked tuna? What was that?  

I didn’t know, but the smell was irresistible even through the vacuum seal.  

Drool dripped from Sagugu’s and my mouths.
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The moment Meister opened the vacuum-sealed pack, an unbelievably delicious smell exploded inside the treatment room.  

The tender-looking flesh, the rich aroma, and the glistening fat made Sagugu’s wide-open eyes refuse to blink.  

Chomp chomp chomp chomp! Unable to resist the smell, Sagugu snatched the tuna from Meister’s hand and devoured it at an incredible speed.  

“Whoa!”  

“Myaaaah?! Nyaaang nyah nyah!”  

[The purpose is, well…]  

The sheer delight, incomparable even to dakgalbi.  

Without realizing it, I gulped down my drool, just as Meister pulled out another piece of smoked tuna.  

“U-um, Black Cat, would you like some too?”  

“Ooooh…!”  

This… This. What in the world?!  

How could such food exist in this world? Is this really tuna?  

The perfect balance of saltiness, the deep flavor of the soy sauce marinade melting softly in my mouth.  

Wide-eyed, I finished the tuna and licked my lips before speaking.  

[I’ve never had anything like this in W-City. Is this only available in A-City?]  

“Ah… Yeah. Unlike W-City, A-City has a big river, so it’s easier to farm fish like this.”  

[I see.]  

“More!”  

“Sorry, there’s no more. I only brought enough for myself…”  

“Liar! Give me the bag! It’s so delicious, give it to me!”  

[Behave yourself.]  

“Behave!”  

Slap! The moment I repeated what Gu Seo-ryong used to say, Sagugu flopped onto the floor.  

Placing a paw on Sagugu’s back, I continued the conversation that had been briefly interrupted by the tuna.  

[That was delicious.]  

“Dakgalbi? Want more.”  

“There isn’t any left, sorry… Is human food really that tasty? Is that why you’re friendly to humans—because you eat their food?”  

[So, the original purpose is—]  

“But that’s weird. There’s nothing special about cooking, and feeding monsters pre-made food has never made them behave before.”  

[It’s related to the experimental subjects…]  

“Experimental subjects? So you can talk because you’re an artificially created monster?”  

“Tuna! Looking for dakgalbi!”  

“Where were you made? What was the purpose…?”  

Chaos. Everyone just kept talking over each other. I paused the conversation for a moment.  

Sagugu’s a monster, so it’s understandable, but is Meister like this because of her ability?  

This feels less like a conversation and more like gathering information by interrogating the ability.  

[Shut up.]  

“Myaaah!”  

First, I covered Sagugu’s mouth with my paw—it wasn’t helping at all.  

Just that alone made the chaotic atmosphere instantly calm.  

[My goal is to find out where I was created and what their purpose is. The reason I don’t attack humans is simply because I dislike doing so.]  

“If we can figure out why you dislike it, maybe we can create a world where humans don’t have to fear monsters… Ah, but is it weird to ask a monster something like this?”  

[If you’re curious about the experimental subjects, ask your ability. Right now, my goal comes first. There’s something in your bag related to the lab that created me and this one.]  

“In my bag…? Something related to artificially created monsters?”  

[Hand it over.]  

After a brief explanation—just enough to satisfy some curiosity—Meister finally listened and frantically rummaged through the bag.  

“Is it this?”  

[No.]  

“Then this?”  

[Use your ability to ask what I’m looking for.]  

“I, uh, can’t do that anymore…”  

[Why not?]  

“If I push it any further, I’m already on the edge… I’ll overload.”  

[You’re the weakest superpower human I’ve ever seen.]  

The ability itself sounds ridiculously powerful, but with a user like this…  

Feeling even gloomier, I gave Meister an order.  

[Keep the bag open and stay still.]    

“Huh? Like this?”  

I’d already seen several times how items were retrieved from this bag, which used some unknown technology to expand its interior space.  

Using telekinesis to scan inside, I picked up the object emitting the scent I’d been searching for.  

What emerged was a pill bottle.  

[What’s this?]  

“That’s… Uncle Yeo Woon-jae’s medicine…”  

[Quake?]  

That’s a name I hadn’t heard since childhood, before I was taken to the lab.  

One of the superpower humans from the early days of the monster era—Quake, Yeo Woon-jae.  

Back then, he was known as one of the strongest superpower human alongside the genius called Meister.  

“He said the medicine wasn’t working well and asked me to analyze what additional ingredients it needed… Why would this be…?”  

[What kind of medicine is it?]  

“It’s a physical enhancer. Uncle’s gotten older, so his regeneration has weakened, and he’s suffered a lot of injuries… Without this, he even struggles to walk.”  

[Hmm.]  

Considering I hadn’t heard Yeo Woon-jae’s name since coming to W-City, he must’ve retired by now.  

A retired hero, injured and dependent on medicine that carries the scent of the lab.  

Suddenly, thoughts of Gu Seo-ryong and Experimental Subject Number 3 flashed through my mind.  

[Brainwashing.]  

The lab could easily produce brainwashing drugs.  

The method Gu Seo-ryong uses requires regular doses of medication.  

If a human takes the medicine directly, all it would take is tweaking the contents to brainwash them effortlessly.  

“Brainwashing? Uncle Yeo Woon-jae? With drugs? But there’s nothing like that in this medicine!”  

[It wouldn’t be in this batch.]  

“Th-then… Why would they target Uncle?”  

[They probably want to use him as a weapon.]  

First, create a less effective version of the medicine he needs, then manipulate the ingredients when producing the next batch.  

It’s a trick even a cat could figure out.  

Is the lab planning to brainwash and exploit a hero?  

I don’t know their goal, but if all they need is a powerful weapon they can control, brainwashing a hero would be much faster than creating monsters.  

“Again… Because of me… Ugh, uuuuh…”  

Then, Meister began crying, overwhelmed by deep sorrow.  

Meanwhile, Sagugu, stimulated by the intense emotions, drooled hungrily. I pressed down firmly on her head.  

[What do you mean, because of you?]  

“If I… If I hadn’t analyzed it… Uncle Yeo Woon-jae wouldn’t have been… Brainwashed…”  

[It’s not confirmed to be brainwashing. Yeo Woon-jae himself might be directly involved with the lab.]  

Brainwashing is just a strong possibility. A hero of Yeo Woon-jae’s caliber might’ve willingly partnered with the lab.  

At that, Meister unconsciously shook her head.  

“That’s impossible… A group that brainwashes heroes to use them, or one that creates monsters—neither is the kind of organization Uncle would work with.”  

Do they have a reason to think that?  

Convinced that Yeo Woon-jae was a victim, Meister wiped away tears and pulled out a phone, about to call someone.  

[Who are you calling?]  

“Uncle… No, Ho-young. I have to warn him. Someone might be trying to brainwash heroes using a different method than the parasites in D-City. Maybe even the parasite monsters!”  

[Do that, and the lab will notice and go into hiding.]  

“But then Uncle will—!”  

[If he’s brainwashed, the lab will find out the moment you contact him. Even if he isn’t, they’ll still notice.]  

“Ah…”  

Finally realizing how foolish her actions were, Meister lowered the phone.  

[Don’t interfere. Stay still and do nothing.]  

“…Hah.”  

Like opening a blocked door, a thick wave of despair and fear instantly spread.  

Judging by her emotions, Meister would likely stay quiet as I instructed.  

[I’m done here. I’m taking this.]  

“Nyaah!”  

“Ah—! W-wait!”  

Using telekinesis, I pocketed the medicine and grabbed Sagugu by the scruff.  

Just as I opened a spatial rift, Meister stopped me, as if she still had something to ask.  

Even if I didn’t answer, she’d probably use her ability to find out.  

As I stepped through the rift, Meister’s voice faded away behind the closing space.  

***

“More tasty food! Still not enough!”  

“Sagugu.”  

“Myaaaahk!”  

On the empty rooftop, now in human form, I punched Sagugu in the head.  

Hitting her in monster form would be too lethal.  

Thud! With just the right amount of force, I made her nose and eyes bleed. Sagugu bowed her head for a moment before immediately standing back up.  

“Brother hit me! It hurts! Why hit me?”  

“Because you’re a bad cat.”  

“Sagugu is a good cat? Didn’t do anything bad?”  

“You act too recklessly.”  

Annoyed by Sagugu’s mischief, I warned her not to do it again.  

But instead of obeying as expected, Sagugu responded with a voice full of resentment and sadness.  

“Reckless? Brother is the reckless one! Brother doesn’t come home! Doesn’t stay with Sagugu! Eats tasty food alone!”  

“Hmm…”  

“Brother is a liar!”  

Enraged, Sagugu let out a Hiss!, kicked me, and ran away.  

Whoosh, whoosh. Watching Sagugu leap through space to escape, I stood still.  

The brother Sagugu mentioned must be Number 444, the one I ate.  

Did she always miss being together with her brother?  

Maybe the reason she left Gu Seo-ryong and ran around outside was to look for me.  

I don’t think of Sagugu as a little sister—she’s just a nuisance. But to prevent it from acting out like this again, I might need to meet her occasionally and placate her.  

Or… I could just kill her and avoid the hassle.  

“…I’ve become a little more like a monster.”  

Tch. The thought left me feeling complicated. I reverted to my monster form and opened a rift toward where Gu Seo-ryong should be.  

But then, the exit of the spatial tunnel suddenly curved downward on its own.  

Thud! Smashing head-first into the ground, I frowned. Something felt off.  

Testing spatial manipulation again, it worked fine this time.  

Was it just a mistake because I was distracted by Meister, Sagugu, Yeo Woon-jae, and everything else?  

This time, I successfully leaped to District 4. Stopping in a secluded area, I called for Gu Seo-ryong.  

Emitting the same wavelength as during courtship, it wasn’t long before Gu Seo-ryong appeared, looking excited.  

“I didn’t call you to mate.”  

“I know, I know, but huu♥ it’s hard to resist…”  

“Next time, I won’t call you like this. Come on your own.”  

“So mean. This is my joy we’re talking about.”  

Sitting cross-legged on her tail, which had transformed into a chair-like appendage, Gu Seo-ryong pouted.  

“So? Did you steal it already? Where’s the item?”  

“I didn’t steal it.”  

“What?”  

“Meister woke up while I was searching. Asked directly, and she told me.”  

“And she just gave it to you? And told you?”  

I tossed the pill bottle. Gu Seo-ryong caught it, frowning.  

“This feels so weird… I’m out here struggling desperately, and you just waltz in and get everything you want every time?”  

“You’re just weak.”  

“Well… At least you got it. So? What is this? You said she told you.”  

“It’s a pill bottle containing Quake’s medicine.”  

“Quake? That old man from A-City?”  

Gu Seo-ryong immediately opened the bottle at the word medicine.  

Picking one of the few pills inside with a sharp claw, she examined it before placing it on her tongue.  

“Meister and Quake… Both are just relics from the previous generation of heroes. Their active period overlaps with when you were taken to the lab. But Quake being connected to the lab…?”  

“I suspect they’re attempting brainwashing through medication.”  

“Oh? Meister? Well, that would be the most likely… But this isn’t a brainwashing drug.”  

“It wouldn’t be in this batch. I think the lab would first provide a less effective version, then add the drug when making a new batch.”  

“Hmm… That’s just your assumption, right? You don’t know much about medicine.”  

Crunch, crunch. After chewing the pill, she spat it out and rinsed her mouth with her own saliva.  

“To pull that off, you’d need a drug with two opposing effects. Brainwashing requires sedation. This is a neural activator—more like a stimulant.”  

“What are you talking about?”  

“Heroes need extremely potent drugs for them to have any effect due to their high regeneration. And drugs that strong naturally resist opposing properties…”  

“Explain simply.”  

“This medicine doesn’t brainwash—it does the opposite. It boosts neural activity to increase mental resistance. Even if you added brainwashing drugs to this…”  

“Wouldn’t it matter if they just gave him a different medicine?”  

“At this concentration, he probably can’t function without it. If you changed it… He’d notice immediately, don’t you think?” 
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Then, if it is not brainwashing? Is Yeo Woon-jae himself connected to the research facility?

The drug was made for Yeo Woon-jae by the research facility. Meister was just being used for her ability.

Either way, what needs to be done next is clear.

The traces of the research facility are in A-City.

Find Yeo Woon-jae, interrogate him about the research facility… Or kill him.

“I guess I need to find Yeo Woon-jae.”

“That’s faster than sitting here agonizing over it. But, hey, how are you going to get to A-City? Don’t tell me you plan to go the same way you did to D-City?”

“Is there a problem?”

“There’s nothing but problems. Want me to explain if you don’t know?”

As I nodded for her to go ahead, Gu Seo-ryong listed several reasons.

A-City is different from D-City or W-City.

There are far more heroes and soldiers, making visual detection easier, and the alarm systems are constantly upgraded to the latest models.

On top of that, Electress, an S-rank hero, monitors the entire area with detection abilities incomparable to the alarm systems.

We need to move stealthily to avoid being caught by the research facility’s people, so flying in as a monster isn’t a good idea.

“So, we have to enter in human form. When Meister returns, she’ll have to take the train, right? We can sneak onto that train.”

“Electress is also in W-City.”

“What?”

I recalled Electress in the sticky air of a deserted building corner. Gu Seo-ryong clicked her tongue repeatedly.

I’ve seen it a few times—this is her habit when deep in thought.

“She must’ve followed to escort Meister. Then, in A-City, the only hero who could threaten you and me right now is Kage… Maybe Quake if we stretch it? Right now, we could sneak in undetected, and it’s the perfect time to search for the research facility’s traces in A-City.”

With a final click, Gu Seo-ryong stopped muttering and looked at me.

“Alright, I need to find out why Meister is staying in W-City for a while. I need to know how long she’ll be here…”

“She’s injured. Meister was in the treatment room.”

“What? Did someone attack Meister? The villains in W-City have mostly been captured by Starlight, so there shouldn’t be anyone reckless enough to do that.”

“Ability overload.”

“Ability backlash? Meister? What happened?”

Gu Seo-ryong still doesn’t know that Meister is just a weakling with an ability unsuited for her body.

When I briefly explained what I knew about Meister’s ability, Gu Seo-ryong’s eyes gleamed ominously.

“What the hell? That’s an absurd ability. It answers anything you ask?”

“There are significant limitations. The output is insufficient, and the processing is lacking.”

“Then just dope her with drugs. Even if it eats away at her reasoning and lifespan…”

“She’s already taking something.”

“Oh? She’s already on them? I wonder how long she’s been taking them… She might already be an empty shell. Perfect condition.”

Gu Seo-ryong made a meaningful remark and sharpened her claws.

“Ahh~ I want to brainwash her. Use her as I please.”

“If you do that, she’ll die.”

“If you weren’t here, I’d really do it. But I’m too scared of the Black Cat to try anything.”

Meister’s body is too weak to withstand something like that.

At my warning, Gu Seo-ryong clenched her fist in frustration.

“So, Meister isn’t some monstrous genius but just a hero with one incredible ability… That’s disappointing. It’s like expecting a cute mascot and seeing a bearded old man inside.”

“I think I get it.”

Feeling a similar disappointment, I nodded. Gu Seo-ryong made a strange expression and muttered.

“If Meister really is just a hero with nothing more than that… It’s still impressive.”

It’s an oddly human sentiment, hard to believe it came from Gu Seo-ryong.

As she said, Meister is weak, which makes her all the more remarkable.

Power barely equivalent to a D-rank hero.

Her ability must’ve backfired and landed her in the treatment room more than once.

Yet, with just that meager strength, she’s kept humanity alive until now.

She risked her life to save others.

Even when she could do nothing.

Thanks to that weak hero, people gained a little hope.

Me, Gu Seo-ryong—we were like that too.

“But then, what about that ability? Can’t you just eat it?”

This was an utterly monstrous suggestion. Hearing Gu Seo-ryong’s proposal, I thought it wasn’t a bad idea.

An ability that eats abilities—if I consumed Meister’s ability, I’d have enough processing power and output.

But… I don’t feel like it.

“I don’t need it.”

“Hmm, is it because you’re strong enough not to need it? Or do you just not want to eat a former hero?”

“Do I have to answer?”

“Doesn’t matter. If you don’t want to eat her, don’t.”

Gu Seo-ryong shrugged and wrapped up the conversation.

“Alright, let’s get to the point. The best plan right now is to keep Electress and Meister tied up in W-City while we head to A-City. It’d be good if Meister caused something that overloads her ability. Like a monster rampage?”

“Don’t harm civilians.”

“A little sacrifice won’t hurt?”

“If the goal is to overload Meister’s ability, there’s another way.”

“What is it?”

“Just meet her.”

From what I’ve seen, Meister has a bad habit of using her ability first whenever she’s curious.

It’s a habit born from the urgency of the monster era, where answers had to come before communication.

If I keep stimulating her curiosity about me as a monster test subject, she’ll use her ability nonstop to help people.

“Meet her and what? Ask her to stay in W-City for a while?”

“That’s not bad either.”

“Seriously?”

The reason for overloading her is to keep Meister in W-City.

As Gu Seo-ryong said, just asking would be more efficient.

“I’ll handle Meister myself.”

“Ugh, I don’t get you. Fine, do what you want. We can figure out how to get to A-City later… Wait, are you just leaving like this?”

Having decided on the next step, I moved to the edge of the clearing, ready to leap away.

Gu Seo-ryong called out to me and approached.

“Got more business?”

“I just put Gugu to sleep, so let’s spend some time alone. You courted me and now you’re just leaving? I’m hurt.”

“Sagugu isn’t asleep.”

“Huh? I just saw her lying in bed earlier…?”

Glancing, I sensed Sagugu jumping around a distant rooftop and stared silently in that direction.

Gu Seo-ryong scowled and leaped away before I could.

“I can’t stand this!”

***

Meeting Meister again wasn’t hard.

The very next day, I went to the Hero HQ, followed Meister’s scent, and headed underground.

Near the treatment room, in a place where she could collapse anytime, no hero stood guard.

As if they’d been cleared out in advance.

“…Sniff… Ugh… Hic…”

“Meow.”

Slipping through the door crack, I entered the room to find Meister crying.

Pills were scattered around, bedding in disarray from tossing and turning.

Startled by the cat’s cry, Meister’s eyes widened when I moved to where the cat stood.

Eyes red and swollen, tears still flowing despite being dried up.

The moment Meister saw me, she sniffled and smiled.

“I knew you’d come…”

A bright smile radiating deep despair.

With emotions bordering on a scream, Meister spread her arms.

“P-please… Kill me.”

A tired voice—resignation, acceptance, words that suggested she knew my ability.

She must’ve used her ability last night to ask about me.

When I stayed still, watching silently, Meister spoke as if trying to persuade me with what she’d learned.

“If a human becomes a monster… Then, a monster that doesn’t attack humans is created. But that’s not a human. It’s not transforming monsters either.”

Meister’s original goal: a way to create monsters that protect humans.

But what was created was just a human turned into a monster.

“If there hadn’t been experiments to weaponize monsters, if those attempts hadn’t happened… You wouldn’t exist.”

I’d already guessed as much when I heard she was asked to improve a drug believed to be from the research facility.

Meister’s ability was used to create me, regardless of her intentions.

“It’s me… Because of me… again… I can’t take it anymore…”

The more Meister struggled to save the world, the more it fell apart.

At first, she succeeded in laying a foundation no one else could, but that was it.

The more desperate she became, the more unintended victims appeared.

“So, please eat me! Take my ability!”

In the room, the thick fragments of emotion and thought linger in the air.

Like sparks igniting, Meister’s intense emotions burst forth.

Through a monster’s senses, I tasted Meister’s thoughts directly.

It’s my fault, my fault.

If only I’d done better.

Only I can do it, I have to do it.

Even if it’s something I can’t do, no one else can.

Meister has reached her limit.

Broken beyond the point of enduring the weight of a hero.

Yet she tried to hold on.

Thinking of the lives she could save with her ability, gnawing at her own life with guilt and self-blame.

Sacrificing, atoning, self-harming.

At the end, she found an escape.

A monster that was once human, an ability that eats abilities.

A monster that could take her burden.

“Please kill me. I’m… I’m useless now… I know it too. That I’m stupid, that I’m lacking.”

Tears flowed, carrying faint hope and joy.

Living is pain. The only reason she endured was fear that her death might lead to others’ deaths.

Even in death, she wanted to save others.

Meister is human.

A weak human burdened with the title of hero.

A human who tried to bear everything alone.

“Take it. My ability, my life.”

“Growl.”

After slowly chewing and swallowing Meister’s emotions and thoughts, I sighed.

Now, I clearly see Meister’s problem.

This woman really doesn’t communicate.

Her goals are noble, but she decides everything alone, stubbornly believing she’s right—a pitiful fool.

No, she doesn’t even decide for herself. She doesn’t even trust herself.

Her ability does everything for her.

I flicked Meister’s forehead with telekinesis.

“Hyahk?!”

[You’re just like Sagugu.]

“Huh? Ah—ahk, ah!”

[Shut up. Think. Communicate.]

Thud, thud, thud. With each hit, Meister’s despair turned to confusion.

[Why should I eat you?]

“Ah—ah! If you eat me, like that woman Lee Han-young, if you eat me and make it your power… You can save so many people. My ability is better suited for you than—”

[Did you read my memories with your ability? You can even do that… Disgusting.]

“S-sorry… But—”

[Are you stupid? Why would you read someone else’s memories without permission? Didn’t your parents teach you? Or… Do you not have parents?]

“Huh? Well, no, but…”

[That was out of line.]

“Ow!”

Thud! I smacked her head again and restrained Meister with telekinesis as she reached for the scattered pills.

[Are you going to ask why I’m doing this?]

“Huh? Y-yes…”

[Why don’t you ask me what you’re curious about instead of your ability first?]

“Because… The ability tells me everything.”

[No parents, then. If you’re curious about me, ask me first.]

“But the ability… Tells me. Ow!”

[Ask me.]

Had the habit already taken root? Every time Meister closed her eyes to use her ability, I flicked her forehead harder with telekinesis.

“Why won’t you let me use my ability? Why won’t you eat me…?”

[Just because.]

“Just… Because?”

[Didn’t your ability answer that? Whether I’d eat you if you asked or not.]

“Well, but… The Black Cat helps humans, and you’re a monster that eats abilities. You’ve already eaten another human and used their ability.”

[You thought with your stupid brain. That’s why you’re wrong. That trash ability didn’t explain properly either.]

“Because I’m lacking! That’s why—if you eat me! Ow!”

[Shut up.]

Under the barrage of flicks, Meister shed different tears than before.

[I take back saying you’re on Sagugu’s level. You’re worse than Sagugu.]
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If I say Sagugu, she’ll listen for about three seconds. 

But if I say anything else, she’ll just go on about her ability, her ability, arguing back and forth, insisting she’s right, that she’s correct.  

She’s completely controlled by her ability.  

“Sagugu… That cat-woman test subject I saw before.”  

[If I devour your ability, Starlight would finally stay still, wouldn’t she?]  

“I’ve already written my will. I even asked my ability about it. I can put up a bit of a fight, but in the end, it said you and I would come to understand each other. That nothing harmful would happen.”  

[Good. Well done.]  

“Ugh, ah, ugh, ugh.”  

A rapid series of head flicks. Meister covered her forehead, begging me to stop, but telekinesis can’t be blocked by mere hands.  

Rubbing her red, swollen forehead from the repeated flicks, Meister spoke.  

“My ability is absolute. This is right. I must follow what it says.”  

[If your ability is absolute, why have there been so many failures up until now?]  

“That’s… Because my skills are lacking. I don’t have the expertise to fully realize what my ability tells me. I’m just the one who conveys the theories and techniques. There are errors in the process… But even that could be resolved if you just devoured me—”  

[Too long. That’s not a conversation. That’s just persuasion.]  

“Eh…”  

[If you don’t keep your answers short from now on, I’ll flick your head again.]  

“Y-you’re already flicking me…”  

As I raised my paw and swung it back and forth, Meister flinched.  

[Your ability is not absolute. From what I see, it’s the worst trash ability I’ve ever encountered.]  

“Huh?”  

[Because of your ability, you don’t think for yourself. You don’t ask others questions. You’ve stopped being human. What’s the difference between you and a parasitic worm that can talk inside someone’s head?]  

“I do… Think… I do agonize over things, and I ask questions—”  

[Have you ever reached an answer without relying on your ability? When?]  

“That’s…”  

Silence. Meister, lost in thought, muttered blankly.  

“But… If I waste even a little time, people die. Asking my ability saves far more lives… Ow!”  

[You’ve compromised with your ability. Instead of thinking of better solutions, you’ve only rushed to stop the immediate crisis. And this is the result. A defective product that can’t even use its abilities properly—a vending machine for abilities.]  

Her answers are too long.  

True to my word, I flicked her head repeatedly with telekinesis and told her about my thoughts while devouring the humans infected by parasites..  

[Those who don’t think or act for themselves cannot be considered alive. You’re a walking corpse.]  

“Is that… How monsters perceive things?”  

[Yes.]  

But Meister doesn’t have a parasite in her head, so she might still come back to life.  

After becoming a monster, I poured out everything I’d felt.  

[Don’t be controlled by your ability. No matter how trashy an ability is, in the hands of a strong person, it becomes strong. Even the strongest ability is trash in the hands of the weak.]  

“So in the end, the best outcome is for the Black Cat to take my ability…”  

[The owner of that ability is you. Not the other way around. And why on earth would you trust a monster?]  

“Huh?”  

[What if I devour your ability and change my mind? What if I become like the other monsters?]  

“But my ability said—”  

[Did your ability not answer that? What if my mind changes and I slaughter humans like other monsters?]  

Meister’s face paled. Truly, this is a trash ability.  

An ability that only answers the questions asked, nothing beyond the user’s own thoughts.  

If you try to ask questions covering every possible scenario, your head would explode.  

To show Meister how useless her ability is, I posed a hypothetical question.  

[Answer this: If seventeen Disaster-class monsters appeared in the city, what’s the first thing you should do?]  

“Huh? That’s impossible… If that happened, we’d have to close off sectors, abandon some areas…”  

[Wrong. The monster alert system was broken. The truth is, they weren’t Disaster-class but Terror-class monsters. I’ve already devoured them. Starlight and Kage handled the rest. The first thing you should’ve done was prepare smoked tuna for me. Your ability is trash.]  

“Wha—but you didn’t say the alert system was broken! Why would it suddenly break? And this is W-City… No, even in A-City, Anna and the Black Cat aren’t here.”  

[Does your ability not even know whether I was talking about W-City or A-City? I broke A-City’s alert system while playing with it, and Starlight came to capture me. Did your ability not foresee me randomly breaking A-City’s alert system? Trash ability.]  

“How could I know that…?”  

[Exactly. If you don’t even know that, why do you blindly trust your ability’s answers? If your ability is so absolute, why are you in this state? Why are monsters still overrunning the world?]  

Meister froze, then muttered.  

“My ability answers based on the information I observe.”  

[Your ability isn’t absolute. You’ve experienced that countless times. Why don’t you think for yourself instead of blindly trusting it?]  

Meister knows the reason better than anyone.  

An imperfect ability, her own limitations—yet she relied on it because there was no other choice.  

[You saved many people with that measly ability. That’s impressive, I admit.]  

An undeniable fact. Meister is a hero who saved countless lives.  

But she’s also human.  

[So why do you try to shoulder everything alone? For a weak human, that’s arrogant.]  

“If I didn’t, no one else would’ve figured out how to save people. Every second wasted meant more deaths. Asking my ability saved far more lives.”  

[And now?]  

No answer was needed.  

The surviving humans built fortress cities. Heroes systematized combat methods, moving beyond survival to actively fight monsters.  

Even the Despair-class monsters—once thought unbeatable—are now hunted down by S-rank heroes.  

Meister’s foundation allowed humanity to endure this far.  

[You’re no longer needed. Humanity has survived. S-rank heroes have taken your place.]  

“I…”  

[All that’s left is you—a weak human.]  

“I’m… No longer needed?”  

Drip. Drip. Meister’s tears fell to the floor.  

A torrent of emotions, tangled in thought, unraveled in those tears.  

Meister is needed. Without Meister, people die. If Meister doesn’t ask, countless perish.  

A life crushed under the weight of relentless responsibility.  

The emotions in Nam Kyung’s tears weren’t sorrow, but relief.  

[Humans are weak. But they survive by working together. So why do you try to bear everything alone? Aren’t you human?]  

“Because heroes… Are stronger than humans.”  

[Heroes are still human. They taste the same, just with an extra flavor called ability.]  

Recalling Yoo Hyena’s words, I spoke. Meister’s tears kept falling.  

Perhaps no one around her ever treated her as a  human.  

Her ability was too useful to leave her as just a person.  

“I—I have to fulfill my duty. For the sake of this power.”  

[Taking on responsibility you can’t handle is just a nuisance.]  

“Everyone relies on me. Everyone says they need my ability.”  

[You brought humanity this far. Now, stronger heroes have appeared. Yet those who still depend on you are worse than trash.]  

“Heh…”  

[Those who dump their burdens on you, who demand you use your ability—they’re worse than parasites. Why listen to them? Ignore them.]  

Meister had already built that world.  

Yet those who still say it’s not enough, who treat her as a tool—they’re the ones refusing to see her as human.  

If they won’t treat her as a human, why should she treat them as such?  

Even a monster—no, even an ordinary cat—wouldn’t tolerate those who bare their fangs at them.  

[With or without trash like you, people will live or die. You built a world that can survive without you. So why won’t you rely on anyone else?]  

“Waaah… Aaah!”  

[For a weak human, you should act like one—and lean on others.]  

Emotions in turmoil. Guilt, exhaustion, and the desire to rest all overflowed.  

The shackles of an ability that saves lives, the pressure of being told she mustn’t fail—Meister’s true feelings.  

The overload from her ability was painful.  

But seeing others suffer because of her hurt even more, so she endured.  

In the end, no matter where she turned, Meister found only pain.  

If you’re weak, rely on others. You don’t have to do it alone.  

Pushed to her limits, Meister ran toward the exit.  

[Disgusting. Don’t cling to me.]  

“You’re… So mean…”  

I used telekinesis to peel Meister off me as she tried to cling.  

Tears and snot covered her face. Did she really think I’d let that mess touch my fur?  

[If you’re going to cry, hug that blanket and cry into it.]  

“Uuu…”  

Meister hugged the tear-soaked pillow and blanket, weeping.  

Even as she cried, the emotions leaking from her were far from sorrow.  

After a while, Meister, face still a mess, looked at me.  

“…Thank you.”  

A quiet gratitude, packed with layers of meaning, unraveled by a monster’s senses.  

The comfort no human who used Meister had ever given her.  

Some had tried to get close, but others pushed them away.  

Those who told her to ignore the others never stayed long.  

Jung Ho-young tried to persuade her. Yoo Anna comforted her. But Meister didn’t listen.  

Her ability warned her of Kage’s danger and dismissed Yoo Anna’s unrealistic comfort.  

Neither hero called her ability trash.  

To humans, Meister’s ability was that extraordinary.  

Enough to erase Nam Kyung, the person.  

So instead of listening to them, she had to use her ability as much as possible.  

Her ability, the government, all said it was for the greater good.  

“Thank you… For telling me my ability isn’t needed.”  

Ironically, the only one who saw Nam Kyung as just a human was a monster.  

A monster that sees humans as prey.  

That’s why it felt convincing.  

Monsters see humans as food—that’s natural.  

Even heroes are just unusual humans.  

Meister’s scent grew less unpleasant as she slowly closed her eyes.  

“You didn’t come back to devour me… I was just overthinking.”  

“Mrrow?”  

“I never thought I’d be comforted by a monster… No, is it rude to call you a monster? You’re… Human, after all.”  

With a quiet laugh, Meister pulsed her ability’s wavelength.  

“Your goal is to find the lab in A-City… I need to stay in W-City. A lab that creates monsters… Many humans could get hurt. But I’ll leave it to you.”  

Without needing a long conversation, Meister understood everything I wanted.  

Sniffling, she wiped her tears and smiled brightly.  

“I want to trust you, regardless of what my ability says. Find the lab in A-City. I’ll buy time here.”  

Because she’s weak, she doesn’t act alone—she leans on others.  

For the first time, Meister made a choice fitting of a weak human. Her emotions were bright, at ease.  

[Why did you use your ability again? Are you stupid?]  

“…Ah.”  

[Put your head here.]  

“U-ugh…”  

And so, I began flicking this idiot’s head.  

[You’re worse than Sagugu. At least Sagugu remembers when spoken to. You’re dumber than a cat.]  

“Ow, ah, ow.”  

[Repeat after me: I’m worse than Sagugu.]  

“T-that’s too harsh on Sagugu…”  

[Say it!]  

“I’m worse than Sagugu…! Ow! Ah!” 
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“…So, the maximum time Meister can buy us is about 10 days?”  

“Hmm.”  

“Mom! Look at this! A rhinoceros beetle!”  

District 4, empty lot.  

After thoroughly discussing with Meister, I explained the current situation to Gu Seo-ryong.  

Meister agreed to cooperate with me and said it wouldn’t be a bad idea to take this opportunity to try something called “rest.”  

The maximum duration for that is 10 days.  

“Realistically, she can stay for a week, and she said she’ll try to hold out for an additional 3 days if needed.”  

“Then it’s safe to assume a week. Hmm, I don’t know what to say… Did you really resolve it through conversation? How did you persuade her?”  

“Mom! A stag beetle!”  

“Is it because of Meister’s ability? Her ability to answer questions—knowing that CXI is a monster that helps humans, makes it trustworthy?”  

“Mom! A weevil!”  

“Just being able to verify if someone is trustworthy is an incredibly powerful ability… Sagugu, could you stop putting bugs on Mom’s head?”  

After hearing the full explanation, Gu Seo-ryong brushed off the bugs hanging from her hair and stood up.  

“Alright, then we should get moving right away.”  

“Right now?”  

“No need to waste time debating like humans do, right? We have a time limit. Sagugu? Come here.”  

“Unyanya.”  

“Let’s go now. Okay?”  

“I’m hungry.”  

“We’ll eat when we get there. There’s lots of tasty food in A-City.”  

With that, Gu Seo-ryong sank Sagugu into her shadow, leaped onto the rooftops, and approached the walls of W-City.  

Despite three monsters freely moving around inside W-City, not a single alarm sounded.  

“Where are we going?”  

“If we go that way, we’ll be caught on surveillance cameras. We should avoid being recorded when leaving too. Here, this way.”  

“What’s different about going that way?”  

“There’s a very slight blind spot in the surveillance cameras. Just follow my footsteps.”  

Unlike when heading to D-City, we stealthily exited W-City in human form under Gu Seo-ryong’s guidance.  

Her movements, avoiding surveillance cameras at every turn, piqued my curiosity.  

“How do you know all this?”  

“It’s a smuggling route provided by the Villain Association. Think of it as a drug drop-off point for villains who take the train close to the city. Got it?”  

“I should report this to Starlight.”  

“Do whatever you want. Even if you tell her, she’ll just create a new route.”  

Through bushes, trash, and the skeletal remains of broken buildings.  

Once we were far enough from W-City, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers, and  Sagugu popped out of the shadows and clung to her.  

” Sagugu was quiet!”  

“Good job, that’s my Sagugu. Hey, Sagugu, can you give Mom a ride?”  

“Walkies!”  

In unusually high spirits today,  Sagugu carried Gu Seo-ryong on her back and trotted along quietly.  

Beside her, I ran at a moderate pace in my monster form, conversing with Gu Seo-ryong.  

[Do you really need to ride on Sagugu’s back? Just transform into your monster form.]  

“Nope. I don’t wanna transform, remember?”  

[ Sagugu is too slow.]  

“Isn’t this fast enough? It’s way faster than me transforming.”  

[At this speed, it’ll take about 3 hours to reach A-City.]  

The distance between cities isn’t as far as one might think.  

Back when all the roads were intact, it supposedly took only 1 to 2 hours by car.  

Now, even the trains between cities aren’t that fast, so it takes considerably longer.  

But that’s only by human standards.  

I can move much faster than that.  

“You can go faster, right? But I can’t.”  

“Unyanya?”  

“Wah?!”  

The resonance of the monster core— Sagugu’s eyes seemed to say, I can run faster too?  

Meeting her gaze, I silently urged her to try, and Sagugu picked up speed.  

Beside her, I gradually increased my speed, turning my entire body into lightning as I tore through the air ahead.  Sagugu followed, leaping through space to keep up.  

“W-wait, hey!”  

The ability to leap through space couldn’t carry Gu Seo-ryong along.  

Leaving her far behind, Sagugu and I raced for a while before stopping at a riverside.  

“Running is fun!”  

[You’re pretty fast.]  

“Thirsty!”  

[Hmm.]  

Slurp, slurp—after our run, Sagugu and I crouched by the river to drink. Gu Seo-ryong finally caught up much later.  

“Huff… Huff… Huff…”  

[You’re late, Gu Seo-ryong.]  

“Mom’s slow!”  

“I hate you guys when you’re like this… Sagugu, give Mom some water too…”  

“Water!”  

“Not like that, Mom wants water… Let’s rest for a bit. I’m exhausted.”  

[Weak.]  

Sagugu, in her humanoid form, cupped water in her hands and offered it, then opened a spatial rift to pull out a water bottle.  

Gu Seo-ryong wiped sweat from her forehead with one hand, making me think about a lot of things.  

She maintained her humanoid form even after Sagugu and I raced ahead.  

Was there really a need to go that far?  

“Mom! Look! A flower!”  

“Sometimes, this kid—and you—do the cutest things… Ah, but this is a plant-type monster. Terror-class? Sagugu, eat it.”  

“Nyam…”  

As Sagugu devoured the Terror-class monster like a bug, the surrounding monsters scattered in fear.  

Sensing their presence, Sagugu chased after them, playing around the empty lot.  

I, now in human form, quietly watched Gu Seo-ryong playing with Sagugu before asking a question.  

“Gu Seo-ryong, why do you want revenge on the research institute?”  

“Oh? You’re asking now?”  

“I won’t know unless I ask.”  

“…That’s such a human thing to say.”  

Sitting on a completely broken bench, Gu Seo-ryong watched Sagugu running wildly through the overgrown ruins of the park before answering.  

“Probably not the same reason as you… Why do you want to destroy the research institute?”  

“They keep creating test subjects.”  

“You don’t want to let them keep harming humans? That’s very you.”  

“Is it the same for you?”  

“No way. I don’t care what happens to humans or whatever.”  

Gu Seo-ryong was a villain. That made sense.  

So, her desire for revenge was purely personal.  

“A woman’s grudge. I was confident, I was incredibly pretty, you know? Once I was old enough to leave the orphanage, I was sure I could make a living as a streamer, celebrity, or whatever, just with my looks. Then suddenly, I was dragged away and turned into this hideous monster. Do you have any idea how pissed I was?”  

Her voice carried no genuine emotion.  

There was something else.  

“Is that so?”  

“Monsters are cool?”  

“Ugh, seriously… This is why cats are the worst.”  

“I don’t really get it, but I can tell you’re lying.”  

Still, if she didn’t want to talk about it, there was no need to press further.  

Listening to Gu Seo-ryong’s heartbeat, I decided we’d rested enough and stood up.  

Then, she let out a sticky, amused resonance.  

“Don’t flirt with me.”  

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to. Chasing after you and Gu-gu must’ve weakened the drug’s effects.”  

Plunk. She stabbed her fingernail into her neck and injected venom.  

“Monsters struggle to resist their instincts, right?”  

That was the poison Gu Seo-ryong had mentioned before.  

A venom to suppress instincts and maintain humanity.  

After injecting enough, she naturally climbed onto my back.  

“Let’s go.”  

“What are you doing?”  

“You’re gonna run like that again, right? I’m tired. Carry me.”  

“If you want a ride, get on Sagugu.”  

“She dropped me last time. You won’t drop me, right?”  

It was a fair point. I transformed, biting the nape of Gu Seo-ryong’s neck.  

“Eek?! Ah, this… Might not be so bad…?”  

[Shut up. You’ll swallow bugs.]  

“Unyanyanya!”  

Whoosh. Accelerating toward A-City, Sagugu, who’d been playing in the empty lot, quickly followed.  

By the time the sun began to set, the three Disaster-class monsters arrived at A-City’s walls, quietly exchanging glances in the bushes.  

Gu Seo-ryong fiddled with her phone, checked something, and pointed in a direction.  

“Perfect timing. There’s a smuggling route right where we need it. Head under that camera.”  

The words Villain floated on her phone screen—likely a secret Villain Association site.  

Fascinating how they used this to identify the city’s weak points.  

“Follow my footsteps carefully again.”  

Demonstrating, Gu Seo-ryong silently approached the wall and slid up like a shadow.  

Meanwhile, Sagugu and I opened a spatial rift to enter inside.  

“…Ah.”  

Gu Seo-ryong’s face flushed red.  

There was no need to worry about surveillance blind spots or anything like that.  

We could just open a rift in an unmonitored location and move through it.  

“Oh right, you both have those abilities… Could’ve said something earlier? Why’d you follow me before?”  

“It looked fun.”  

“It was fun!”  

“Ugh, fine… Then can you open a rift here?”  

Sounding exasperated, Sagugu and I followed Gu Seo-ryong’s directions, opening rifts where needed to move deeper into A-City.  

We navigated through alleys and deserted corners, avoiding rooftops. Sagugu and I kept peering outside the alleyways.  

“So many lights!”  

“So many humans.”  

A-City was clearly different from W-City in many ways.  

The most striking difference was the large river cutting through the city center.  

Tall, sprawling walls and skyscrapers surrounded it.  

From a monster-attack perspective, such tall buildings were just hazards.  

Did they really believe they could subdue monsters without destroying the buildings?  

The citizens didn’t seem particularly afraid of monsters either.  

Tiny drones flew overhead, surveilling the entire city.  

Even at night, the city blazed with light—countless human presences, and above all… A flawless saturation of heroes.  

The periodic resonance of abilities sent warnings to weaker monsters.

There are plenty of tasty humans here, but come here, and you’ll die.  

For stronger monsters, this was an irresistible lure.  

Come here, and you’ll have the most delicious feast.  

Yet, the fact that they did this meant they were confident they could handle it.  

“Fascinating.”  

“What is?”  

“It’s so different from W-City.” 

My first impression was prosperity.  

Even a glance made it obvious—resources overflowed here.  

Buildings, food smells, the number of heroes, and surveillance systems.  

Next was sterility.  

Despite such prosperity, I barely sensed happiness from the citizens.  

A bland, lifeless scent. Was this also designed to suppress monsters’ appetites?  

“Is this your first time in A-City?”  

“Isn’t it yours?”  

“Hmm… Well, not exactly. I was originally a citizen of A-City.”  

Click, click. Walking deeper into the alley, Gu Seo-ryong pried open a synthetic board blocking a wall with her fingernails.  

“Follow me. Let’s rest here for today.”  

“What is this place?”  

“A temporary hideout. Doesn’t seem like anyone’s using it now, so we won’t get caught.”  

The building’s basement. Damp, humid air filled the staircase descending into darkness.  

A barred door came into view.  

Gu Seo-ryong slid a fingernail into the keyhole, effortlessly unlocking it before striding confidently into the dark.  

Not because her monster eyes could see in the dark.  

Her movements suggested she knew the layout.  

“Have you been here before?”  

“Huh? Well… Not exactly been here, but—”  

Squeak. Mouse noises echoed as we passed cells with barred doors.  

Gu Seo-ryong opened one, fiddled with something on the wall, and red lights flooded the basement.  

“I was born here.”
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“This place doesn’t look like a hospital.”

“Huh? You still don’t know what kind of place this is, even after seeing the lighting?”

“Doesn’t seem like a butcher shop.”

“Meat?”

“Pfft, you’re both so naive, really.”

At me and Sagugu’s answers, Gu Seo-ryong burst into laughter, opened another iron-barred door, and guided us into a room with a bed.

Inside the dusty, bug-infested room, Gu Seo-ryong pulled out thin clothes from an old wardrobe and shook them out a few times.

Standing naked in front of me and Sagugu without a care, she changed her clothes.

A revealing black dress—Gu Seo-ryong, who had altered her body’s shape to disguise herself as if wearing high heels, winked at us.

“You’ll need clothes for yourself and for Sagugu. Our goal is to explore A-City without being noticed by the lab, right? Both of you stand out way too much as you are now.”

“Meow?”

“Isn’t your outfit even more eye-catching?”

“Not at all? There have always been women dressed like this on these streets, so this is fine.”

I, wearing only firefighter pants with my upper body exposed, and Sagugu in a white dress with cat ears and a tail that kept popping out.

Sagugu might not, but I do stand out a bit.

Gu Seo-ryong fiddled with her phone, tapped something, then gestured for Sagugu to follow.

“The A-City citizen account is still active. Money… Already got hacked. Tsk, that’s the problem here. You wait here.”

“What are you planning to do?”

“Gonna make some quick cash to buy clothes. Sagugu? Come here just in case. Stay hidden in the shadows. Don’t come out. Stay quiet inside.”

“Quiet!”

As I silently watched Gu Seo-ryong leave, I quietly pulled out a cat and sank it into her shadow.

Then, left alone, I slowly examined the place where Gu Seo-ryong was born.

Creak… The sound of old iron bars.

Every door along the narrow hallway had iron bars and locks.

It was hard to call this a normal living environment.

Every room had the same structure.

A hallway behind iron bars, a room with a bed inside, a shower.

Dirty beds, scattered contraceptives, used syringes, handcuffs, torn fabric.

Brushing off dust from the bed with my hand, I scraped the black stains with my fingertips—the smell of long-dried blood.

A faint scent of stimulants from the syringes, bloodstains on the handcuffs as if from digging into wrists.

Beside a pillow infested with mice, a half-chewed business card.

Picking it up, the faded text on the card was barely legible.

Thrilling experiences, anything is possible, ladies are always on standby.

Among construction workers, some carried things like this. I knew what this place was called from hearing them talk.

This is a brothel.

And a pretty extreme one at that.

[Hey, miss, how much?]

Just then, a voice came through the cat I’d hidden in Gu Seo-ryong’s shadow.

A man clung to Gu Seo-ryong, dressed in thin clothes.

He roughly grabbed her seemingly fragile arm, trying to drag her somewhere.

[Stop it, I’m not that kind of woman.]

[You dressed like that in this weather and say you’re not? Doesn’t matter even if you’re not. Money’ll do, right? Come on, hehe…]

Gu Seo-ryong, weakly being dragged away, mixed with the man’s excitement and anticipation.

She obediently let herself be pulled into a deserted alley.

[Heh, ah… Feels good… Ha…]

[That good?]

[Yeah, ah… Best ever, damn…]

Panting breaths, pleasure, ecstasy.

Above the man writhing on the ground, Gu Seo-ryong injected him with stimulants, her tail piercing his neck as she fiddled with his phone.

[Oh? Lucky me. Darling, you’ve got quite a bit of money, huh?]

[Huff, huff… Take it, take whatever…]

[Really? Then I’ll take it all?]

Gu Seo-ryong wrapped her tail around the man’s wrist, pressing his phone against hers. A ding sounded as a notification went off.

Dropping the man’s phone, she used her sensory disruption ability with a snap, then left him in the alley.

[I’d love to just kill him… Hmph.]

[Kill?]

[Sagugu? Didn’t Mommy tell you to stay inside? Shh, be quiet.]

[Shh.]

After shooing Sagugu back inside, Gu Seo-ryong stepped out onto the main street.

Click, click. The sound of high heels drew eyes.

Gu Seo-ryong walked confidently, as if flaunting herself.

She said we shouldn’t stand out, but is this really okay?

[Sorry, but our store doesn’t…]

[Huh? I’m here to buy clothes. You don’t take customers?]

At the clothing store, Gu Seo-ryong showed her phone screen, went inside, and changed Sagugu’s outfit.

A hat and coat straight out of a detective cartoon from childhood.

Even if her cat ears and tail showed, the clothes could hide them.

Gu Seo-ryong changed into a tight dress with slightly less exposure, then grabbed jeans, shirts, and oversized men’s clothes in bulk.

“Here, put these on.”

Later, back in the dark basement, Gu Seo-ryong threw clothes at me.

A large black tank top and a beige jacket.

No pants.

“Those are your favorite pants, right? Bought these to match. Here, shoes too.”

“It’s stuffy.”

“Deal with it. Sagugu, you too!”

“Meow…”

Gu Seo-ryong stopped Sagugu from shaking off her shoes.

She explained the plan to me and Sagugu, now dressed properly like humans.

“Alright, I’ll go to the villains and get citizen IDs for you and Sagugu.”

“Can you make IDs?”

“Illegally, yeah. Look here.”

Flash. A photo was taken with her phone.

“Sagugu, follow Mommy. Just in case… No, don’t hide in the shadows this time.”

“Meow?”

“Humans let their guard down weirdly around mother and daughter. Less hassle. Stay close.”

“So much walking today!”

Excited, Sagugu spun around the small room and tugged Gu Seo-ryong’s arm.

Dragged along, Gu Seo-ryong pointed at me.

“Can you scout outside with your cats? Listen to conversations, get a feel for the city. Seems like A-City’s changed a lot since I last saw it.”

“Got it.”

“Meow!”

I stood up, creating two more cats.

Sagugu tried to run toward them but was grabbed by the scruff by Gu Seo-ryong.

“Just in case, remember—only recon. No causing scenes like in W-City.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. Magic Bullet might come after us here, so be careful.”

“Magic Bullet?”

“Yeah, a hero with an ability called Magic Bullet.”

Gu Seo-ryong explained: an S-rank hero in A-City, Baskerville.

Ability nickname: Hunting Hound.

“If they’re in A-City, they can fire bullets that chase targets infinitely. Low-tier villains and monsters are all theirs.”

“An ability that covers the whole A-City with lethal force? Impressive.”

Abilities weaken the farther they are from the core.

Electress’s electromagnetic field wasn’t lethal, so its city-wide range wasn’t strange—but one with killing power at that scale?

“Won’t hurt us monsters much, but once Magic Bullet locks on, it’ll be annoying.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Good. If I call for help, come running like a prince. See you later.”

Waving, Gu Seo-ryong left first, gesturing to her shadow.

Had she noticed the cat inside?

After she left, I exited the basement with two cats.

Past the torn plank entrance, I sent the cats ahead and slowly walked the alley, observing.

A damp alley, sunlight barely reaching even at noon, lined with similar planks.

“Tch.”

Clicking my tongue near the planks, I bounced sound waves to scan inside.

Echolocation—using a monster’s senses—revealed a structure like where we’d been with Gu Seo-ryong.

Was this whole alley a brothel?

“Hahaha, brother, you’re funny.”

“Like that?”

“Pfft, where else would you get that price~”

Voices from outside the alley via the cats.

Under neon lights, women in even skimpier clothes than Gu Seo-ryong’s forced smiles for drunk men.

The faint smell of alcohol from puddles on wet asphalt.

Red and blue lights scattering on the surface reminded me of Guryongseong

“Whoa… What the hell?”

“S-Superpower human?”

“How tall…”

Exiting the alley, I drew stares as I walked.

Fear, unease, gratitude, envy—mixed emotions.

Different from where the cats were.

“A new superpower human? Just registered?”

“Not the usual hero for this area.”

“Just a big guy, right?”

“Wow, a real superpower human? Lucky…”

At my height, towering over the humans around me, they assumed I was a superpower human.

Some nervously stepped aside, others bowed gratefully.

Definitely… Different from W-City.

“Hey, careful… Superpower human over there.”

“What? Not patrol time. Why’s a superpower human in Sector 9…?”

“Not a villain, right? Heard villains have been hiding here lately.”

“No way. A villain wouldn’t walk around so openly.”

“Better avoid just in case. Don’t wanna get caught in Magic Bullet.”

Among tense citizens, I stopped at a hot dog food truck in the middle of the street.

The owner, bent over organizing something, glanced up as I dug through my pockets for coins and bills.

“One hot dog.”

“Coin sounds? We haven’t taken cash in ages…”

Straightening, the owner startled at me.

“S-Superpower human? Yes, hot dog, coming right up. Just a moment.”

Nervous, he quickly prepared the hot dog, then handed my cash back with both hands.

“No need for payment. Can’t take money from a superpower human.”

“Superpower humans don’t pay for hot dogs?”

“Huh? Well… Of course not…? Just show your superpower human registration.”

“Registration?”

Strange, but good news—I was about to order 500 hot dogs when he mentioned registration.

“No registration? Unregistered superpower human… Wait, a villain…?”

“I’m not a superpower human.”

Denying it outright, the owner eyed me suspiciously.

“…Villains or superpower humans wouldn’t pay anyway. Plus, cash… You from outside?”

“Yes.”

“Rare. Not a superpower human at this size, an outsider in these times…”

Meaningfully, he pocketed the cash and assembled the hot dog.

“What do you mean, these times?”

“Ah, hear that?”

As the smell of veggies, sauce, and cheese made me swallow saliva, gunfire echoed in the distance.

Rat-tat-tat. Boom, boom. Explosions.

Following the sound, the scent of blood and gunpowder grew closer.

“Heroes hunting villains. Kage just declared it earlier—rooting out all villains in A-City.”

“Hmm.”

Unfazed, citizens walked past as the hot dog finished.

Just as I reached for it, two heroes flew over from the commotion.

“Ugh—hot! Old man, got ice?”

“Ah, yes! Here.”

A soot-covered hero—probably hit by a grenade.

The owner pulled out ice, and the hero stepped into the tiny truck, dunking into the freezer like a bathtub.

“Whew… Alive…”

“Ah…”

Sizzling flesh, the owner forcing a smile.

Probably ice meant for drinks.

“Gimme food. Oh, hot dog? Lucky~”

“Ah, that’s a customer’s—”

The other hero snatched my hot dog.

Frowning, I grabbed it back.

“…What?”

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 93

Ch.93 Is Under Investigation

The hero glared at me with sharp eyes and grabbed my hand, which was holding the hot dog.  

However, when I didn’t react at all to his attempt to make me let go with a crushing grip—krrrk—his sharp gaze turned bewildered.  

“What the hell? Are you a superpower human?”  

“That’s my hot dog.”  

“Ugh, aaaah…!”  

Instead, I gripped his wrist tightly until it creaked, forcing his clenched hand to open.  

Having reclaimed my hot dog, I devoured it in two bites.  

“Y-you bastard, are you a villain?”  

“A villain? Over a hot dog?”  

“Ah, no, no! He’s just a visitor from out of town…”  

“A superpower human from out of town? No way.”  

The hero, who had been submerged in the freezer, pointed his phone at me.  

Facial recognition—my face was scanned by the city’s citizen search system, the same one used by the police of W-City. A beeping sound followed.  

“See? No superpower human registration. If you were an outsider superpower human, you’d have to register first, and your info would pop up in the alerts. There’s no way we wouldn’t know.”  

“He says he’s not a superpower human. Just an outsider who came to A-City at a bad time…”  

“Hah? A non-powered human couldn’t withstand a superpower human’s grip.”  

Munch, munch… gulp. After swallowing the hot dog in my mouth, I crossed my arms and replied to the hero.  

“Guess you’re just weak.”  

“You little… Who’s weak?!”  

“Ahahaha! Well, you just became a B-rank superpower human, so I guess you’re not that strong.”  

At that, the hero emitted a wave of energy and floated slightly above the ground.  

Telekinesis? No, airflow manipulation.  

The man, now weightless, compressed the air around me, tightening it.  

Seems like he’s trying to immobilize me.  

“Whatever you are, you’re suspicious. I’ll subdue you and take you in for questioning—”  

“One more hot dog.”  

“Wha…?!”  

Ignoring his unimpressive power, I rummaged through my pocket and pulled out a few more bills.  

The shop owner, glancing between me and the hero, took out three sausages and buns and began grilling them diligently.  

“This is… Kind of weird?”  

“At least A-rank. An unregistered A-rank superpower human? Definitely a villain.”  

“He doesn’t look like a villain, but he’s definitely suspicious. What are you?”  

“Not a villain.”  

Without causing a scene, I stood quietly with my arms crossed and stated the facts.    

But the heroes, refusing to believe me, rose to their feet and amplified their powers.

“No way. You’re way too suspicious. You’re coming to the interrogation room.”  

“We definitely need to question him.”  

The hero who had risen from the ice stepped outside the shop and used the same ability as the other man.  

A power-coupling combo—probably designed for ability amplification.  

One compressed, the other blocked. The oxygen around me vanished instantly, and the pressure difference squeezed my entire body.  

“Hey! Civilians! Evacuate now!”  

“Kyaaah!”  

“Run, the heroes are using their powers!”  

“Eeek…!”  

The belated evacuation order. Flap, flap. The storm sweeping through the streets startled the fleeing citizens.  

The shop owner, who had been grilling hot dogs, ducked behind the counter as the machine holding the buns and sausages rattled.  

I walked a short distance away from the shop to a less crowded area and gestured for the civilians to stay back.  

“What’s up with that guy?”  

“Looks like he’s telling people to stay away?”  

“That’s not the point! He’s completely ignoring my ability!”  

Whoosh. A compressed air bullet shot from his hand.  

“I’m not just about restraints!”  

“Hey! Wait—!”  

“Aaaah!”  

Boom! The poorly compressed air bullet exploded with excessive force.  

A child, about to be caught in the blast while running away.  

I kicked off the ground, shielding the child with my arms and legs.  

The ground crumbled beneath me. Planting my feet at the starting and landing points, I reached the child in an instant and stopped.  

The shockwave hit the small shield formed by my elbow resting on my knee. The child, having tripped in fright, scraped their knee and ran off crying.  

“Waaah! Mommy!”  

“Th-this guy… My ability isn’t working on him at all!”  

“Phew… No, hey, what the hell are you doing?”  

See this?  

Creak, creak, creak. My arm swelled slightly beneath the skin, partially mutating.  

Confirming that the civilians had retreated far enough, I clenched my fist and gestured for one of the heroes to come closer with my other hand.  

Taking it as a taunt, the hero cupped his hands together, creating a small storm within them.  

“Don’t tell me… Are you reinforcements from a villain association in another city?!”  

“Wait!”  

The roar of swelling energy—Bang! The bullet fired with a sharp sound.  

I met the spiraling compressed air bullet with my fist.  

Boom! The sound of the bullet exploding. Immediately, I broke through the storm and grabbed the man by his collar.  

“Wha—Ghk?!”  

Whoosh! The man, now lifted by his collar, was dragged along as I kicked off the ground and leaped.  

A light, parabolic jump, then landing.  

Crash! I stuffed the hero headfirst into a nearby trash can, dusted off my hands, and returned to the food truck.  

“Hotdog.”  

“H-here you go…”  

Mmm, delicious.  

After that light exercise, as I ate another hot dog, the comparatively calmer-looking hero approached me.  

“Why didn’t you attack me?”  

Without a word, I pointed at the child crying in their mother’s arms far away while chewing my hot dog.  

Understanding the reason for the attack, the hero chuckled and picked up another hot dog.  

“With that kind of reason, you’re definitely not a villain. What are you? A superpower human from another city? Why aren’t you registered?”  

“I’m neither a superpower human nor a villain.”  

“Not a funny joke. If you’re not a superpower human or a villain, then what, a monster?”  

“I’m just strong from working out a lot.”  

“Working out?”  

Do A-City heroes not even know what working out is?  

The hero, baffled by the term, picked up another hot dog.  

“Superpower human… Judging by that term, you’re definitely an outsider… But do you even know what you just did?”  

“I put trash in the trash can.”  

“Well, if you see it that way, I can’t argue. But whatever you really are, you’re definitely a criminal now.”  

“A criminal?”  

“Yeah. Violation of the Hero Priority Law, Superpower Human Registration Law, assaulting a hero, destruction of public property—oh, you said you’re not a superpower human? Then add refusal to comply with hero directives.”  

Listing off strange laws that don’t exist in W-City, the hero tapped his phone and showed me a screen with an Emergency button.  

“If I press this button, the entire A-City will immediately track you—”  

Snap! I reached out and smashed the phone. The hero silently alternated his gaze between the shattered device and me.  

“You just added obstruction of official duties and another count of destruction of public property.”  

“How are you going to report it without a phone?”  

“I’ll just report it when I get back. Don’t you know about hero cams? Your face is already—”  

The hero, pointing at his chest, paused and gulped.  

Over his heart, the hero’s cam pinned to his collar was already destroyed.  

Same for the hero stuffed in the trash can.  

If I had wanted to, both their hearts would’ve exploded already.  

“…At least A-rank, huh. Seriously, what are you?”  

“Just a regular guy who trained his body through exercise and hard labor.”  

“Yeah, right…”  

Thinking they had no way to track me now—that’s when it happened.  

The hero, now on high alert, rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a metal case.  

“If you think you can just run away after breaking the cams and phone, you’d better think again.”  

Inside was a single large-caliber bullet the length of an index finger.  

The moment the bullet left the case, it split horizontally, revealing teeth.  

Triangular ears and a tail extended sharply as the bullet floated in the air, its eyes gleaming.  

“Bad luck. I’m part of the Hound Team. One of the few who carries a Magic Bullet. Ever heard of it? Baskerville’s Magic Bullet.”  

“Hmm.”  

Baskerville—the troublesome S-rank hero Gu Seo-ryong mentioned.  

I don’t know what the Hound Team is, but this thing in front of me is an ability called the Magic Bullet.  

An inanimate object moving like a living creature.  

Sniff, sniff. The bullet caught my scent and grew more aggressive.  

“Interesting ability.”  

“Well, it’s unlikely, but if you kill me, Baskerville’s Magic Bullet will chase you to the death. Even if you don’t kill me and just run, the moment I order it to pursue, it’ll hunt you down relentlessly.”  

The faint energy wave emitted by the bullet sent signals around it, transmitting my information somewhere.  

Even if I crush this bullet, new ones will keep coming after me.  

Not a real threat to me, but an annoying ability… So this is why.  

Once targeted, the ability will keep chasing me until the original user is dealt with.  

“No matter how strong you are, an S-rank hero should still scare you, right? So, how about it? Instead of making a big deal out of this, why not just come along for a quick investigation?”  

“An investigation, huh.”  

“Not to interrogate you as a villain. You clearly seem like a superpower human, so just a quick check and some registration. It’s illegal for superpower humans to roam unregistered in A-City.”  

His tone was surprisingly friendly—didn’t seem like a lie.  

As if to show he held no hostility, the hero closed the case containing the bullet.  

“If you just come quietly and cooperate with a simple investigation, I’ll overlook the illegal stuff. No chase necessary. I’ll even vouch for you not being a villain. How about it?”  

I briefly considered Gu Seo-ryong’s words.  

Don’t cause a scene. If Baskerville’s ability starts chasing you, it’ll be a pain.  

I haven’t caused much trouble yet, but if this bullet starts chasing me, things will get noisy.  

It’s only been a day. If I want to find the research lab, I need to stay low-key.  

No choice. Might as well play along for now.  

If something comes up during the investigation, I’ll figure it out then.  

“I’ll cooperate with the investigation. But on one condition.”  

“Great, what is it?”  

In return, I set one condition.  

Earlier, this guy ate a hot dog without paying.  

And the mess with the ice, too.  

The shop owner’s worried gaze at the ice and his uneasy feelings bothered me.  

“Pay for the ice. And the hotdogs.”  

“You… Really aren’t a villain. And not from A-City either.”  

The hero sighed, pulled out a card from his pocket, and handed it to the shop owner.  

A card labeled Hero Registration. The owner carefully took it and processed the payment for the ice and hot dogs.  

“Bill it all. Everything this guy mentioned, including the ice.”  

“Ah, thank you. For the hero to pay for everything… Oh my.”  

Even after taking the card, the owner hesitated, unsure if this was really okay.  

Judging by his reaction, heroes don’t usually pay.  

Doesn’t seem like there’s any compensation system either.  

***  

A-City, District 9. A small building with a sign reading Superpower Human Affairs Division.  

Is it because A-City is bigger than W-City? Or because there are far more citizens and heroes here?  

This city seems to have separate outposts for heroes assigned to each district.  

“You little brat! Cut the crap and confess already!”  

Inside the building, heroes who had just returned from a fight showered and lounged on sofas, snacking while on standby.  

Among them, non-awakened police officers worked at computers, handling paperwork.  

And in front of me, a hero with bandages around his neck, chest, and shoulders was venting his frustration.  

“There’s no way you’re not a superpower human! Stop talking nonsense! What are you, part of a villain association?!”  

This was the hero I had stuffed his belongings into a trash can earlier.  

I rattled the handcuffs on my wrists and yawned.  

Wearing these cuffs, which I could break anytime, was my way of showing cooperation. The yawn? Just bored and sleepy.  

Enraged, the man slammed the desk hard enough for the whole building to hear.  

“Who the hell explained the right to remain silent to this bastard?!”
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“Ah, it’s me, me.”

At the man’s shout, the hero who had arrested me raised a hand while receiving first aid from the police.

The right to remain silent—this peculiarly named right, akin to a martial arts technique, was originally part of the Miranda rights or something, supplemented by an autonomous rights guarantee for superpower humans to protect their human rights…

In short, it was a law in A-City stating that I didn’t have to answer questions I didn’t want to.

“Team Leader…!”

“How about stopping there, Deputy Team Leader?”

The hero, whose body was wrapped in bandages soaked in ointment—the Team Leader of District 9—broke free from the police and walked toward me.

The trash thief who stole my hot dog was called the Deputy Team Leader.

The Deputy Team Leader’s eyes were filled with irritation, while the Team Leader’s were exhausted as they exchanged glances.

“The investigation results don’t suggest he’s a villain. Isn’t that enough?”

“Are you seriously saying that right now? He’s clearly a villain, no matter how you look at it!”

“Concluding he’s a villain and interrogating him based on that is also a flawed investigative method. It violates the presumption of innocence.”

The Team Leader shooed away the civilian police officer sitting in front of me and sat next to the Deputy Team Leader, operating the computer.

“He’s absolutely a villain. No doubt a reinforcement from the Villain Association. He says he came from outside, but the fact that there’s no entry record is suspicious enough!”

“Now, now, cool your head. You might not know this since you became a hero after Meister left A-City, but this kind of thing happened even before Meister was around.”

Tap-tap-tap. The Team Leader typed on the keyboard, and shortly after, a police officer brought a new camera and scanned my face in detail.

“No matter how many A-City administrators there are, they can’t compare to a single Meister. If server stabilization is lacking, updates can slow down, and facial recognition data might have issues. Ah, could you lift your hair a bit?”

“Ex—Excuse me—Waaah!”

“I’ll do it.”

Annoyed by the police officer grabbing my hair, I swept it back myself to reveal my face.

A moment later, the computer beeped, and the two flinched.

“Huh? It actually recognize you?”

“Citizen of A-City…? C-rank superpower human?”

I sharpened my vision and peeked at the computer screen reflected in the Team Leader and Deputy Team Leader’s eyes.

Citizen ID of A-City, last updated four years ago, moved to B-City, returned the day before yesterday, name: Park Deun-deun.

Did Gu Seo-ryong make my citizen ID?

“Are you kidding me? Is this really your ID? What kind of name is that?”

“It’s Park Deun-deun.”

“And you—you’re definitely a superpower human! What else could you be?!”

“I am a superpower human.”

“Guh—aaaah!”

When I obediently affirmed the details on the fabricated citizen ID, the Deputy Team Leader let out a scream-like sound and tore at his hair.

Beside him, the Team Leader calmly checked my citizen details.

“Given that you’re a superpower human with abilities, this must be from before the Superpower Human Registration Act was revised… It seems you were registered as C-rank and never updated. If you just arrived the day before yesterday, you must have come by train from B-City carrying cargo. Is your name really Park Deun-deun?”

“It’s Park Deun-deun. I came by train from B-City the day before yesterday.”

“…How can someone’s name be Park Deun-deun?”

The Team Leader, with a bewildered expression, continued typing away at the computer.

“Well, since you have citizen records… This makes things easier. You can rest assured. Since you’re a superpower human, this isn’t a case of failing to comply with superpower human directives or violating the Hero Priority Law. As for property damage, the Superpower Human Protection Law states that damages incurred during battles between superpower humans aren’t held against them…”

“Wait a minute! Villains are excluded from protection! Why are you applying that law to him?!”

“He’s not a villain, I told you. This person saved a child who was about to get caught in your attack.”

“That’s not my fault—it’s the kid’s fault for not running away in time…!”

“Deputy Team Leader?”

When the Team Leader glared sharply, the Deputy Team Leader tensed up.

“Superpower humans protect citizens inferior to themselves. It’s fine if you lack the ability to protect them. But if you don’t even have the intention to protect, you’re disqualified as a superpower human… Problematic, isn’t it? I pushed for you to become Deputy Team Leader based on your abilities alone, but if you’re this arrogant…”

“…I’m sorry.”

“I told you not to use honorifics. All superpower humans are equal, right?”

“R—right.”

“Then, Mr. Park Deun-deun, you’re cleared of suspicion. Deputy Team Leader, go finish your treatment.”

The Team Leader, having crushed the Deputy Team Leader’s momentum, concluded the investigation with a bright smile.

The Deputy Team Leader kept glaring at me as he headed toward the police, who swarmed around him with bandages and medical equipment.

“Mr. Park Deun-deun? You’ve had a tough time.”

“Is it over?”

“Yes. Since you’re a superpower human. There are still some suspicious points, but under the Superpower Human Protection Law, we can’t arrest you without definitive evidence.”

“Hmm.”

Their attitude remained friendly—no, it seemed to have become even friendlier the moment it was confirmed I was a superpower human.

The Team Leader, who had removed the handcuffs from my wrists, picked up a tablet next to the computer and gestured for me to follow.

“Then follow me. You’ll need to register as a superpower human.”

“What’s superpower human registration?”

“It seems you weren’t properly briefed when you entered the city. Superpower human registration is a law enacted by Mr. Kage to eliminate the boundary between superpower humans and villains…”

“Too long.”

“Well, it’s illegal if you don’t. Since Mr. Park Deun-deun is under suspicion of being a villain, you’d be tracked by Magic Bullet if you refuse.”

If you’re not a hero, you’re a villain—simple enough.

But I have no intention of becoming a hero.

“Do superpower humans in A-City have to become heroes by force?”

“Mm? There seems to be a misunderstanding. This is superpower human registration, not hero registration. It’s just a simple check to confirm what rank of superpower human you are, so don’t feel burdened.”

“What about physical examinations?”

“Ah that? Those inhumane examinations are gone now. Recording full-body scan data for hero registration? That’s sexual harassment.”

In that case, there’s no risk of the monster core inside me being discovered.

I had been considering smashing the building and escaping, but I simply nodded.

“Got it.”

“Good. Then… Once you register as a superpower human, you may be mobilized under hero command in emergencies, and you’ll need to participate in annual training and education. The issued superpower human registration card is…”

“Too long.”

“Well, registration won’t take long. This way.”

I got up and followed the Team Leader inside.

The hallway, the soundproof glass walls, the wounded villains, the police, and heroes being interrogated in other rooms.

As I looked around, the Team Leader chuckled.

“If you left A-City four years ago, you would find this surprising. A lot has changed, right?”

“Hmm.”

“Since Mr. Kage took power, A-City has developed tremendously.”

His voice was full of pride about the city’s changes, but I wasn’t interested. Instead, I listened to the conversations between villains and heroes.

“You’re still playing villain? Why?”

“I told you, my little sister is sick, so I had no choice… Wait, you—you! I’ve seen you before! You’re a villain, and a famous one at that! You said your little brother was sick, right? If it’s you, you’d understand my situation!”

“Yes, I was a villain. Under the protection of the Superpower Human Protection Law, I became a hero. That’s why I don’t understand you even more… Family illness, basic needs, all the situations where superpower humans are driven to become villains—Mr. Kage has blocked all of them. So what’s your reason for choosing to be a villain?”

“Guh—aaah…!”

In one corner of the interrogation room, a hero with long hair tightened it around a villain’s neck, exuding killing intent.

Even though the hero was about to kill the villain, the other heroes and police in the room didn’t bat an eye.

The villains’ fear, anxiety, and terror grew thicker.

“The answer is greed. You were blinded by that pitiful income. Your sister’s illness? How stupid. If that were truly the only reason, you should’ve stopped being a villain long ago.”

“Ugh, w—wait… guh… d—die… h—hero… is this… allowed…?”

“Superpower Human Protection Law, Article 3: Physical harm or damage to suspects during interrogation, excluding death, does not incur guilt for superpower humans. You’re a superpower human too, so you won’t die from this, right?”

“Guh…! Gurgle…!”

“How many innocent people have I killed because of scum like you…?!”

The villain’s ability seemed stronger, but the hero could do whatever he wanted without consequence.

Fascinated by the sight, I kept watching until the Team Leader stopped in front of me and smiled.

“We can arrest villains this quietly all thanks to Mr. Kage and the S-rank heroes. They’ve instilled the fear that the moment they act out, something even more terrifying will come after them.”

“Hmm.”

Looking around the interrogation room, the heroes were brutally tormenting the villains but didn’t seem to be killing them.

No matter how painful it was, it was better than escaping and being killed by an S-rank hero, I guess.

“You all knew what you were getting into when you were caught, right? Stop being a nuisance and just confess, you trash.”

“I’m just a grunt! I don’t know anything!”

“And as a grunt, you must’ve acted directly, right? You filthy pigs feeding on the government’s dirty money.”

“You’re the ones taking government money!”

“Hah? We use citizens’ taxes legitimately, while you’re parasites clinging to the pigs leeching off the city! You disgusting vermin.”

“Ugh, ah!”

Thud, thud. Leaving behind the hero punching the villain, we reached the elevator at the end of the hallway. The Team Leader and I went down to the first floor.

Alone in the quiet elevator, the Team Leader said something meaningful.

“Honestly, as the Deputy Team Leader said, Mr. Park Deun-deun, you’re suspicious in many ways. It’d be right to consider you a villain.”

“I’m not a villain.”

“Hmm… Even if you were originally a villain, I wouldn’t care. You acted to protect a child. Suspicious or not, that action was genuine. Superpower humans are beings superior to humans of previous eras, and thus must protect the weak and inferior… You showed the very image of an exemplary superpower human.”

“Is that so?”

“So your past doesn’t matter.”

Ding. We arrived on the first floor, and the Team Leader stepped out ahead of me.

“I was a villain too. Until Mr. Kage enlightened me.”

“Hmm.”

“What turns superpower humans into villains is the rotten society created by inferior pigs. Even if Mr. Park Deun-deun were a villain, your essence is that of a superpower human. You just need to learn the responsibilities of a superpower human from now on.”

It felt like he was dragging out some annoying talk.

I silently yawned behind the Team Leader’s back.

Heading toward the opposite side of the building’s entrance, an open space prepared outside came into view.

“Since you were registered as a superpower human four years ago, you must’ve taken the test underground back then, right?”

“Hmm.”

“It was insane. Unlike back then, when idiots who didn’t understand superpower human powers only increased the risk of building collapses, now we conduct tests in open spaces like this, designed for superpower humans.”

On one side of the open space, young humans in identical uniforms were emitting waves of abilities.

These young humans were all superpower humans, demonstrating their powers next to strange machines.

B and C-rank superpower humans controlled the tests, machines resembling monster alert systems, and large screens displaying detected ranks.

“Looks like applicants from the academy are taking the test right now.”

“Hah!”

“Hup—chaap…!”

Most were D or C-rank superpower humans. Tiny fireballs, wind blades, or telekinesis—each time they used their abilities, output levels similar to my senses appeared on the screen.

As we approached, the focused gazes of those destroying target scrap cars and drums shifted to the Team Leader and me.

“Gasp…! The District Leader!”

“It’s Air Walker!”

“The one who’s about to become an A-rank hero…!”

“Ah, excuse me, students. Do you mind if we borrow the ability test for a moment?”

After greeting the hero operating the machine, the Team Leader took a sensor bracelet from a student and fired an air bullet at the target.

The drum the students had been hitting was torn apart in an instant, losing its shape.

The result showed Computation Speed: A-rank, Output: B-rank—just a little more, and he’d reach A-rank. The students gasped in awe.

“Here, just wear this bracelet and use your ability like this.”

I took the bracelet the Team Leader handed me, put it on my wrist, and clenched my fist.

A device to measure ability output—another one of Meister’s creations, I suppose.

Targeting a wrecked car beside the destroyed drum, I threw a light punch in the air.

A shockwave flew out and smashed one side of the car with a crash.

“A shockwave! An ability like Quake’s!”

“No, this is… Just a punch?”

The startled students and heroes, along with the frowning Team Leader.

The Team Leader immediately realized my punch wasn’t an ability that manipulated shockwaves.

“There was no ability in that shockwave. Just a punch—to cause that level of damage from this distance…”

“Pure physical enhancement? That?”

The students, who didn’t understand, and the horrified heroes all turned to the screen.

The measured ability output—the result was… Exactly as I expected.

“Is this thing broken?”

Measurement result: None.

My punch just now wasn’t an ability.

It was just a punch using a monster’s physical strength.

“Wait… Did you just fire a shockwave with pure physical strength?”

“H—how… Is that possible?”

“You don’t know?”

I raised one hand and extended my thumb.

“This is the power of Gombang.”

“G—Gombang!”

“…What’s that?”

Everyone looked puzzled at my answer.

As expected, people in A-City don’t know about Gombang.

Pathetic humans.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 95

Ch.95 12 million won

“I don’t know what it is, but one thing’s for sure—there’s absolutely no way an ordinary human could wield this kind of power…”

“His ability is a bit unusual, isn’t it? I mean, compared to other superpower humans.”

“Ah, that makes sense, too. Was it called Limit Break or something?”

The heroes of A-City, unaware of Gombang’s power, interpreted my ability in their own way.

A physical enhancement ability called Limit Break—it supposedly allows one to surpass the physical limits a human can achieve through muscle training.

“Since it’s an ability that directly affects the body and leaves results, it’s only natural there’s no energy signature.”

“Looking at his height—over 2 meters—it seems to fit the abilities’ characteristics, right? They say the more you train, the bigger your body gets.”

“Could we check your regenerative ability? Just a small wound on your body…”

“Hmm.”

Unlike Gu Seo-ryong, I can’t use other abilities in human form, so I didn’t mind them theorizing about my ability’s true nature. I extended my hand.

Then, the team leader secretly activated his ability and shot out a sharp blade of wind.

Pik! The wind blade grazed my body, leaving a small scratch.

The other heroes and students thought the team leader had controlled his ability, seeing only the minor wound, but the team leader stared at me with a stiff expression.

“Too tough… Are you really A-rank?”

“Whoa! The regeneration speed—!”

“Wow, this is insane.”

“Amazing…”

“Limit Break gradually enhances all physical abilities through training, right? With this absurd regeneration, it seems confirmed.”

The heroes marveled at the instantly healing wound, then rushed to a corner of the field and brought back something.

“Don’t worry. For superpower humans with unusual abilities who couldn’t get a proper rank assessment, A-City has multiple methods of measuring abilities.”

“It’s a bit old-fashioned, but let’s try this.”

“Hmm.”

“Wow, it’s been years since we last opened this.”

When the heroes opened a box covered in dust and rain, various items came out—a steel cable twisted into a spiral, spheres the size of fists, and a small T-shaped object of unknown purpose.

“Here, bite down on this.”

“Why do I have to bite it?”

“It’s a cardiopulmonary endurance checker. We’ll test your physical stamina.”

I bit the protruding part and breathed. With each exhale, liquid moved inside the device.

Normal breathing made the liquid reach the red line at the end, and red lights flashed at both extremes. It was a device to check if I was breathing properly while moving.

“Now, step on this… And pull the handle with all your strength while holding your position.”

The cable was a device to measure muscle strength and endurance in the back, shoulders, arms, and legs simultaneously.

I pulled as instructed, and the heroes measured the length of the stretched cable.

“Muscle strength is… Huh? Upper-mid A-rank?”

“How long do I have to keep doing this?”

“Huh? You’re not supposed to talk.”

“Wait, you have the leisure to talk?”

Thirty seconds into the measurement, already bored, I yawned and stretched.

As I twisted my waist left and right while pulling, the cable spring creaked and screamed.

Then, teu-deu-deuk!—a sound like wood tearing—followed by ti-di-ding! as the wire strands snapped one by one.

“W-wait! Stop!”

“It’s breaking, it’s breaking!”

“Done.”

When I released the cable, the heroes and students stared at it, now frayed like a broom, with wide eyes.

“This… Just based on physicality, isn’t this on par with Teacher Yeo Woon-jae in his prime?”

“Probably because this cable hasn’t been maintained in a while, right?”

“Insane.”

Next were the various spheres.

They twisted automatically when gripped tightly. The test was to see how far they could be twisted using grip strength alone.

“Grip strength, upper A-rank.”

“Now, next, throw this sphere over there…”

Hearing that, I snatched the sphere and threw it toward a scrap vehicle.

Thunk! With a surprisingly small sound, a tiny hole appeared in the vehicle.

The heroes ran to the car, inspecting the perfectly clean penetration mark with no cracks. They dug into the ground behind the vehicle and returned with the results.

“Mid A-rank.”

“Wow, you’re consistently A-rank across the board… That’s rare.”

“Your physical balance is unbelievably good.”

“Finally, for endurance, since there’s been no alarm so far… S-rank.”

When I removed the T-shaped mouthpiece, a chorus of whoa! erupted.

The team leader, with a dazed expression, scanned me up and down and let out a sigh.

“If you were a villain, I’d already be dead.”

“Is the test over?”

“Ah, yes, it’s over. Total rank: A. Congratulations! You’re an A-rank superpower human!”

“Hmm…”

Amid the heroes’ and students’ applause, I was disappointed that my human form’s level was only A-rank.

Still, I thought I’d barely scrape into low S-rank.

Is this the limit of a purely human body without monstrous transformation?

“Good work. Now, since the measurements are done this way.”

“Students, someday you too can achieve strength like this. Keep honing your abilities!”

“Yes!”

After the tests, the team leader took me elsewhere, holding documents.

We entered a first-floor office where regular police officers worked. They stood up nervously and saluted.

“Good afternoon!”

“Mm, everyone take your seats.”

“Yes!”

The officers sat back down, exuding unease as they kept glancing at the team leader and me.

The team leader walked past them, stopping at one officer’s desk and dropping the documents.

“Process this superpower human registration card for him. Quickly.”

“Yes! You mean a hero registration card?”

“Superpower human. Registration card.”

“S-sorry!”

“Tch…”

As the frightened officer typed with trembling hands, the team leader clicked his tongue softly.

He took a card from a drawer and inserted it into a strange machine.

Clunk, clunk. After the sounds, a superpower human registration card with a photo like Gu Seo-ryong’s was printed. The officer handed it to the team leader with both hands.

“Here you go. Sorry for the delay.”

“Sorry. The card took a while.”

“Was it slow?”

If anything, it was fast—much quicker than ordering a hot dog in W-City.

“Paperwork like this is handled by civilians. Can’t be helped. Superpower humans are always in short supply, and civilians need to work to earn their keep…”

“Hmm.”

“Understanding these shortcomings is also part of being a superpower human. Let’s step outside—it’s stuffy in here.”

A barely perceptible undercurrent of disdain and resentment, unnoticeable unless you were a monster.

As we left the office, the team leader’s emotions lingered in the air. My monstrous senses picked up the whispers of the humans.

“Slow? He’d take even longer if he did it himself.”

“Damn superpower human supremacists…”

“That superpower human earlier was A-rank.”

“Ugh, another high-and-mighty person to bow and scrape to?”

“He didn’t seem like a bad guy.”

“That’s just for now. He’ll change soon enough.”

“Except for Kage, all heroes know is violence.”

Though outwardly compliant, resentment toward superpower humans had clearly built up.

In the hallway, the team leader handed me a vending machine coffee and the superpower human registration card.

“Technically, you should watch an educational video, but… Never mind. Mr. Park Deun-deun, you probably wouldn’t watch it anyway. You keep saying too long whenever explanations drag on.”

“Too long.”

“But I’ll summarize: superpower humans are superior. Superior superpower humans have a duty to protect inferior civilians. Superpower humans are equal. Superpower humans help superpower humans. That’s it.”

“Still long.”

“Congratulations. A-rank superpower human Park Deun-deun.”

Holding the card, I felt a strange emotion—my first human ID. I examined it closely.

Nothing special—just my name, rank, issue date, and district.

“With this, you’re exempt from liability in cases of monster or villain-related damage or disturbances. If you ever clash with other heroes, show this first. As an A-rank, most situations will resolve themselves.”

“Sounds like it might be right.”

“Well, honestly, that’s not entirely wrong… But if you disrespect other superpower humans, Kage—the strongest—won’t let it slide. All superpower humans are equal, but S-ranks are special.”

Obeying the strongest—sounds like monster logic.

As I pondered how different this was from W-City, the team leader explained the card’s benefits.

“Superpower humans aren’t covered by Hero Priority laws. No priority access to facilities or restaurants, but no obligation to yield to heroes either. Also, you’ll receive a superpower human stipend—less than heroes, but still.”

“Stipend?”

“Money. As an A-rank, you’ll get 12 million won monthly. It’s already deposited.”

“12 million won!”

For the first time today, I perked up, eyes wide.

12 million won meant 1,200 bowls of gukbap—enough to eat full for a week.

I’d only planned to stay in A-City for about a week, but with this card, I could eat so much gukbap.

“You get this much just for being a superpower human?”

“Yes. Most superpower humans turn to villainy for money. Kage’s welfare policy addresses that. By the way, becoming a hero doubles it. Come register anytime if you’re interested.”

“No thanks.”

W-City had nothing like this.

Since Yoo Hyena, who knew all about welfare, never mentioned it, it definitely didn’t exist there.

Imagining all the food I could buy, I swallowed hard.

This Kage guy… Might be better than I thought.

“Also, if you want to grow stronger, you can freely access training facilities, superpower human education centers, and analysis labs. I’ll accompany you anytime—uh, Mr. Park Deun-deun?”

Getting the card meant I had no more business here.

Seeing no reason to listen further, I turned toward the exit.

“Wait, where are you going?”

Today, I’d only eaten one hot dog.

Now, I had the equivalent of about 24,000 hot dogs in my hands.

“Going to eat.”

Leaving the stunned team leader behind, I walked out.

***

Pondering what to eat, I caught a delicious scent on my way back to my hideout.

The shop’s sign read Fried Chicken.

Curious, I showed my superpower human card and asked what it was. The owner, frightened, quickly fried a chicken with a forced smile.

The taste of that first bite was astounding.

A faint memory—something I might have eaten as a child.

A flavor so good it made my taste buds bow in worship.

W-City had fried chicken too, but it was called tongdak—crispy and chewy, but not crunchy.

This was entirely different.

I bought 50 fried chickens on the spot. The stunned owner bowed deeply as I took the food back to my hideout.

I wanted more, but he said 50 was already pushing it.

“Meow meow meow…!”

“Mmm… Gulp, mmm…!”

Back at the hideout, Sagugu sniffed the air and pounced on the chicken bags.

Sagugu and I tore open the packaging and dug in on the bed.

Beside us, Gu Seo-ryong scowled.

“Hey? Instead of eating chicken, say something!”

“Brother! This is so good!”

“How the hell does your registration trigger four, five government records the moment it’s issued?”

“Mmm, better than dakgalbi.”

“Mom, try some!”

“Sigh…”

When Sagugu offered a drumstick, Gu Seo-ryong sighed and took a bite.

After one taste, she fell silent too.

“Wow, what is this? They didn’t have this four years ago. Is this really the same chicken?”

“They said it’s a recently rediscovered recipe.”

“Wait, it’s not air-fried? It’s actually oil-fried?”

“Sooooooooo good!”
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Ch.96 A-rank Superpower Human

During a brief meal break, Gu Seo-ryong enjoyed some delicious chicken before sprawling on the bed with Sagugu.  

I disposed of the leftover trash by manipulating space, tossing it into a nearby trash bin.  

“Haah… It’s been a while since I ate something this good.”  

“Munch munch munch…”  

“It’d be nice if food like this existed in W-City too.”  

“Wouldn’t that be hard? Restoring something like this would require Meister to rediscover the recipe, factories to produce the ingredients, coordination to ensure it doesn’t disrupt existing production… And above all, they’d have to scale up production enough for citizens to actually eat it. W-City’s workforce isn’t up to that.”  

“Is that so?”  

“More than anything, a dish that uses this much oil and an entire chicken is a luxury. It’s fascinating. I’ve heard government officials eat chicken, but to see it available to regular citizens…”  

I’m not entirely sure what point she’s trying to make, but in any case, it seems eating chicken in W-City would be difficult.  

After eating, Gu Seo-ryong quietly closed her eyes, apparently drowsy.  

But only for a moment. Suddenly remembering something, she bolted upright and grilled me again.  

“Hey, did you get caught stealing this chicken?”  

“I’m not a thief.”  

“Then what’s with the government records you accessed? You’ve eaten the chicken now, so just tell me the truth already.”  

“Hmm…”  

I explained everything that happened today to Gu Seo-ryong.  

How a hero stole my hot dog while I was eating it, so I stuffed him into a trash bin.  

The Superpower Human Protection Act, the right to remain silent, this law, that law, and the hero who was surprisingly friendly toward me.  

And how my abilities were measured, resulting in me being classified as an A-rank superpower human.  

“Haaaah…”  

“What’s wrong?”  

“I told you, if you get chased by Magic Bullet, things will get annoying… No, well, it seems like things worked out in the end… Keep going. Did you have any conversations with villains or heroes? Remember any details?”  

After letting out a long sigh, Gu Seo-ryong demanded a detailed account of the exchanges between villains and superpower humans in the investigation room, as well as the conversations among the office workers.  

I told her everything I remembered.  

After listening, Gu Seo-ryong silently bowed her head, lost in thought, before finally speaking after a long pause.  

“A-City is really different from what I knew. Especially how much the humans seem to resent the heroes.”  

“They weren’t hostile.”  

“That level is hostility. They’d get eaten alive by murderous monsters without heroes, yet they don’t even know how to be grateful—just gnashing their teeth.”  

“Isn’t it fair to be angry if fellow humans look down on you?”  

“‘Fellow humans’… You’ve really been influenced by W-City, huh? Superpower humans and humans aren’t the same kind of people, you know?”  

“Don’t monsters perceive all of us as equally human?”  

“Oh, right, that’s true. From a monster’s perspective, we are the same.”  

As if realizing something she’d forgotten, Gu Seo-ryong then brought up the human perspective.  

“Conversely, to the humans in A-City right now, superpower humans must seem no different from monsters.”  

“Heroes and monsters are different.”  

“We can feel the difference, but to powerless humans, they’re the same. They don’t distinguish between humans and monsters—only between humans and non-humans. So… Just as they hate monsters, they hate superpower humans too.”  

Listening to her, I found Gu Seo-ryong’s argument persuasive.  

To humans, superpower humans are monsters they can communicate with, while monsters are monsters they can’t.  

But both are non-human monsters.  

“You understand the human perspective well?”  

“…Observing prey is basic for predators. To a monster, superpower humans are still human—their weaknesses are the same. There’s no harm in learning more about humans.”  

“Hmm, I see.”  

“Isn’t it interesting? W-City stubbornly insists that superpower humans are still human, but here, they’ve clearly separated superpower humans as something beyond humanity. And as a result, the villains became heroes.”  

“What do you mean, villain heroes?”  

“Most of the villains I knew are gone. When I asked, I was told they switched sides and became heroes.”  

Gu Seo-ryong’s explanation of the situation was quite striking.  

Superpower human supremacy—the idea that superpower humans are different from and superior to ordinary humans.  

By firmly establishing this distinction and treating ordinary humans as inferior while showering superpower humans with special privileges, countless villains turned to the side of heroes.  

“Superpower humans are superior and special, so they deserve more… Honestly, even I think that makes sense. That guy, Kage—I can’t tell if he’s brilliant or just reckless.”  

Gu Seo-ryong picked up my superpower human registration card and spun it on her finger.  

“With just this one card, he split the villains into two factions. Not only that, he absorbed one faction entirely… The remaining villains, desperate to survive, strengthened their ties with the government, using them as chess pieces to overthrow it… There’ll probably be a lot of side effects, but the man works fast.”  

“What do you mean, overthrow the government?”  

“Simply put, we weren’t the only ones who saw Meister’s absence as an opportunity.”  

“That explanation isn’t enough.”  

“Kage wants control of the city, right? While Meister is gone, high-ranking government officials and S-rank heroes are silently waging war in the city’s underbelly.”  

I asked for details out of curiosity, but in the end, it didn’t seem like something worth worrying about.  

“Is this something we need to know?”  

“Oh, well… Not really. Our goal is just to search the research facility. Monsters don’t need to care about changes in human society.”  

Agreeing with me, Gu Seo-ryong flicked my superpower human registration card away with her finger.  

“Still, we got a lot of useful information. Distrust between humans and superpower humans, a silent political war… The chaos behind the scenes means it’ll be easier for us to move around. And that card… It’s absurdly useful.”  

“It’s worth 12 million won.”  

“Yeah, an A-rank’s allowance is 12 million. The villains told me. I never thought you’d actually bring back the real thing, though…”  

“We can eat a lot of delicious food for a week.”  

“Hey, you do remember our goal isn’t a food tour of A-City, right?”  

Gu Seo-ryong sighed, stroking Sagugu, who was purring and rolling around, then explained how the card could be used.  

“With that card, you can freely enter training centers and schools for superpower humans. You can visit those places and look for Yeo Woon-jae directly. Meanwhile, I’ll search for connections between the research facility and the government.”  

“Do you think the research facility belongs to the government?”  

“After hearing what you told me, it’s possible. I’ll look into it. To humans, superpower humans and monsters are both just monsters. So wouldn’t they prefer stupid monsters they can control over clever ones that can deceive them?”  

Gu Seo-ryong’s theory about why the research facility created monsters was fairly plausible.  

But for some reason, I had a gut feeling it wasn’t the right answer.  

Gu Seo-ryong, also a test-subject monster, didn’t seem to think the experiments were just about weaponizing monsters either.  

“Anyway, thanks to you, the investigation has made ridiculous progress. It’s messy and precarious, but… good job. Just getting a means to approach Yeo Woon-jae directly is a huge advantage.”  

“Brother did well? If you praise me, I’ll say thank you!”  

“Hmm, thanks.”  

“They say Yeo Woon-jae retired as a hero and now teaches students. As an A-rank, they won’t be able to ignore you there.”  

“Got it.”  

My next task is to visit Yeo Woon-jae as an A-rank superpower human and search for traces of the research facility.  

After sharing information and finishing our discussion, Gu Seo-ryong pulled out her phone.  

“Alright, let’s leave the research facility talk for now… We should move our hideout.”  

“We’re going somewhere else?”  

“Obviously? This is just a temporary hideout. It’s not like we’re staying in this filthy place because we like it.”  

“Sagugu likes it here?”  

“You’d be happy anywhere as long as you can make a mess, right?”  

Gu Seo-ryong sighed and glanced around the dark, dirty room.  

“Having a superpower human registration card makes money laundering easier too. I can spend my money freely now. Let’s relocate to the best hotel right away. We might even run into government officials, and changing hotels daily will make it harder to track us.”  

“Do you have money?”  

“More than you.”  

Gu Seo-ryong showed me her phone screen.  

Displayed on it was around 22 million won—enough for 2,200 bowls of soup.  

“Where did this money come from?”  

“Among the villains, there are plenty of rich guys who’ll hand over money if you just… Puff them a little.”  

Gu Seo-ryong wiggled her fingers and laughed.  

The poison at her fingertips—did she intoxicate them with drugs and extort them?  

Well, if the targets were villains… I don’t care.  

“We can eat a lot of delicious food.”  

“Mommy’s so happy! Brother’s great too!”  

“Hey, just so we’re clear, we didn’t come here to eat… Ugh, whatever. Fine, let’s move quickly and eat something good at the hotel. But… You’re still hungry after all that chicken?”  

“I’m still hungry.”  

“Me too!”  

“Are you cats or pigs…?”  

“How rude.”  

“Mommy’s rude!”  

Shortly after, three monsters emerged from the underground and blended into the crowd of humans.  

Our destination: the hotel. No, the delicious food at the hotel.  

Work-life balance is important in all things.  

You can’t investigate on an empty stomach.  

On the way to the hotel, I realized a few things.  

First, the combination of me, Gu Seo-ryong, and Sagugu attracts a lot of attention from humans.  

I, being tall, and Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu, whom humans consider exceptionally beautiful.  

The stares grew more intense as we walked, to the point of discomfort.  

“Shouldn’t we avoid standing out?”  

“This doesn’t matter. The warning is about not looking suspicious, like you.”  

“I’ve never been suspected of being suspicious.”  

“Suuure, whatever you say, Villain Suspect Park Deun-deun.”  

Second realization: A man walking around with two pretty girls invites trouble.  

“Hey, man, it’s obvious at a glance. You’re a superpower human, right?”  

“We’re superpower humans too. These your whores? This is that kind of district.”  

“You don’t look high-ranked. Why not share?”  

When three men started picking a fight on the street, the nearby citizens silently scattered, avoiding eye contact.  

The superpower humans in front of us flaunted their powers, letting their energy pulse ominously.  

Since I didn’t react at all, they must’ve assumed I was a low-level superpower human.  

“No hero emblem on your chest.”  

“Must be a villain or an unregistered superpower human.”  

Watching Gu Seo-ryong prepare to deal with them through Sagugu, I grabbed her shoulder and pushed her toward the men.  

“What are you doing?”  

“Go on, Gu Seo-ryong.”  

“Pfft! Good idea. Hey, come here.”  

As the delighted superpower human approached, Gu Seo-ryong smacked away the arm reaching for her and glared up at me.  

“Hey, in situations like this, you’re supposed to say, ‘How dare you touch my woman?!’ and chase them off.”  

“Why should I?”  

“Hey, you—cute little thing, come here.”  

“Mreow?”  

“Sagugu, didn’t Mommy tell you not to follow strangers?”  

While Gu Seo-ryong grumbled, another superpower human beckoned Sagugu.  

Gu Seo-ryong, exasperated, grabbed the confused Sagugu before she could wander off, then hesitated before rummaging through my pockets.  

“You see this?”  

“Huh? A superpower human registration card? Not even a hero registration… Wait, A, A-rank?!”  

“Heh, did you think only the guy was a superpower human? I’ve got one too… A-rank!”  

“We’re sorry!”  

The superpower humans panicked and fled upon seeing my card, while the citizens who’d been watching from a distance buzzed with whispers.  

A-rank, A-rank… The crowded night streets emptied in an instant, becoming pleasantly walkable.  

“I’m sorry, but our hotel is reserved for special guests only… A, A-rank?!”  

Even the hotel staff, who had been haughty at first, bowed deeply the moment they saw the superpower human registration card.  

Third realization: In A-City, simply being a superpower human solves a lot of problems.  

“Our apologies, madam. We had no idea you were the family of an A-rank superpower human…”  

“Oh, it’s fine. How could you have known?”  

“What’s madam?”  

“It’s a thing. You don’t need to know.”  

Fourth realization: Gu Seo-ryong really likes the strange word madam.
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Ch.97 Yeo Woon-jae

The morning after spending a night at the hotel.

It was the first time I had a restless night since becoming a monster.

“Worst morning ever.”

Despite having slept through all sorts of stimulant cocktails, drugs, and pain-inducing devices, it was hard to sleep through the attacks of two Despair-class monsters.

At dawn, after ordering and eating one of everything on the room service menu, Sagugu fell asleep satisfied, but then Gu Seo-ryong annoyingly clung to me.

I choked her unconscious and tried to sleep, but Sagugu sleep-talked and crawled over, pressing her ear against my body to sleep.

When I peeled her off, Gu Seo-ryong, now conscious again, slithered up like a snake and climbed on top of me.

I choked her unconscious again and threw her on the floor, but then Sagugu was back. When I put Sagugu on the bed and returned after tucking her in, Gu Seo-ryong was there again.

“Umyaa…”

“Huaaam…”

In the end, I barely slept all night and only managed to close my eyes by leaning against the window after the two monsters woke up.

But that didn’t last long—Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu got up and started running around the room.

“If you’re awake, go brush your teeth! How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Monsters don’t brush their teeth! We don’t get cavities!”

“Your breath stinks! Brush your teeth! Girls shouldn’t smell!”

After a chaotic, noisy chase around the room, Sagugu, caught by Gu Seo-ryong, reluctantly brushed her teeth with a sullen expression.

To be precise, Gu Seo-ryong wrapped her tail around Sagugu’s neck and brushed her teeth for her with one hand while brushing her own.

That brief moment was the only time I could sleep freely.

“Sweetie, looks like you didn’t sleep well? If you’d just had some fun while Sagugu was sleeping, you could’ve slept soundly.”

“Don’t talk to me. I’m sleeping.”

“We came all the way to this nice hotel, and the kid’s asleep—why aren’t you doing anything? You’ve got a great body.”

“I have no intention of mating.”

“Oh my, the kid’s listening. Can you watch your language when Sagugu is awake?”

“Mating! Mating again! What’s mating? Are you eating something tasty without Sagugu again?”

Gu Seo-ryong shamelessly covered Sagugu’s ears with both hands, causing her cat ears to disappear as human ears popped out in their place.

When she covered the human ears, the cat ears returned… Realizing that covering her ears was pointless, Gu Seo-ryong let go of Sagugu.

“I should’ve just killed you last night.”

“Being choked felt good enough to die. Really, if just a taste was this good, I can’t even imagine how the main dish would be.”

“Main dish? Breakfast?”

“Yeah, yeah, let’s wash up and eat.”

“Breakfast…”

“Wash up and come out too.”

No matter how sleepy I was, I couldn’t skip a meal.

While I quickly washed up, every possible breakfast menu item was laid out in the room.

The hotel staff, who had been glancing at Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu while setting up the food and blinking sleepily, nodded in understanding when they saw my body emerging from the bathroom.

Gu Seo-ryong and I ate and discussed our plans.

“So, after we finish our tasks, we’ll each return here?”

“Calling through the core… Won’t be possible.”

Due to the superpower humans’ warning-laden wavelengths resonating throughout the city, it was impossible to summon the monster core as we did in W-City.

“But if it’s really dangerous, we’ll have to resonate the core.”

“Tell Sagugu to summon the cat. She should be able to do it.”

“Oh, really? Like the hidden camera you secretly planted to spy on me? Sagugu, wanna try summoning it?”

“Nyyaa?”

Sagugu used her ability at Gu Seo-ryong’s request, but the cat didn’t appear.

The spatial manipulation ability paired up randomly, but shadow control couldn’t pair? Strange.

Thinking it odd, I summoned the cat myself and transferred a few abilities to it.

“If you need me, stomp on the shadow three times.”

“How romantic. If I stomp three times, you’ll come save me?”

“Just die.”

As I got up after finishing the meal, Gu Seo-ryong handed me clothes to wear while fiddling with her phone in the other hand.

“Yeo Woon-jae’s superpower human training facility is in District 2.”

“Got it.”

“If you leave now, you’ll probably arrive during class. Since A-City strictly protects hero candidates, try not to cause any disturbances…”

“I’ve never caused disturbances.”

“Yeah, yeah… Anyway, look carefully. If he’s not in class, he’s often at the training facility in District 3 observing other superpower humans, so check there too.”

After turning off her phone and tucking it into her chest, Gu Seo-ryong dressed herself and Sagugu.

Instead of leaving immediately, I looked at my reflection in the mirror.

Today, I wore a short-sleeved shirt and a large denim jacket—just an ordinary, tall human at first glance.

“Shouldn’t I cover my face?”

“Why?”

“If Yeo Woon-jae is connected to the lab, he’ll recognize me.”

“Then you’ll know right away, won’t you? Just eat him then.”

“Hmm.”

Exposing my face on purpose to eat anyone who recognizes me—what a great idea.

“See you later. I’ll gather more intel before heading out. Unlike some people, I’m not lucky enough to know where to look first.”

“Get off.”

As I tried to leave first, Gu Seo-ryong naturally clung to me.

I peeled off her sticky arms, but her clingy wavelength faintly spread through my skin.

“Take your meds, Gu Seo-ryong.”

“I already did before bed. This is just a pure kiss.”

“It’s not pure.”

“I think it’s about time we’re okay with kisses, don’t you?”

“No.”

“Sagugu wants a goodbye kiss from Mommy and Brother, too!”

“No.”

“Nyaa…”

I peeled off Sagugu and Gu Seo-ryong, who lunged at me in the hallway, and stepped outside.

Somehow, this feels more exhausting than being chased by Starlight for an hour.

***

After shaking off the annoyances, I got into a taxi.

The hotel staff, who recognized me as an A-rank superpower human, guided me to it.

The taxi driver tensed up the moment he heard I was an A-rank.

Regardless, I was sleep-deprived and dozed off in the taxi.

“Sir… Sir…”

“Hm?”

“We’ve… Arrived.”

The driver woke me with a quiet voice.

I rummaged through my pocket and handed him my superpower human registration card.

“Huh? Are you… Paying?”

After processing the payment, the driver bowed deeply and returned the card.

First the hotdog stand, then the chicken place, and now the taxi—why do A-City citizens refuse money from superpower humans? Curious, I stopped the taxi before it could leave.

“W-why are you doing this?” 

“I’m sorry!”

“Why don’t A-City citizens accept money from superhumans?”

“Eh…? Why…?”

“I’m from another city. I’m curious.”

The driver, who had been about to hit the gas and flee, gave up and turned off the engine.

“It’s not that we don’t want to take money—we can’t. Many superpower humans get angry if we do, saying that protecting us, inferior citizen,s should be enough.”

“But superpower humans receive allowances, so it’s practically free for them.”

“Right. Yet they refuse to pay for meals, transportation, etc. They say, ‘We protect you, and you still ask for money?’ Most think superpower humans shouldn’t have to pay. Of course, some, like you, do pay.”

So that’s why.

Now that I think about it, it makes sense.

Heroes risk their lives fighting monsters—skipping a few payments isn’t a big deal.

But why are humans so resentful?

The unanswered question gnawed at me.

Tired of thinking, I let the taxi go and entered the building.

A place ordinary people can’t enter, filled with surveillance cameras.

I tapped my card on the transparent door, and it opened.

[Welcome, A-rank superpower human Park Deun-deun.]

As the door opened, a small drone emerged from the card reader and began following me.

“What’s this?”

[I am—]

Smack! Instinctively, I swatted the fly-like drone away.

Another drone emerged and warned:

[Park Deun-deun, drones are public property. Do not destroy them.]

“Is there a person inside?”

[I am Anemone, an AI guide drone for A-City’s education facility. If you’re looking for a class or location, let me know. I’ll guide you.]

“Fascinating.”

I poked the drone, amused as it kept returning to position.

Later, I asked the drone where Yeo Woon-jae was.

“I’m looking for Yeo Woon-jae.”

[Professor Yeo Woon-jae’s class is currently in Lecture Hall 3. Shall I guide you?]

“Yeah.”

Nodding, I followed the drone.

The superpower human training facility looked no different from an ordinary school, like the ones I’d occasionally seen in W-City.

The only differences were the superpower human students training with their abilities in the courtyard and the fact that everyone here was a superpower human.

“Ha! Chaaat!”

“Come out, come out…!”

Young students are straining to activate their abilities, adult heroes and superpower humans discussing techniques nearby.

“Emission types depend most on imagery. Meister said not to limit yourself by thinking about what’s possible…”

“But my computation isn’t improving. If that’s the case, I have no choice but to train until it becomes second nature.”

“Wow…! My output just increased! Thank you—how can I ever repay you?”

“No, no need. Superpower humans should help each other.”

Unlike the superpower humans on the streets, those inside the facility were remarkably kind to each other.

I even spotted some of the guys who had eyed Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu yesterday.

Even they showed no arrogance—just warm, understanding smiles.

“Hmm.”

Lost in thought, I followed the drone inside.

We arrived at a classroom labeled Superpower Human Combat Theory.

The drone stuck to the closed door, and it slid open silently.

“—Therefore, abilities belong to the mind category of mind-body-spirit, and strengthening them requires mental fortitude. To increase output and heart strength, physical training is essential. The last factor is technique.”

Inside the tiered classroom, desks were packed, while heroes and superpower humans lined the walls, listening intently.

I quietly entered and leaned against the wall.

“What I can teach you is technique. Depending on your ability, it may not help at all. But one thing is certain—”

Sniff, sniff. The source of the scent was clear—the man speaking loudly at the center of the room.

“A superpower human’s enemy isn’t just monsters.”

A body covered in scars, a prosthetic right hand, a misaligned leg, an unkempt beard, long gray curly hair covering his eyes—not an old man, but a middle-aged one.

“This class will help you greatly when fighting monsters.”

The former strongest hero, Yeo Woon-jae.

The smell of lab chemicals lingered on him.

“Of course… It’ll also help against humanoid monsters. Beyond that, mastering your body means freely manifesting your abilities. So for those struggling with control, this will—”

Just then, the tablet in front of Yeo Woon-jae lit up.

From a distance, I focused on his pupils to read the screen.

It displayed the names and ranks of every student, hero, and superpower human in the room.

My name and rank—A-rank superpower human—glowed brightly.

“A-rank superpower human…”

Yeo Woon-jae muttered quietly, scanning the room until he spotted me.

Our eyes met. He showed no surprise, just a slight nod.

That reaction—he didn’t recognize me as a test subject.

Yeo Woon-jae doesn’t know me.

The chemical scent on him is too faint.

The lab likely just supplied him with drugs. He probably knows nothing.

But for some reason, locking eyes with him made me tense.

That tension made me want to observe him more.

Even though I don’t think he’s connected to the lab, this feeling—

“Now, let’s wrap up introductions and head to the training hall.”

—My monster instincts tell me to keep watching him.
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Ch.98 I Want to Try

“I’m looking forward to it… A combat guide from Quake.”  

“I even switched from being a villain to a hero because of this.”  

“Even if you’re not a student, as long as you’re a superpower human or a hero, you can attend the class. Kage really is something else.”  

“Strictly speaking, isn’t he more of Meister? The very necessity of such facilities…”  

Amidst the murmuring crowd of superpower humans moving through the hallway—  

A man with red-tinted hair, a body sporadically sparking with uncontrolled embers, hands encased in tough exoskeleton, about the same height as me.  

Here, even I look like just another ordinary superpower human.  

Yeo Woon-jae, who had stepped out into the hallway first, walked flanked by two A-rank heroes.  

Bodyguards? The heroes maintained their vigilance toward ordinary superpower humans who weren’t heroes or students.  

Shortly after, we arrived at a room labeled Combat Training, where Yeo Woon-jae placed a chair in a corner and sat down.  

“Now, shall we take a look at everyone’s abilities first?”  

“Please take care of us!”  

The students stepped forward before the superpower humans, showcasing their abilities one by one in front of Yeo Woon-jae.  

The older ones among them demonstrated abilities with power equivalent to C-rank—telekinesis targeting empty space, ice blades, branching lightning strikes, and simple punches.  

“Hmm, well done. Next, shall we see what the heroes and superpower humans can show us?”  

“Hehe, never thought I’d get to display my abilities in front of Quake.”  

This time, B-rank abilities—some teetering on the edge of A-rank.  

Each ability resonated with intense shockwaves that shook the hall.  

Among them, one who appeared to be just an ordinary superpower human pretended to make a mistake and let his ability slip toward Yeo Woon-jae.  

“Ah, my apologies.”  

“…Please be more careful next time.”  

Ping! The wind blade that had flown stealthily was blocked—not by Yeo Woon-jae, but by the two A-rank heroes standing beside him.  

The man who had fired the ability at Yeo Woon-jae chuckled as he returned to his seat.  

“Guess the rumors are true—a wannabe is still a wannabe. Can’t even react.”  

The students frowned at the sight of the man mocking the aged Yeo Woon-jae, while the heroes watched with interest.  

Despite clearly being an idol-like figure to these people, there was no particular hostility toward him.  

Is this really okay?  

“Next, A-rank superpower human, Park Deun-deun.”  

“Park Deun-deun…?”  

“Is that really someone’s name?”  

“An A-rank superpower human?”  

When my name was called, I walked out from among the crowd into the hall.  

The empty space. I locked eyes with Yeo Woon-jae for a moment before raising my fist to head height.  

Then, a single light punch.  

Bang! With the sound of air bursting, a shockwave flew forward.  

“You bastard!”  

“What the hell are you doing?!”  

“It’s fine.”  

The A-rank heroes, slow to react, barely managed to block my shockwave right in front of Yeo Woon-jae.  

Oddly, though they had merely frowned earlier, this time their anger flared to the extreme.  

From among them, Yeo Woon-jae raised his prosthetic arm to calm them, then added commentary—something he hadn’t done for the other superpower humans.  

“Pure physical strength… Interesting. Next.”  

As I returned to the group of superpower humans, I focused my senses on Yeo Woon-jae.  

Just now, he had reacted to my attack.  

His rapidly moving gaze, wide-open eyes, the faint ripple of his ability spreading.  

He hadn’t dodged because he judged that the A-rank heroes could block it easily.  

But if he had wanted to, he could have dodged.  

“Now, I’ll pair you up with opponents of similar skill.”  

During the ensuing sparring session, the drones flying around all returned to their owners, guiding them to suitable matches.  

“Then, let’s proceed with sparring in order. Remember, the goal is not to kill your opponent.”  

Following the drone’s guidance, the humans stepped forward and displayed their abilities in front of Yeo Woon-jae and the A-rank heroes.  

Regardless of rank, all the superpower humans exchanged attacks capable of inflicting fatal wounds on each other.  

The superpower humans here were at least Terror-class, equivalent to monsters.  

Any misstep would mean instant death.  

But just before the attacks landed, the heroes beside Yeo Woon-jae intervened, stopping the fights to prevent injuries.  

“Your attack patterns are good. However, your footing lacks power.”  

“Try targeting blind spots more. Stealth is the strength of your ability.”  

“Compensating for your ability’s output is a good idea, but your attacks are too monotonous.”  

“Th-thank you!”  

Yeo Woon-jae gave feedback to each student and hero, suggesting areas for improvement.  

By the time I had yawned about eleven times out of boredom, it was the turn of the superpower human who had secretly fired an ability at Yeo Woon-jae earlier.  

The B-rank superpower human, introducing himself as Kang Chi-soo, clad himself in armor of wind and pummeled the hero he was paired with.  

“Hey, I came here because this class was supposed to be taught by Yeo Woon-jae, not for some joke of a lesson!”  

“Kgh, ugh…”  

“I heard rumors we could even fight Yeo Woon-jae himself. What, doesn’t he have the strength left? Washed-up old man.”  

Dodging attacks aimed at him while amplifying his own—a combat-focused ability utilization.  

As the man’s wind-wreathed fists clashed with a loud pang! pang! Sounds, the heroes and students around me buzzed with murmurs.  

“What’s his deal? Is he insane?”  

“Ex-villain, after all. So rude.”  

“I heard there was someone like that last time, too.”  

“Even if they register as superpower humans, villains are still villains. Their mindset is just different from ours.”  

“Villains are predictable. They probably think if they take down old man Yeo Woon-jae now, the spotlight will shine on them as the superpower human who defeated Quake.”  

“Hah…”  

Amidst the superpower humans’ whispers, Yeo Woon-jae smiled leisurely and signaled the A-rank hero beside him with a glance.  

“Of course, if you wish, you may spar with me. However, you must first defeat my disciples.”  

“Disciples?”  

“As you’ve pointed out, my body isn’t in the best condition, so I limit my sparring sessions… I only spar once a day, and only with those strong enough to defeat my disciples.”  

“Hah, so you’re just scared to fight me, huh? I get it, you’re old and weak. But don’t hide behind your disciples—fight me yourself.”  

“…A-rank hero, Vibe. Ability: Hyper Vibration.”  

A woman with tightly bound hair stepped in, ignoring the man’s disrespectful words.  

From her practical-looking pants pocket, she drew a telescopic baton and swung it.  

Chwak! The extended baton, infused with her ability, formed transparent blade-like projections along its length.  

“Hey, wait. You’re making me fight an A-rank hero? Trying to kill me?”  

“Mr. Kang Chi-soo, this is only a spar. No killing.”  

Faced with an A-rank hero, the man coated his arms with rapidly spinning wind blades and took a defensive stance.  

The woman sighed, then slid across the ground, closing the distance and slashing the man’s arm with her baton.  

Sshhk! A quiet slicing sound, followed by blood gushing from the deep wound in his arm, where his ability had been severed.  

“Gaaah!”  

“Mr. Kang Chi-soo, your ability’s output is lacking for your rank. Your control and stealth are excellent, but… In a direct confrontation, you’d lose to someone even a tier below you.”  

“Y-you call this a spar?! You cut me this deep!”  

“Superpower humans don’t die from that. Here, try focusing your ability more to block the attack. If you can interfere properly, you can reduce the damage.”  

As the man, now drenched in blood, collapsed, medics rushed in from the corner.  

Pouring treatment fluid on his wounds and loading him onto a stretcher, the medics quickly carried him away.  

Once the man was gone, the superpower humans burst into applause.  

The woman named Vibe bowed politely.  

The superpower humans, seemingly accustomed to bloodshed, paid no attention to the black blood splattered on the floor.  

“Now then… Next is A-rank superpower human, Mr. Park Deun-deun.”  

My turn. I stepped forward at the call.  

“A-rank superpower human…?”  

“If he’s a superpower human, that means he’s unaffiliated, right?”  

“There’s an A-rank superpower human?”  

“Is his name really Park Deun-deun?”  

Amidst the murmurs of superpower humans, heroes, and students, one hero stepped forward and stood before me.  

“B-rank hero, Gravity.”  

“Park Deun-deun.”  

The man gulped, then activated his ability, pressing down on the space around me.  

Sensing the flavor of his ability, I realized what it was—  

Weight Manipulation, a unique form of telekinesis specialized in one direction.  

“Haap!”  

Reducing his own weight momentarily, the man dashed across the ground, then increased his weight as he threw a punch at me.  

A close-range attack leveraging the fact that ability output intensifies near the core.  

Not a bad application. I raised one hand and caught his fist.  

“Eh, wha— Agh, ah!”  

Crunch. Gripping the telekinetic force enveloping his fist, I swung him lightly and slammed him into the floor.  

Boom! The man, who had increased his weight, took the full brunt of the impact, convulsing.  

Briefly stunned, he reflexively tried to throw another punch upon regaining consciousness, but another A-rank hero rushed in to block it.  

“…Shifting weight instantaneously to amplify destructive power. The body is protected by telekinesis… Impressive. With proper timing, you could multiply speed and weight to deliver a devastating blow.”  

Yeo Woon-jae, halting the spar that had ended in an instant, offered advice to the man.  

“However, if the power is insufficient like just now, or if the timing is read by the opponent, your ability becomes a weakness. Your ability seems better suited for defensive use. Consider ways to reduce the impact of your opponent’s attacks.”  

“Th-thank you…”  

As the hero I had faced stood up and bowed, the heroes and students buzzed again.  

“His ability usage was good, but he’s still A-rank after all.”  

“The output itself is on another level—makes the fight look dull.”  

“But… Why is he just standing there?”  

Even after easily defeating one, I didn’t return to the group of superpower humans but remained standing still.  

Yeo Woon-jae and the A-rank heroes focused their gazes on me, and Yeo Woon-jae shared his thoughts.  

“Hmm… Mr. Park Deun-deun, that was quite impressive. You must possess a unique ability… Purely enhancing physical strength, it seems.”  

“Spare me the advice.”  

As I clenched my fist, the woman who had defeated the other superpower human earlier drew her telescopic baton again.  

Her eyes said she had expected this. Yeo Woon-jae smiled faintly and spoke.  

“So, Mr. Park Deun-deun, you also wish to spar with me.”  

“Correct.”  

“Still, much more polite than the earlier one… Very well. My disciples first.”  

“W-what?!” 

“Wind?!”  

Before Yeo Woon-jae could finish, Boom! I threw a proper punch into the air, and a fist-shaped shockwave flew clearly toward the woman.  

Splitting the shockwave with her bladed baton, the woman charged at me.  

I dodged her strike with light footwork, then grabbed her head as she crossed past me.  

“Ghk— Kyaa!”  

Slamming her head into the ground, Crunch! The floor cratered from the impact.  

When I released her, she lay dazed, blood trickling from her nose.  

The training hall fell silent in shock. Yeo Woon-jae burst into laughter and clapped.  

“D-did you see that? He took down an A-rank hero in an instant.”  

“Park Deun-deun, was it? What the hell is that superpower human?”  

“Magnificent. Raw power, speed, fearless resolve against blades. And turning the moment of attack into a counter—feral yet brilliant.”  

“Ugh…”  

Staggering to her feet, the woman sheathed her baton and bowed her head.  

Amidst the silent heroes, another hero beside Yeo Woon-jae stepped forward.  

Short hair, small frame—I thought it was a man, but the scent told me it was another woman.  

“Wave. Ability: Waveform.”  

“A woman.”  

“…Shut your mouth.”  

Does she hate being called a woman?  

As the woman stomped the ground, Thud! A ripple of ability spread from her feet, creating a strange pressure.  

Then, all sound vanished.  

My vision distorted—not from brain interference, but from illusions manipulating light itself.  

Silently, the woman closed in and thrust her palm toward my abdomen.  

“Wha—?!”  

Using a monster’s unique senses, I located her and met her palm with my own hand.  

A shockwave erupted from her small hand, half the size of mine, sending vibrations through my body, making it ache deeply.  

This… Feels refreshing.  

An attack that would have been fatal to a human. Even for a monster, it would’ve been significant if it had landed properly.  

I gripped her hand, about to swing her around—  

“That’s enough.”  

Yeo Woon-jae clapped, stopping the fight.  

I halted mid-swing, spinning her in the air instead.  

As she landed in my arms, she slapped her palm against my chest and released her ability.  

“Let— Let go!”  

A considerable impact, but no damage to me.  

I wanted to take a few more hits for that refreshing feeling, but reluctantly, I set her down.  

Meanwhile, Yeo Woon-jae removed his upper garment, his prosthetic arm whirring as he stepped toward me.  

Giiing— The wrist joint rotated once, then chik, chik, as each segment unlocked.  

His steps were unsteady, but his demeanor relaxed as he took a stance before me—an unusual posture, unlike anything I’d seen from monster-fighting heroes.  

“Perfect. This will make for a good teaching moment for the students as well.”  

Yeo Woon-jae, in the same stance I’d seen on TV as a child, drew upon his ability.
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Ch.99 The Smell Becomes Stronger 

“Since I’m in the position of an educator, I’ll let the student take the first move.”  

“Student?”  

“It means you should attack first.”  

Stretching out his prosthetic arm, fists raised to waist height, legs lowered into a deep stance.  

His gray, wavy hair rippled under the influence of his supernatural ability.  

At the sight, a memory from his human days flashed through his mind.  

Yeo Woon-jae, back when his hair was still black, cut short.  

A man who stood alone before a monster in front of broadcasting cameras, determined to prove that a hero could defeat a monster.  

This man was the first human to ever take down a monster single-handedly.  

If Meister represented survival, Yeo Woon-jae represented struggle.  

“Strange feeling.”  

Just like Meister, he was now facing a childhood hero.  

Not that he felt excited or anything.  

Rather, it was closer to the thrill a monster feels when facing prey.  

Knowing just how formidable this opponent was, he couldn’t help but anticipate the fun.  

“To think I’d get to see Teacher Yeo Woon-jae fight…”  

“Gulp…”  

“Step back further.”  

I gestured for the heroes and students to retreat to the far end of the auditorium.  

Yeo Woon-jae remained in his initial stance, calmly suppressing his aura as if inviting any attack.  

Well then, here it goes.  

Pah-pah-pah! Three sudden punches sent shockwaves flying.  

Yeo Woon-jae swung his non-prosthetic hand in a circular motion, deflecting the shockwaves.  

“Oh.”  

I reflexively let out a sound of admiration.  

A delicate maneuver, like slicing a log with a small knife.  

A technical perfection unlike the abilities of other S-rank heroes.  

The way he used his ability only when absolutely necessary was naturally impressive.  

“W-wow…”  

“What was that just now?”  

The other heroes were also amazed after witnessing Yeo Woon-jae’s ability.  

And for good reason.  

The output of the ability he had just demonstrated was incredibly low, so much so that, with some effort, they could probably mimic it themselves.  

As expected, shockwaves didn’t work on Yeo Woon-jae.  

He clicked his prosthetic arm a few times, gesturing for me to come at him again.  

Smirking, I bent my upper body even lower than his, letting my fists hang loosely before pressing them against the floor.  

“Hhup!”  

Boom!  

An explosive sound erupted as my fist shot toward him. Just before impact, Yeo Woon-jae swallowed a breath and activated his ability, meeting my fist with his palm.  

In the blink of an eye, a powerful wave of energy spread out, violently altering the trajectory of my punch.  

Crunch!  

As my joint twisted unnaturally, Yeo Woon-jae bent his arm and drove his elbow into my chin.  

The shockwave reverberated through my body, his ability silently striking my insides, dispersing the impact.  

A fatal blow that would have knocked out any human.  

As our eyes met, his eyebrows twitching, I drove my fist upward into his jaw.  

His hand swiftly intercepted my punch, and he used the momentum to float upward before flying backward.  

Landing lightly, I licked my lips while watching him intently.  

So, this was Yeo Woon-jae’s ability.  

From what I knew, he was a hero who manipulated various types of shockwaves.  

The taste of his ability spreading through my mouth after the jaw strike filled in some missing details.  

The range of his ability extended to all forms of shock, both inside and outside his body, within the limits of his physical form.  

The attack just now amplified internal shockwaves, compressing and firing them through my body.  

If the shockwaves from the hero Wave felt like rubber mallets used at construction sites, Yeo Woon-jae’s were more like sledgehammers meant for demolishing debris.  

“Impressive. Your strength is considerable. And your physical durability… Is monstrous.”  

“What was that move earlier?”  

I groaned as I forcibly straightened my half-bent wrist.  

The heroes and students gasped as my wrist joint rapidly regenerated, snapping back into place. Yeo Woon-jae smirked.  

“It’s a technique. Against humanoid opponents, it can be used without relying on abilities. As long as the difference in strength isn’t too extreme…”  

“Hmm.”  

Then show me.  

I lightly swung my hand, and Yeo Woon-jae, without using his ability, used his prosthetic to twist my wrist.  

Given my body’s resilience, it didn’t fully bend, but an ordinary human’s wrist would’ve snapped from that alone.  

An interesting technique, exploiting the structure of joints in a body not firmly anchored.  

“You’re using my own strength against me.”  

“As you saw, brute force alone can be subdued by technique.”  

“I see.”  

Then let’s see how far this technique can go.  

I slowly stepped toward Yeo Woon-jae and threw a series of punches.  

He tracked each fist with his eyes, lightly tapping the side of my wrist with his non-prosthetic palm.  

Redirecting the force, altering the trajectory.  

My attacks barely grazed his hair.  

Yeo Woon-jae’s current physical ability was at A-rank level.  

Weaker in raw strength than me, but faster and more precise.  

“Ooooh! Amazing!”  

“Waaaah!”  

The heroes cheered wildly.  

Realizing that continuing like this wouldn’t work, I stopped my assault. Yeo Woon-jae exhaled deeply and spoke.  

“Phew… This is what they call softness overcoming hardness.”  

“Softness overcoming hardness?”  

That doesn’t sound right.  

The way Yeo Woon-jae fought didn’t feel soft at all.  

Precise strikes, concentrated into single points using his ability and strength.  

Attacking joints to redirect my strikes was just exploiting the structural weaknesses of the human body.  

Whoosh!  

A surprise kick—Yeo Woon-jae placed his palm against my leg and smoothly rotated.  

Spin!  

My body, twice his size, was effortlessly lifted into the air.  

Twisting midair, I landed softly thanks to my instinctive reflexes. Yeo Woon-jae was rubbing his wrist as if in pain.  

“Applying the same principle, this is also possible.”  

“What is this?”  

“Like I said—softness overcoming hardness.”  

“Fun.”  

I wanted to experience that again.  

I kicked once more, but this time, Yeo Woon-jae dodged by bending his body.  

Confused, I kicked again—he retreated further.  

By the fourth kick, he finally sent me flying again.  

Whoosh!  

Another amusing experience of floating through the air. I twisted midair and landed gracefully.  

“Can’t do it consecutively?”  

“Not with this body…”  

“Disappointing.”  

I cracked my neck and unfurled my fists.  

Fists still felt awkward.  

“Then let’s get serious.”  

Extending my claws, I let instinct take over.  

Bam! Bam! Bam!  

Kicking off the ground, I charged, swiping at him with both hands.  

The shoes I wore burst apart instantly.  

At that moment, Yeo Woon-jae, tense, tapped the floor with his twisted leg before shifting into a stance similar to his two disciples.  

Thud!  

A shockwave spread outward before being sucked back toward him. Like a water pillar rising from a droplet, his momentum surged explosively.  

“Ooooh!”  

“Incredible!”  

Bam-bam-bam-bam!  

He deflected my strikes, countering with redirected force.  

Attack, deflect, attack, deflect—like a perfectly choreographed exchange.  

Growing more excited, I stepped forward and slashed downward with my hand.  

Yeo Woon-jae’s prosthetic shot toward my eyes.  

I tilted my head, dodging as the prosthetic’s wrist made a hiss and fired its fist.  

Avoiding the wire-connected strike, I flicked it away with my fingers.  

A rocket punch—truly an attack that brought back childhood memories.  

The momentary distraction was enough.  

Yeo Woon-jae’s palm touched my body.  

“Ha!”  

BOOM!  

A shockwave tore through me.  

Agony as if my insides were being twisted. Clutching my stomach, I staggered back.  

“Dirty trick.”  

Using the rocket punch as a distraction for the real attack.  

Yeo Woon-jae laughed, as if misunderstanding my words.  

“Combat is about relentlessly exploiting weaknesses. Attacking vulnerabilities isn’t dirty—it’s fundamental.”  

“Tch.”  

Gag—  

Blood and bits of viscera rose in my throat. I spat them out, feeling my body rapidly regenerate as I removed my hand from my stomach.  

A strike that bypassed durability and defense.  

This wasn’t just targeting weak points—it was as if anywhere he touched became a weak point.  

Thud!  

Yeo Woon-jae dashed at me this time.  

A kick—no, a wire attack hidden behind a large motion.  

I caught the wire aiming for my neck, but Yeo Woon-jae wrapped around my arm like a vine.  

Crack!  

The joints in my wrist and elbow groaned under the pressure.  

“Wha—?!”  

But my joints didn’t break.  

Grind—  

I flexed my arm and grabbed his throat.  

An unavoidable attack.  

Yeo Woon-jae’s aged, battered body had limits to how much shock it could withstand.  

Channeling the killing intent of a monster, I swung him down with full force.  

Whoosh!  

Slamming him into the ground, the impact rippled outward.  

Crack—  

The floor split apart.  

The moment I sensed something off, Yeo Woon-jae struck my chin.  

Thud.  

The shock to my brain froze me for an instant—enough for him to wrench free.  

“Phew…”  

“Hmm.”  

Blood trickled from my nose. I licked it away with my tongue.  

His shockwave had torn through my brain.  

A reflexive counterattack, meant to kill, just like mine.  

Standing beside me, catching his breath, Yeo Woon-jae bore no injuries. 

Shock Domination—he must have redirected the impact into the ground.  

“Let’s stop here. Any further would be dangerous.”  

“W-wow!!”  

As Yeo Woon-jae gestured to his shattered prosthetic, the students erupted in cheers.  

“That’s Yeo Woon-jae for you! Even after retirement…!”  

“A-rank heroes are no match for him!”  

“Not a single scratch on him! Meanwhile, the other guy’s bleeding!”  

“Teacher Yeo Woon-jae won!”  

Amid the noise, I twitched my nose.  

No matter how masked by the scent of blood, a monster’s sense of smell never loses its target.  

Until now, Yeo Woon-jae’s abilities had been entirely human.  

By that measure, he was human.  

But… As expected.  

In that critical moment, the scent of the lab grew stronger.  

“You’re strong. Exceptionally so. Astonishingly strong.”  

Yet, Yeo Woon-jae showed no hostility. Instead, he extended a hand with what looked like genuine joy.  

A human greeting, learned at construction sites.  

As I shook his hand, I sensed a familiar emotion from him.  

Joy—pure enjoyment of battle, just like me.  

Just like me…?  

Curious, I twisted his wrist slightly, testing if I could draw out more of that lab scent.  

“With your strength combined with technique, a human like you could become even stronger—”  

Crack.  

His wrist bent, but he spun away, evading my follow-up.  

Midair, my palm struck his body.  

This was how he did it, right?  

Stomp.  

Mimicking his footwork, I channeled force from the ground, unleashing it through my hands, without any ability.  

BOOM!  

Yeo Woon-jae was sent spinning through the air before landing.  

Boos rained down from the heroes and students.  

“Teacher Yeo Woon-jae!”  

“The spar was over! That was a cheap shot!”  

“You bastard! That’s cowardly!”  

“Typical of a villain-turned-hero!”  

“Who do you think will acknowledge you for winning like that?!”  

Ignoring them, I stared at Yeo Woon-jae, lost in thought.  

That last attack wasn’t particularly powerful.  

But I had caught him off-guard—yet the lab scent didn’t intensify.  

Probably because it wasn’t threatening enough.  

When he did it, the destructive power was immense. Was it because I lacked the ability?  

Still, the fact that I could mimic it at all was fascinating.  

A mix of interest and curiosity filled me as I continued mimicking his movements in the air.  

“T-this is…?”  

“Teacher, are you alright?!”  

At that moment, Yeo Woon-jae pushed past the A-rank heroes and strode toward me.  

“You just copied my technique! After seeing it once!”  

“That’s right.”  

His surface emotions were clear—excitement overriding any anger over the post-spar attack.  

A desire to teach me.  

Simultaneously, the lab scent grew slightly stronger.  

Huh? I thought it only intensified in life-threatening situations.  

“That technique isn’t about the stance. Raise your waist higher—don’t mimic my build. Adjust for your body.”  

“T-teacher?!”  

“Like this?”  

“Relax your body in that position. Imagine your entire body as a conduit, drawing force from your footwork. Focus on your waist! Twist and pull it up sharply.”  

“Hmm.”  

“The force should move vertically, horizontally, then vertically again—spiraling upward. Only apply power at the start and end. Here, try again.”  

Intrigued by the deepening scent, I followed his instructions.  

This time, simply thrusting my fist into the air produced a shockwave.  

Bang!  

“Oh.”  

“Incredible! To learn it this quickly! Even this!”  

At the same time, the lab scent intensified.  

Ah.  

I get it now.  

It grows stronger when he’s excited.  
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Ch.100 Source of Abilities 

I wanted to smell the scent coming from Yeo Woon-jae’s body more closely, so I sniffed a few times.  

But the scent disappeared not long after.  

“What a shame. If your ability had been one that grows the body rather than one that manipulates energy, I could’ve taught you other techniques… Ah, right, we’re in the middle of class.”  

Yeo Woon-jae spoke with genuine regret, then composed himself and returned to the other students.  

Since he calmed down, the scent faded as well.  

Still, having smelled it this close, I think I understand the nature of the scent a little better now.  

“Everyone, I believe the sparring earlier must have given you many realizations. As you’ve seen, no matter how strong a power is, simply changing its direction…”  

Monsters, beasts, humans—all animals emit a peculiar scent from their bodies when they’re excited.  

That scent, mixed with Yeo Woon-jae’s body odor and the stimulant smell from the lab.  

For a drug to be secreted from the body… That’s quite strange.  

The pill I found on Meister—could he have been continuously taking an improved version of it?  

If I could tear off and devour even a part of Yeo Woon-jae’s body, I’d know for sure.  

I widened my eyes and slightly lowered my stance.  

“Mr. Park Deun-deun, the sparring is over.”  

“I get that you enjoyed it, but let’s keep it reasonable. You’re not a beast.”  

“Hm.”  

Being an A-rank hero, he noticed the signs before my attack.  

Stopped by Yeo Woon-jae’s two disciples, I crossed my arms and stood still as a gesture of backing off.  

Maybe because I found the earlier play fun, my instincts got ahead of me.  

It’s still too early to go wild.  

Besides, I can’t definitively say Yeo Woon-jae is connected to the lab.  

No need to cause unnecessary commotion and make the lab wary.  

For now, I should investigate the reason behind the lab’s scent on Yeo Woon-jae’s body like a cat stalking its prey—quietly and stealthily.  

“From now on, everyone must rely solely on their physical bodies.”  

The class continued tediously after that.  

Demonstrating techniques for the students, time spent trying to use techniques without relying on abilities.  

“If you don’t even know how to move your body and only depend on your ability, your strength will fail you at the most critical moment. As a result, when both your ability and body reach their limits, you’ll end up with irreversible injuries like this.”  

Yeo Woon-jae, having removed the prosthetic arm damaged during our sparring, lifted his severed limb.  

The students moved their bodies like ordinary humans, suppressing all their abilities.  

“This technique is called Balgyeong. Once you master it, you’ll learn how to momentarily amplify your ability’s output only when necessary, allowing you to use your strength efficiently.”  

In other words, this is training to improve overall stamina for both abilities and the body.  

For me, who can already manipulate not just my ability but even my core’s movements to hide my presence, this was pointless.  

“How the hell did he do it right away…?”  

“What are we even supposed to do?”  

“Like this?”  

“It’s normal to struggle to draw out any power at first.”  

The superhumans glanced at me and continued practicing, while I yawned and stretched.  

After the boring time passed, the most tedious part came last.  

“Self-reflection through meditation is always important.”  

As the sweaty superpower humans sat and regulated their breathing, Yeo Woon-jae walked among them.  

“What if I had done this instead? What was lacking in this movement? By objectively observing yourself, you can gradually grope your way through the pitch-black darkness to discover what you’re capable of.”  

A low, solemn voice and the sound of evenly paced footsteps.  

I lay comfortably on my side and dozed off.  

“Moreover, contemplating yourself is crucial in solidifying the form of your ability.”  

Just as I was half-asleep, Yeo Woon-jae began talking about human abilities.  

“This is common knowledge now. According to Meister’s analysis, human abilities are related to fear and trauma.”  

“Hm…?” 

At the lab, where only monsters were discussed, I never learned about human abilities.  

Lying down, I pricked up my ears at this new information.  

“The moment you feel the greatest fear, you recall the strongest power and obtain what you need most—that is a human’s ability.”  

Monsters devour the greatest fear and despair humans feel right before death and evolve.  

“Someone you all know awakened the power to know everything amidst doubt about this situation. Another gained the fastest speed, another an impenetrable wall, another bullets to chase hidden monsters… And someone wished for the strongest power they knew.”  

Meister, Electress, Kage, Baskerville, and the last one… Starlight? Or Yeo Woon-jae himself?  

“And someone… Wished to be free.”  

Now I’m not sure who he’s talking about.  

As I listened, I grew interested in the process of ability awakening Yeo Woon-jae described.  

If human abilities truly awaken by devouring their own fear and despair, just like monsters…  

Then the power of superpower humans is no different from that of monsters.  

“Face your own fear and ask yourself, What was the strength I envisioned meant to overcome? Right before my ability awakened, what did I desire most?”  

Perhaps because I was half-asleep, Yeo Woon-jae’s voice unconsciously stirred my defenseless mind.  

Like a dream, I recalled the fear I felt as a child.  

“What was I most afraid of?”  

Me, right in front of me, someone close to dying…  

“Ugh…”  

The unpleasant memory woke me up, and I frowned as I got up.  

Coincidentally, the meditation seemed to have ended, as Yeo Woon-jae clapped his hands to rouse the students.  

“That’s all for today’s class.”  

“Thank you!”  

“Trauma… Now that I think about it, it’s the most basic thing, but I haven’t revisited it in a while.”  

“Because it’s not a memory I want to think about.”  

“I’m hearing this for the first time. Do heroes take classes like this…?”  

“No wonder the number of B-rank and A-rank superhumans on the hero side keeps increasing.”  

The students, superpower humans, and heroes all stood up, bowed to Yeo Woon-jae, and left the hall.  

Amidst the murmuring crowd, Yeo Woon-jae approached me, who was standing still, and spoke.  

“Mr. Park Deun-deun, can we talk for a moment?”  

“What is it?”  

“You didn’t seem to know about the connection between trauma and abilities. Until recently, this was information only disclosed to heroes, so it’s not strange.”  

When I answered with undisguised displeasure, Yeo Woon-jae smiled as if he expected it.  

“Yet you’ve reached A-rank—you must have lived a rough life. One where you couldn’t survive without constantly seeking greater strength.”  

“What’s your point?”  

“How rude! Show some respect!”  

Yeo Woon-jae raised his arm (minus the prosthetic) to stop his disciple from lashing out at me.  

“Seeing how you’ve grown so strong on your own, just a little more knowledge could easily take you to S-rank. Whether it’s techniques you lack due to your ability’s uniqueness or methods to amplify its output—I can teach you.”  

“Are you asking me to become your disciple?”  

“Yes.”  

“No.”  

“Do you even realize what a huge opportunity this is…?!”  

At my near-instant refusal, Yeo Woon-jae smiled knowingly, while his two disciples scowled and bristled at me.  

Following the other students out, I flicked both women’s foreheads.  

“Eek!”  

“Eep!”  

During breaks, even construction workers wearing helmets feared those forehead flicks—yet these two superpower humans took them bare-skinned, making strange noises as they clutched their heads.  

Advice about human abilities is useless to me.  

Monsters—CXI’s ability is the power to devour abilities.  

It has nothing to do with the fears I had when I was human.  

“Feel free to come back anytime.”  

At Yeo Woon-jae’s words, I turned my head slightly and met his gaze with one eye.  

I do plan to return.  

Just not for the reasons Yeo Woon-jae expects.  

***

Returning to the empty hotel, I slept briefly before waking to the presence of an approaching monster.  

Gu Seo-ryong entered the room with both hands full of something called sliced raw flounder.  

She said that if she stored it in Sagugu’s space, she’d keep sneaking it out to eat, so she carried it over by hand.  

“Omnomnomnom!”  

“So this is sliced raw flounder? It’s delicious.”  

“A-City has so much good food!”  

“Can’t you eat slower? Who’s gonna steal—oh, actually, yeah, from each other.”  

This sliced raw flounder was incredibly tasty.  

Sagugu seemed to agree, shoveling handfuls into her mouth alongside me.  

“Sagugu is so happy… Big bro is here, mom is here, yummy food is here…”  

With her belly full, Sagugu began dozing off with her head on Gu Seo-ryong’s lap.  

Once she settled down, Gu Seo-ryong asked me about today’s events.  

I told her everything that happened with Yeo Woon-jae.  

“So, he even asked you to become his disciple?”  

“Yeah.”  

“Seriously, he never moves the way I expect… Anyway, this lab scent—it got stronger when Yeo Woon-jae was excited, right?”  

Gu Seo-ryong stroked Sagugu’s head to lull her to sleep, then lightly tapped the bed instead of clapping her hands.  

Probably to avoid waking her.  

“What is it? Could accumulated drugs in the body released when excited? I’ve never heard of medication that triggers like that. Unless… He momentarily lost control of a suppressing drug due to excitement.”  

“Hmm.”  

At Gu Seo-ryong’s muttering, I recalled suppressing the lab’s drugs in my own body.  

Forcing my emotions down could ignore the drug’s stimulation, but if something emotionally intense happened, I’d momentarily lose control.  

If so, Yeo Woon-jae’s body must already be saturated with drugs.  

“In that state, he’d definitely notice something’s wrong.”  

“Right, so Yeo Woon-jae must know exactly what effects the drugs he’s taking have—and he’s controlling them. What the hell is he thinking? If you’re gonna take them, take them; if not, don’t. Why take them and suppress them?”  

“Just give me the conclusion.”  

“Judging by the drug’s composition, Yeo Woon-jae is maintaining a semi-awakened state at an optimal level. Or maybe the suppression itself is the goal? When building resistance to a new poison, I sometimes stay in a poisoned state on purpose.”  

“Gu Seo-ryong, that’s not a conclusion.”  

“We still don’t know enough, so investigate more. Focus less on the drugs or scent and more on whether Yeo Woon-jae knows about the lab.”  

I frowned at Gu Seo-ryong’s non-answer.  

“Not helpful.”  

“Huh? You’re the one who slacked off instead of investigating properly. If he offered to make you his disciple, you should’ve said ‘Yes, thank you’ and wagged your tail a little to fish for info about the lab.”  

“I have no intention of becoming his disciple.”  

“Who said actually do it? Just say whatever sounds nice to get him talking. Geez, you’re impossible. After all the trouble I went through today, all I get is not helpful?”  

“What did you even do?”  

“I met a government official. Total creep. The moment Sagugu called me mom, he asked if the two of us wanted to come to his mansion… I pretended to be scared and played along. One more meeting, and he’ll answer anything I ask.”  

Waggling his fingers, Gu Seo-ryong paused, his expression darkening.  

“…During that, I heard something suspicious.”  

“What?”  

“Kage isn’t just acting up randomly. On the surface, things are quiet, but behind the scenes, he’s trying to replace all government officials. One of the justifications he’s using is evidence that the government sold orphans somewhere.”  

“The lab?”  

“Most likely. In this day and age, using hundreds of children for experiments over such a long period would be impossible without high-level government involvement.”  

“Kage has that evidence…”  

So there are people in the government connected to the lab.  

Gu Seo-ryong made significant progress, yet she sighed instead of celebrating.  

“The problem is… I can’t approach Kage to investigate.”  

“You don’t think you can beat him?”  

“No, it’s that Kage would recognize me. Even if I used an ability to change my appearance, superpower humans can identify others by their ability’s wavelength. The risk of him finding out who I am is too high.”  

“Have you met Kage before?”  

“After escaping the lab, I had nowhere to go, remember? I came to A-City first.”  

“So you fled to W-City after losing to Kage.”  

“Do we really need to keep talking about this?”  

Gu Seo-ryong smiled, but her displeasure was obvious.  

She’s sulking.  

Maturely indulging her childishness, I changed the subject.  

“So, you’ll investigate that evidence further through the government official?”  

“And you, whether by becoming Yeo Woon-jae’s disciple or whatever, get close and see if he knows anything about the lab.”  

“Sounds boring.”  

“Investigations are supposed to be boring.”  

Just thinking about it made me sigh. It already felt tedious.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 101

Ch.101 Another, Cat Out For A Walk.

W-City, Hero Headquarters.

Electress, dressed in casual clothes, enjoyed a sense of relaxation she had never felt in A-City as she sipped cola and munched on potato chips. 

Lying sideways on the bed, she held a game controller in her hand. It had been so long since she last lounged like this, playing games. 

Lost in thought, Electress reminisced about her daily life in A-City. 

Wake up in the morning, spread her abilities to detect monsters with an electromagnetic field, patrol all of A-City to hunt villains, eat, and detect monsters again before bed. 

Monsters, whose sole purpose was to devour humans, appeared more frequently and easily in densely populated areas. 

As a result, A-City was under constant threat from monsters. 

After Meister discovered a temporary solution to repel monsters below the Crush-class, they focused mainly on dealing with Disaster-class and above monsters. 

With Kage’s ability, they could eliminate monsters without worrying about collateral damage. So it was just exterminate, exterminate, exterminate, exterminate…  

Compared to that, W-City had far too few monsters. To Electress, W-City felt strange. 

Despite its population density, the number of monsters was suspiciously low, as if someone had already cleared out all the monsters in the area. 

But W-City heroes claimed that even this was a lot for them. 

It had been three days since the Black Cat disappeared again. 

W-City heroes, fatigued, patrolled daily as monster sightings gradually increased.  

Regardless, Electress had been busy catching up on sleep and relaxation.  

“Electress, we need to talk.”  

“Do you not know how to knock?”  

Just then, Yoo Anna, looking exhausted, opened the door without knocking and stepped inside. 

Electress frowned and activated her ability, blocking Yoo Anna in place.  

“Now you’re not even wearing proper clothes…”  

“Don’t come any further. If you have something to say, say it from there. You reek of monsters.”  

“The one that stinks is this room! Air it out, what is that smell?”  

Yoo Anna, who had likely just returned from slaying a monster, carried the stench of monster bodily fluids scorched by high heat. 

Recognizing the familiar odor, Electress emitted a wave of aggressive energy strong enough to dull the senses as a warning. 

Yoo Anna, halted at the entrance, glared at Electress with resentment.  

“I can’t stand this anymore. While you’re here, you’re joining patrols too.”  

“Why should I? I’m not even supposed to be here.”  

Electress insisted that, officially, she wasn’t in W-City. 

From the beginning, Meister’s presence in W-City had been top-secret—even now, while she was recovering from ability overload. 

If Electress helped with patrols and the increasing monster sightings, wouldn’t the citizens notice she was here?  

“If I’m seen, people will get suspicious. Rumors will spread, and eventually, they’ll find out Meister is here too. Why create unnecessary variables?”  

“W-City has its own electric ability users. Wear a helmet, disguise yourself, pretend you’re not you.”  

“What about guarding Meister?”  

“You’re not even guarding her, just lazing around.”  

“This is guarding! I’m staying within range to appear instantly if needed.”  

Truthfully, Electress was only lounging in her room for Meister’s sake. 

Thinking of Meister recently, Electress unconsciously frowned. 

Lately, Meister has changed. Her old habits—barely sleeping, acting erratically, causing trouble—had suddenly vanished. 

Her face looked brighter after proper sleep, and she no longer took her usual medication. 

When Electress checked on her out of obligation, Meister even attempted conversation, messy as it was, instead of reading her mind and spouting nonsense with reckless ability use. 

Despite the other heroes’ warnings, she had never listened before—so why the sudden change? Was there something in W-City?  

“If you don’t like me staying in one place, go complain about Meister locking herself in her room.”  

Even so, Meister remained holed up in her room. She claimed she had something to make and, as usual, refused to come out. 

So Electress stayed nearby, keeping watch.  

“You don’t even need to guard her from the military anymore, right?”  

Yoo Anna’s next words struck a nerve.  

“A-City heroes and soldiers were talking. They said you came not just to protect Meister from monsters but also because you don’t trust the military?”  

“It’s the opposite. Those stupid soldiers, mere obsolete citizens, don’t trust heroes.”  

“Yeah, yeah. The heroes from W-City heard that and couldn’t believe how dumb A-City is.”  

“You wouldn’t know, stuck in a backwater like W-City, but the government has tried to assassinate Meister multiple times. Claims she might recreate the Master Code or knows too many government secrets.”  

“That was just a faction within the government. Not them, right? You talked with them this time, so you know. They’re just Meister fanatics.”  

“Hmph.”  

That so-called dialogue was another absurdity. In A-City, the moment superpower humans tried to talk, those inferior specimens would get angry and refuse to listen. So why was it that in W-City, the heroes were suddenly trustworthy?  

“We all protect Meister together, so you should pitch in too. Perfect opportunity, right?”  

“What’s so perfect about it?”  

“You don’t know W-City’s patrol routes, do you? Take this chance to pair up, get to know the other heroes. Besides Iron Might—”  

“Hah? Why are you suddenly bringing up Iron Light or Tight or whatever?”  

“You only hang out with him. It’s all over the hero gossip mill.”  

“Since when? What gossip? What are you even talking about? Ugh, disgusting.”  

Electress’ voice turned prickly at the mention of the hero’s name. Yoo Anna, startled by the sharp reaction, offered advice.  

“Since we’re on the topic, even for an S-rank hero, dragging around an A-rank hero like an errand boy doesn’t look good.”  

“Errand boy?”  

“Iron Might has a good temper, so he tolerates it. But do you know what people are saying? That you’re so deep in superpower human elitism, you won’t even treat lower-tier ability users like humans.”  

Electress blinked, lowering her voice slightly.  

“…What’s it to you? And I’m not using him as an errand boy. He just does whatever I say.”  

“Same difference.”  

Yoo Anna, tired of arguing, sighed openly.  

“Anyway, starting tomorrow, you’re joining patrols. If we alternate, Meister’s safety won’t be an issue. With your ability, cleaning up Terror-class monsters is nothing, right? Just a short stint, go around with the others. And go easy on Iron Might. He’s nice, but if you keep treating him like a subordinate, people will resent you.”  

“Hah, since when do I care about others’ opinions? What does it matter if I bully some half-baked A-rank nobody?”  

“Sigh…”  

It was true that Electress had no real obligation to patrol in W-City. And as Yoo Anna said, if S-rank heroes took shifts, Meister’s safety wouldn’t be compromised. 

Ultimately, Electress’ refusal to mingle with the others drew another sigh from Yoo Anna as she turned to leave—but paused.  

“Oh, and do you know where Iron Might is? Where is he? Patrol’s about to start, and he hasn’t shown up to switch.”  

“How should I know where Iron Fight or whatever is?”  

“You’re the one always bossing him around.”  

“Hah, so I’m supposed to know everything? You don’t even know where the Black Cat is, and you’re always ordering him around.”  

“If you don’t know, just say so. Why the attitude?”  

“Mind your own business.”  

Yoo Anna scowled and slammed the door shut. Moments later, as Electress’ energy subsided, Iron Might emerged from under a blanket in the corner of the room.  

“Is she gone?”  

“Can’t you tell?”  

“Ugh, I’m in so much trouble. I’m totally late for my shift. Why’d she have to come now?”  

“Then why did you have to sleep in my room until this hour?”  

“Well, you’re the one who—”  

“Shut up and put on some proper clothes.”  

Iron Might hurriedly prepared to leave. Electress, still sprawled on the bed, eating chips, glared at the door in irritation.  

“Why doesn’t that Starlight brat knock before opening the door? What if I hadn’t sensed her coming?”  

“You don’t knock before opening my door either, Lia.”  

“Hah? A S-rank doesn’t need to knock on an A-rank door, got it?”  

“Yeah, yeah. But, um, could you be careful about bringing up the Black Cat around Senior Yoo Anna? She’s already on edge since the Black Cat suddenly disappeared.”  

“Worried? About a Despair-class monster? Please. He’s probably just off on another stroll like last time.”  

As Electress said, W-City heroes assumed the Black Cat had gone to clear out another monster nest nearby. It had happened before, and he’d returned, so they weren’t as worried as last time. But Yoo Anna, who knew the Black Cat could speak, was uneasy about his leaving without a word.  

The other heroes, unaware of the truth, joked that Yoo Anna was just anxious because she was running low on the Black Cat essence.  

“Senior must really like the Black Cat, huh?”  

“A hero who loves and worries about a monster? W-City is full of weirdos.”  

Thus, the rumors of Yoo Anna being the Black Cat otaku grew worse. And the other Black Cat enthusiasts—W-City’s citizens—were growing increasingly agitated as his absence dragged on.  

[Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat? Where’s the Black Cat?]  

[I’m not worried he’s dead, but for a monster, this stroll is taking a while…]  

[Just how far did he go for a walk?! Come home and eat something!]  

[Kitty… Where are you? What are you doing? Are you eating well…?]  

Literally suffering from the Black Cat withdrawal, some citizens even gathered in parks for group prayers.  

“The Mioong faction is praying for the Black Cat’s safe return! All are welcome to join!”  

“Pray with us now and receive the Black Cat keychain!”  

“Oh mighty feline, who ventures forth to slay monsters for humanity’s safety, may the day of salvation come soon…”  

“When will our kitty return~? What is he doing~?”  

The sheer sincerity of these gatherings left even the Black Cat Mioong members speechless—not because they believed their goal of freeing the Black Cat had been achieved, nor out of respect for the others’ wishes for his return.  

[If the Black Cat really ran away, think of the damage to humanity! We should’ve dissected him first… Next time he comes back, we have to capture and dissect him.]  

[Why are these Meowng bastards still around?]  

[We beat them up so much, and they’re still here?]  

[If the Black Cat did run, it’s because of these idiots. They say he’s smart enough to understand speech—no way he didn’t leave after hearing their crap.]  

With the Black Cat gone, the citizens’ nerves were frayed beyond reason. Posting about dissection or liberation on forums got the thread bombarded with reports and deleted instantly, sometimes by moderators preemptively.  

“But what if the Black Cat didn’t go monster-hunting? What if he left because he didn’t like W-City?”  

“What do we do? Go beg him to come back, obviously.”  

“But if he settles in another city, shouldn’t we just let him? Don’t they deserve a monster like the Black Cat too?”  

“Huh? You…”  

“Hey! We got a Whyong here!”  

“You’re done for.”  

“Eek! Why are you— Aah! AAAH!”  

Mentioning the Black Cat’s liberation or dissection in public earned you a fist to the face. The Whyong faction screamed as citizens beat them almost to death.  

“This is the police! We received a violence report. Stop immediately!”  

“Tch! Who snitched?!”  

“What’s going on here? Why are you—?!”  

“S-Save me! It’s me! I just said we should dissect the Black Cat, and these people—!”  

“Ah, carry on. I’ll be leaving now.”  

“W-Wait! Police! POLICE!”  

If by some chance the Black Cat hadn’t just gone for a stroll but truly left W-City, the Whyong were the only possible reason. The citizens, united in this belief, cleansed the Whyong without a shred of guilt—all so the Black Cat might return.  

And so, from the battered Whyong to the rest of W-City, everyone waited.  

[The Black Cat’s Return Prayer #324]  

[When will our kitty return? What is he doing?]  

[The downside of having a stroll-loving cat…]  

[Kitty! The beef in the fridge will spoil if you don’t come back soon!] 
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Ch.102 Come Under Me

“Ha, haaat…!”  

“Yaaah!”  

“Jjaaaaat!”  

The training hall was filled with strange, overly forceful shouts. Students and heroes were demonstrating their abilities with all their might. Yet, everyone’s gaze kept shifting toward one particular spot.  

In the corner of the training hall stood Yeo Woon-jae, quietly observing, flanked by his disciples and A-rank heroes. Next to them was a hero whose face I recognized—Kage, accompanied by the A-rank female heroes who followed him around.  

On the opposite side stood an unfamiliar hero—a man with an unusually shaped gun holstered at his waist and long hair hanging loosely over his face. A bracelet on his wrist held a large-caliber bullet I had seen before. That man was likely Baskerville.  

From the start of the class, Yeo Woon-jae had explained that the two S-rank heroes were merely observing the future heroes-in-training. Since such occurrences weren’t entirely rare, the students weren’t particularly surprised. The two S-rank heroes exchanged quiet words.  

“I didn’t expect you to come in person.”  

“I heard news of promising superhumans. How could I not come and see for myself?”  

“Aren’t you busy? I’m not sure you should be here.”  

“Don’t worry. My preparations are complete. If anything, I’m more concerned about your side.”  

“I’m ready anytime.”  

A faint aura of hostility and tension emanated from the two. After their cryptic exchange, they turned their attention to me and discussed my abilities.  

“Speaking of which… Limit Break, huh? Quite an archaic ability.”  

“Do you think he has the potential to reach S-rank?”  

“It might take time, but given that he’s already reached A-rank on his own, he’s got talent.”  

“Another S-rank hero candidate? The cities lacking heroes will be pleased.”  

“Still… He seems rather lazy. He wouldn’t fit my team.”  

I lay sprawled among the heroes, diligently showcasing their abilities, yawning. Ever since arriving in A-City, I’d been losing sleep thanks to Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu, leaving me exhausted.  

“Two S-rank heroes and even Yeo Woon-jae are here, yet he’s lounging around. Is he that confident or just thoughtless?”  

“Either way, it’s clear he has no reverence for heroes.”  

“Would you two mind keeping quiet during class?”  

As Baskerville and Kage continued their conversation, Yeo Woon-jae, who had been instructing the students, frowned. Kage chuckled slightly and nodded, while Baskerville scowled. And so, Yeo Woon-jae’s dull lecture resumed.  

“Emotions heavily influence the instantaneous output of abilities. If you can control your emotions, you can reduce unnecessary waste of energy and, conversely, increase your output…”  

Another day, another lecture on human abilities—useless to me. I tuned it out and dozed off. Soon enough, sparring time arrived.  

However, the students were so distracted that their matches turned into a mess. Flashy but ineffective techniques—more like peacocks flaunting their feathers than actual combat. Yeo Woon-jae clapped his hands, calling an end to the sparring.  

“…It’s better to observe today rather than spar.”  

He approached me as I yawned silently on the floor and extended his hand.  

“Park Deun-deun, would you like to spar?”  

“Hmm.”  

Bored, I got up and faced him. To wake myself up, I kicked off the ground, asking him to throw me. Yeo Woon-jae launched me much higher than before. Fun.  

“Poor judgment. You keep charging in the same way.”  

“Your movements are too broad.”  

After a few more throws, Yeo Woon-jae twisted his neck and arms with a crack, gesturing for me to attack properly. Warm-up over, time to get serious.  

I switched tactics, throwing a barrage of shockwaves—techniques I’d learned from him, now twice as fast and powerful.  

“Hoh? Using pure physical force…”  

“Shockwaves against Yeo Woon-jae? That’s like throwing firewood into flames.”  

This time, he absorbed the shockwaves with his body instead of deflecting them.  

KOOOOM! 

The shockwaves rippled outward from his stomp, then surged back in, amplified. For a brief moment, Yeo Woon-jae emitted an S-rank aura, closing the distance unnaturally fast. He thrust both palms forward.  

Pah!

A violent shockwave tore through my body, centered on my abdomen. The pain felt like my skin and muscles were being ripped apart. Annoyed, I grabbed his wrist and hurled him down.  

KWAANG!

As he hit the ground, he redirected the impact back at me. My hands went numb from the force, and he slipped free like water, countering with a kick.  

My vision flashed red as my skull shattered. Rapid regeneration fixed my head, and I glared at him.  

He had briefly strengthened himself by absorbing surrounding energy, not by moving his body, but by manipulating the energy within it. Now, he was weak again.  

The moment I sensed his vulnerability, my vision narrowed instinctively. Yeo Woon-jae recoiled, but my clawed fingers tore through his prosthetic arm. Wires and cables tangled around my fingers as I twisted my waist, accelerating my strike, slicing clean through his prosthetic.  

“Haha, let’s stop here.”  

Like a lizard shedding its tail, he detached the prosthetic and picked up the severed piece. The cross-section was as smooth as tofu cut by a knife. Delighted, he tossed the fragment and split it midair.  

“Accelerated force grows sharper toward the extremities. I haven’t even taught you that yet… Focus on the fingertips first.”  

“Hmm.”  

I mimicked him, picking up a piece and slicing it with my hand. Yeo Woon-jae applauded, pleased.  

“Excellent. As expected.”  

“…To think another human could learn that.”  

“Truly overflowing with talent.”  

Baskerville sounded astonished. Kage, satisfied, added his praise. Yeo Woon-jae resumed his lecture, using me as an example.  

“Park Deun-deun here is a perfect example. Pure physical enhancement—something anyone can achieve with training…”  

Meanwhile, the two S-rank heroes kept whispering.  

“His ability’s wavelength is undetectable. If he’d revealed himself sooner, he could’ve been a great asset.”  

“Something’s off about him. If he were a villain hired by the government, why show up at a training facility? And he’s blatantly using a fake name, as if daring us to suspect him.”  

“Didn’t your teammate register him? What did they say?”  

“Something about him being a rare, old-school hero.”  

After class, the students hesitated before leaving, stealing glances at the S-rank heroes. Some clutched pens and notebooks, ready to ask Kage for autographs. But the surrounding A-rank heroes signaled for them to leave.  

As I followed the students out, Yeo Woon-jae’s disciples stopped me.  

“Park Deun-deun, you’re staying.”  

Left behind with the S-rank heroes, I watched as Baskerville spoke first.  

“Hey, I’ll keep it short. Join me.”  

“Huh?”  

“Your ability is stealth—I can maximize it. I’ll teach you what you lack. I’ll make you leader of the Hound Team.”  

“Hmm?”  

I thought they were just here to observe. What’s this sudden recruitment?  

As I frowned in confusion, Kage extended a hand with a smile. When I didn’t shake it, he casually crossed his arms.  

“Pleasure. Is Park Deun-deun your name?”  

“It is.”  

“You haven’t been back in A-City long, right? First, let me welcome and thank you. As an A-rank superpower human, your mere presence helps this city.”  

“Hmm…”  

Really? I nodded at the sudden greeting. Kage continued with annoying questions.  

“But as the strongest hero here, it’s my duty to ask—are you a threat to this city?”  

“I’m not a villain.”  

“Family?”  

“None. You?”  

“All killed by monsters.”  

“Hmm. Only my mom died.”  

“Ah, so we share the pain of losing family to monsters.”  

Kage smiled amiably.  

“We’re both superpower humans with the same scars. But you’re not a hero, and I am. So tell me—what’s the difference?”  

“Heroes act for humanity, no?”  

“Correct. More precisely, it’s responsibility. The difference lies in how we wield our power.”  

He thumped his chest.  

“As a superpower human, you understand—we’re different from humans. Inferior beings of the old era, while we are superior. Not in humanity, but in ability.”  

Any superpower human would agree. Bodies that break blades, crush steel, and shatter ground—hunters of monsters who prey on humans.  

“Superpower humans are the next stage of evolution, adapted to a world of monsters.”  

Everyone present shared the same look—though the underlying emotions varied.  

“As evolved beings, what must we do? Simple. Lead the inferior humans. That’s how we ensure humanity’s survival—and prove our superiority.”  

“Is that so?”  

“If that doesn’t resonate, let me put it another way… How did it feel when monsters killed your family? Despair? Agony?”  

Kage clenched his fist.  

“That pain awakened us. Our abilities emerged from survival, struggle, and vengeance against humanity’s predators. Would you let weaker humans suffer as you did? Let that cycle continue?”  

“Hmm…”  

“Of course not! We must kill them all! Every last filthy monster!”  

A faint aura pulsed from Kage, lending weight to his words.  

“Some heroes say, ‘If someone must act, it falls to those who can’.”  

“Huh?”  

“We already hold that power. The strength to guide ignorant humans, to slaughter monsters. So we must act.”  

Why did that sound familiar? Kage composed himself, pointing at me.  

“Your power can save countless lives. I’ll ensure you use it correctly.”  

His hand lowered, offering a handshake.  

“Join me.”  
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Ch.103 Kyaooong.

What on earth is this supposed to mean? I frowned as I looked at Kage’s lower half.

Noticing my expression, Yeo Woon-jae, who was standing beside me, intervened as if my frown alone was a refusal.  

“Enough, Jung Ho-young. You claim superpower humans are equal, yet you demand he become your subordinate? I can’t stand to watch this any longer.”  

So, his earlier words were asking me to become his subordinate?  

Then, no thanks.  

Just as I understood his meaning and was about to properly refuse, the scent of emotions spreading around made me pause to observe the situation.  

“Mr. Park Deun-deun, the man in front of you is Jung Ho-young, a superpower human. That’s all. Don’t let the name Kage deceive you and waste his remarkable talent.”  

“Quake—no, Professor Yeo. I’m currently recruiting a promising hero candidate. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t interfere.”  

“If you were looking for a hero, not a subordinate, I wouldn’t have stepped in. I have a responsibility to raise my student into a proper hero.”  

“Student? A superpower human who could’ve been a villain? You’ve changed your mind quite a bit since I last saw you.”  

“I judged with my own eyes. This person is a superpower human. One, I will teach and mold into a hero.”  

I have no intention of becoming a hero, so why are they deciding for me?  

As Yeo Woon-jae and Kage began arguing on their own, I rolled my eyes back and forth.  

An ambiguous hostility, as if they were pointing deadly blades at each other despite not having drawn them.  

A pungent spiciness hidden deep inside, like dumplings filled with rich juices.  

“I can’t leave him with you. All you’ll teach others now is superpower human supremacy, how to exploit others, and violence.”  

“The methods to protect oneself, to act without hesitation in the face of opportunity and choice, combat skills for survival—I teach superpower humans everything they need. What’s the problem?”  

“Don’t you realize the most important thing is missing? You’re a hero in name only. Hollow inside.”  

Do Yeo Woon-jae and Kage not get along?  

But their emotions are far too complex for that to be the case.  

“Hollow, you say? It’s not missing—I’ve excised only the unnecessary parts myself. Tailored for the current reality.”  

“And after tailoring yourself to reality, your choice is to stand above everyone and do as you please?”  

“What’s wrong with the most outstanding leading the rest?”  

“The most outstanding… Keugh… To think the little one who awakened a barrier out of fear of monsters has grown up like this.”  

“Thanks to you. I grew up splendidly thanks to your many sacrifices.”  

As Yeo Woon-jae, shorter than Kage, tilted his head back and sneered as if looking down on him, Kage glanced at his severed arm and twisted leg.  

“You’re not trying to be a hero—you want to be a king. You’re not looking for someone to save people alongside you, but a capable subordinate to serve you. If that’s not corruption, what is?”  

“A king, you say…”  

Kage laughed and raised his momentum.  

“If that’s what this era needs, then I’ll gladly be a king. If someone must sit on the throne, let it be me.”  

“You’ve completely lost it, Jung Ho-young.”  

“Pioneers are often mistaken for madmen. What’s wrong with an outstanding hero also being a king? I’ll make far better judgments than inferior beings.”  

“Inferior beings? Don’t you realize you were born from those inferior beings?”  

“Which is why I protect citizens, not reject them.”  

“One misstep, and your ideology is no different from a villain’s.”  

“Then I simply won’t misstep.”  

At Kage’s words, Yeo Woon-jae’s eyelids twitched.  

The killing intent thickened like sticky chocolate fondue. Yeo Woon-jae emitted a strong chemical scent from the lab, faintly spreading the wavelength of his ability.  

“You still believe everything you do is right.”  

“No, it’s not right. I’m just doing what’s necessary. What someone has to do.”  

“Was accepting countless villains who harmed people as heroes also necessary?”  

“I’ve said it before—rotten society creates villains. Hate the sin, not the sinner. The ones I’ve accepted haven’t committed crimes since becoming heroes, and I don’t take in those inherently inclined to villainy.”  

“Keughugh… So absolving villains without proper punishment, placing those who tormented citizens beside them—that was necessary?”  

“Yes. Heroes are always in short supply. Enough that I had to come here personally to recruit a capable superpower human.”  

“Don’t say heroes are scarce when you’re the one who made them so.”  

When Kage glanced at me, Yeo Woon-jae raised his hand to shield me from him.  

Emotions grew sharper in the tense atmosphere.  

All superpower humans present stiffened under the pressure of the two heroes glaring at each other.  

Meanwhile, I kept smelling delicious food and grew hungrier.  

Such dark, sticky emotions—it’s practically torture to wave tasty food in front of me without letting me eat.  

“You’ve always been the type to teach a triangle and end up with a square. You add whatever you want and delude yourself into thinking it’s superior just because there’s more.”  

“Isn’t it superior? A square is closer to a perfect circle than a triangle.”  

“Perfect? Since when is a circle perfect? There’s also the Holy Trinity. Why can’t you see that your way isn’t the only answer? The further you stray from saving people, the more you corrupt.”  

“I haven’t corrupted. I’m still a hero who saves citizens, and right now, I’m recruiting capable superpower humans to make them safer. I’m just seeking more efficient methods.”  

“That is corruption.”  

“It’s adaptation. Ideals alone can’t keep up with reality. You should know that better than anyone.”  

“Who are you to speak of ideals when all you do is desperately hold back reality?”  

“That’s exactly why I’m qualified to speak.”  

“Can I go home? I’m hungry.” 

“Sure, you’re hungry—”  

Seeing no further mention of the lab, I decided there was no reason to stay. I rubbed my growling stomach and spoke.  

At that, the two heroes, who had been glaring at each other, blinked in unison and turned to me.  

“If you’re going to keep talking nonsense, at least feed me first.”  

“Wow, this guy’s got some nerve…”  

When I called their conversation pointless, Baskerville, who had been silently watching, muttered in disbelief.  

Kage’s eyes twitched with amusement at my words, while Yeo Woon-jae suppressed his chemical-laced emotions.  

“…My apologies. I owe you an apology, Professor Yeo. We just don’t see eye to eye.”  

“It’s about time for a meal. You’re free to leave whenever.”  

“No, I’ll go. I’ve spent too much time arguing with you. I have a meeting.”  

“I’ll prepare the car immediately.”  

As Kage checked his wristwatch, an A-rank hero standing like a secretary exited the training room first.  

Yeo Woon-jae silently glared at Kage as if telling him to leave already.  

“We’ll talk another time. Baskerville.”  

“Mhm.”  

As Kage turned to leave, Baskerville followed but paused briefly near me.  

“I like you.”  

Fwing! Baskerville flicked a bullet from his wrist toward me with his fingers.  

“You know what that is, right? A gift. Use it however you want—just once.”  

“Why give me something inedible? I don’t need it.”  

“First time I’ve seen someone refuse a magic bullet… If you ever want to join the Hound Team, just say the word.”  

When I tossed the bullet back, Baskerville left, looking intrigued.  

After the two S-rank heroes left, I exited the training room as well.  

A short while later, as I walked down the hallway, hurried footsteps approached from behind.  

Turning around, I saw Yeo Woon-jae’s two disciples catching up to me.  

“What is it?”  

“Mr. Park Deun-deun, you said you were hungry, right?”  

“Would you like to have a meal together?”  

“Huh?”  

Why were these two suddenly inviting me to eat?  

Then, a conversation I overheard from construction workers flashed in my mind.  

Middle-aged men bragging about how women used to ask them out to meals, implying it led to a fun time at a hotel that night.  

They said when a woman invites a man to eat, it’s never just about the food.  

They also claimed that showing off a body hardened by labor naturally attracted women… Hmm, is that it?  

“Do you want to mate?”  

“Excuse me?”  

“What…?”  

My words drew bitter emotions from the two women.  

One radiated pure disgust, irritation, and anger, while the other added a hint of bewilderment.  

“Sigh… This is why men tainted by superpower human supremacy are so…”  

“Please don’t get the wrong idea.”  

“No?”  

“No. Our teacher asked us to treat you to a meal as an apology for today’s events.”  

“Hmm… So you’re buying me food?”  

“Yes. We’d also like to talk, so would you join us?”  

“Fine.” 

Even with a superpower human registration card, free food is always welcome—but the talk part bothered me.  

Somehow, I had a feeling they’d bring up something tedious again.  

I was about to refuse and return to the hotel to eat when Gu Seo-ryong’s words came to mind. I swallowed my refusal.  

Information, investigation, conversation… These two are the closest to Yeo Woon-jae.  

If I play my cards right, I might learn something about the lab.  

“Alright.”  

I left with Yeo Woon-jae’s two disciples for the meal.  

***

“Slurrrp!”  

A-City certainly has a lot of delicious food.  

Black noodles, spicy seafood noodles, sweet-salty black sauce noodles, and sweet-spicy-sour-salty red sauce noodles.  

Faced with dishes that stirred hazy memories from my human days, I lifted the bowl and alternated between shoveling in black noodles and spicy seafood noodles.  

“Can’t you… Eat more properly?”  

“How vulgar…”  

“Tasty. Is this Male Wax?”  

“It’s Nanzhuangsi. Please don’t make up weird names.”  

“Don’t you know how to use chopsticks?”  

As I stabbed the Nanzhuangsi with chopsticks to skewer and eat it, an employee brought a plate of sweet and sour pork.  

Followed by crispy fried chicken, small dragon buns, and cream shrimp… While I indulged in these first-time dishes, Wave pushed a glass of alcohol toward me.  

“I don’t like alcohol.”  

“Good. It’s better not to drink this stuff.”  

As she said that, glug—she downed her glass and refilled it, sliding it toward Vibe.  

Whoooosh—the glass, propelled by her vibrating ability, slid to a perfect stop in front of Vibe.  

The two women seemed to have something to say but hesitated, drinking instead.  

“If you have something to say, say it.”  

“Sigh… Fine, I’ll say it.”  

“We’d appreciate it if you listened while eating. We’d like you to stop coming to the training room.”  

“Slurrrp!”  

At the request to listen while eating, I noisily slurped noodles before swallowing and answering.  

“Why?”  

“If you’re there, Kage and Baskerville will keep visiting. They’ll do anything to recruit a capable superpower human.”  

“Normally, our teacher would’ve given up, but… He seems to like you a lot.”  

“At this rate, he’ll keep clashing with Kage because of you.”  

“We don’t want them to keep fighting.”  

“Hmm… No.”  

I have a goal—finding the lab. I can’t give up Yeo Woon-jae as a connection.  

“Of course, it’s hard to pass up the chance to grow stronger as a superpower human.”  

“In return, we’ll grant you one wish. Anything.”  

“Money? If you want fame, we’ll let you defeat us miserably in a match.”  

“I don’t need either.”  

As I refused and dug into a fresh bowl of black noodles, the two sighed as if expecting this and exchanged glances.  

“We did say anything.”  

“I don’t want anything from you.”  

“That’s a lie. Earlier, you mentioned… Mating.”  

“You’re still a man. If that’s what you want, then…”  

“Huh?”    

As the two bit their lips and spoke while radiating reluctance, I sensed a familiar ability and looked down.  

Forcibly coupled ability—a space connected to my shadow.  

“Brother? Mating again? Smells tasty! Is this mating?”  

“Who—who are you?”  

“Was that an ability just now?”  

Sagugu, who had popped out of my shadow, climbed onto my lap and pointed at my black noodles.  

If Sagugu was here, Gu Seo-ryong must be nearby.  

Suppressing the monster core’s presence, I scanned the area and spotted Gu Seo-ryong sneaking up behind me. She slung an arm over my shoulder.  

“Oh my, sweetie, what a coincidence! Fancy meeting you here.”  

With a smile, Gu Seo-ryong eyed the two women, her fingers twitching as if ready to snap at any moment.  

“But hey, you bitches—what kind of nonsense are you spouting to my man?”  
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Ch.104 Secret Digger

The salty taste of embarrassment, the sour taste of shame, and the bittersweet taste of self-loathing.

The emotion of flavor that pairs well with sweet and sour pork—Sagugu and I both picked up a piece of sweet and sour pork at the same time.

The two women’s faces flushed red as they broke out in a cold sweat.

“Why don’t you say something instead of freezing up? What’s the deal with you flirting with my man?”

“Ah, no… I, uh, that’s…”

“Park Deun-deun, are you married?”

“Yeah. Deun-deun here is my man… Ack!”

“What’s a married man?”

I grabbed the wrist of Gu Seo-ryong, who was wrapping her arm around my neck, and twisted it.

As Gu Seo-ryong immediately groaned and regenerated her wrist, the two women’s eyes widened again.

“What kind of regeneration speed is that…!”

“Is this lady a superpower human, too?”

Then, as if realizing something was off about the two women not being too surprised by her regeneration, Gu Seo-ryong leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“Honey, what’s up with these two? They’re like superpower humans or something.”

“They’re Yeo Woon-jae’s disciples.”

“Huh? Wait, are they the ones with those weirdly suggestive hero names like Wave and Vibe? The ones who said, Let’s go to a hotel and wave and vibe?”

“No! What do you mean suggestive? That’s not it!”

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding. We, uh, didn’t mean it like that.”

“Didn’t mean it like that? I definitely heard the word mate with my own ears.”

“Sagugu heard mate too? These people said mate”

“Mate, mate—you’re being noisy.”

As soon as she learned the two women were Yeo Woon-jae’s disciples, the energy emanating from Gu Seo-ryong completely shifted.

From hostility and irritation to curiosity, interest, and anticipation.

Gu Seo-ryong tapped my shoulder and gestured for me to follow.

“Honey, I think we need to have a little intimate conversation. Should we step aside for a moment?”

“We’re in the middle of eating.”

“Uh, Park Deun-deun… I think it’d be better if you just went along with it… To avoid making things worse.”

“Even these adulteresses are saying that, so why don’t you come along? We can order more food later.”

“Adulteresses? That’s really a misunderstanding. If you’d just listen to us…!”

The two women desperately glanced at me, their thoughts floating to the surface over the boiling emotions.

Please just go along quietly and watch your words.

They’re acting like this, so why not just come? With a sigh at Gu Seo-ryong’s urging, who had read their thoughts just like I had, I got up from my seat.

“Sagugu, come here.”

“No! Sagugu is eating! Tasty food!”

“We’ll, uh, keep an eye on things here.”

“Sigh… Fine, stay here and eat with these ladies for a bit.”

Leaving Sagugu behind, Gu Seo-ryong headed to the restaurant’s restroom and flicked her fingers, activating her ability.

An ability that prevents specific sounds from being perceived by those within range, targeting Gu Seo-ryong’s and my voices.

“Why are you and Sagugu here?”

“Gathering intel. Places like this, serving such cuisine, are high-end restaurants only accessible to people of status or those working for the government.”

“Did you come with some government officials?”

“Yeah. I was buttering up an official I’d previously persuaded, trying to get access to the city’s power data to find potential locations for the lab.”

Gu Seo-ryong pointed her middle finger toward a private room inside.

From the soundproofed room came the vulgar words of a middle-aged man hallucinating about Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu.

“In this era, for humans to use energy like electricity, the city generators made by Meister are indispensable. If there’s a facility related to the lab inside or near A-City, we should be able to tell just by tracking the energy flow, right?”

“So, did you find anything?”

“There are a few suspicious places. What about you? Why are you with them?”

“They said they’d buy me food, so I followed.”

“…Do you need to be taught, like Sagugu, that you shouldn’t just follow anyone who offers you food?”

“You’re the one who told me to follow leads when they appear.”

“Oh? So you followed them because I told you to? That’s kinda sweet. But… Why would they buy you food?”

“Hmm.”

Gu Seo-ryong, quietly pleased, flickered her forked tongue, oozing sticky emotions.

I waved my hand like shooing away a bug, dispersing the scent, and explained how this happened.

After hearing everything, Gu Seo-ryong, who had been leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, sighed in disbelief.

“Kage, Baskerville, Yeo Woon-jae… Seriously, honey, do you emit pheromones or something? Why do all these important people keep getting tangled up with you?”

“What’s a pheromone? Sounds like something kids would like. Is it like peepeekong?”

“…Just a heads-up, never mention peepeekong in front of Sagugu. Anyway, it was good that you came to eat with those girls. And turning down Kage was the right move.”

Receiving praise that didn’t feel particularly rewarding, I suddenly asked Gu Seo-ryong a question that came to mind.

“Aren’t you upset that I didn’t become Kage’s subordinate?”

“Why would I be? I’d hate it if you even pretended to work under Kage.”

“What about his disciples?”

“Yeo Woon-jae isn’t Kage.”

“Hmm.”

I recalled that Gu Seo-ryong had once been driven out of A-City by Kage.

“Holding a personal grudge doesn’t seem like you.”

“Oh? What is like me?”

“You said Kage might know about the lab’s information, so I thought you’d say it was necessary to join him.”

“Hmm… Not wrong, but becoming a hero would mean being monitored by countless other heroes. To avoid suspicion, you’d have to obey Kage and tread carefully. I like my man’s cunning side, but I don’t even want to pretend to see him groveling under another man’s orders.”

“Neither sounds like a good look.”

“That’s just how a woman’s heart works.”

Is that so? Hard to understand.

Glancing at the restroom door, Gu Seo-ryong perched on the sink and said,

“So, honey? Since this is such a good opportunity, can I make use of this situation? It’d be hard for you to gather intel alone, right?”

“Hmm… Fine.”

“Then you’ll follow my lead?”

Since it made sense, I nodded. Gu Seo-ryong grinned mischievously and tickled my chin and neck with her fingertips.

“Great. From now on, in front of them, you’re my husband.”

“No.”

“Come on, it’s necessary. Just trust me this once.”

“Why should I do that?”

“Explaining would take too long. You okay with that?”

Frowning at the mention of a long explanation, I sighed and gave up.

“If you do anything weird, I’m done.”

“Hmm… Is kissing you weird?”

“Yes.”

“Too bad. Then, lend me your hand?”

Suddenly, she grabbed my wrist and rubbed it against her head, tousling her hair.

Gu Seo-ryong, now disheveled, glanced at the mirror and roughly combed her hair back into place.

“What was that for?”

“Hehe~ Guilt-tripping? Establishing hierarchy? A battle for conversational dominance?”

“What does that have to do with messing up your hair?”

“It’s a thing, innocent Park Deun-deun.”

Trrr. Gu Seo-ryong tore the chest area of her dress, then tugged at the collar of my clothes, stretching it out.

“I’d love to leave a few hickeys here and there… But you won’t let me, right? Well, they can just imagine it.”

“Why make them imagine something weird?”

“Because it works. Signs of a fight stir guilt, making it easier to take control. Signs of rough reconciliation bring relief, and if they feel responsible, even A-rank heroes will feel ashamed and avoid eye contact. Perfect for sneaky schemes, right?”

Without hesitation, Gu Seo-ryong explained her actions, then happily gestured for me to follow.

Returning to the table, Sagugu, who had been devouring food as it arrived, waved enthusiastically at us.

“Mommy! Sagugu was eating nicely and quietly!”

“Good job.”

“Uh, um… About that…”

“Did your talk go… Well?”

Gu Seo-ryong glared sharply at the two women, then sat beside Sagugu in silence.

Under the heavy quiet, the two women glanced between my neck, Gu Seo-ryong’s torn clothes, and her messy hair.

Judging by their reactions, there really must be a reason for this.

I sat across from Gu Seo-ryong, next to Sagugu, and ate chili shrimp.

Then, breaking the silence, Gu Seo-ryong sighed and crossed her arms.

“I’ve heard the gist from him. Seems there was a bit of a misunderstanding.”

“Ah…!”

“First, I should introduce myself properly. I’m Gu Seo-ryong.”

“Oh! I’m Wave—Choi Seo-hyun. And this is…”

“Vibe, Lee Yuri.”

“Introductions? Sagugu is Sagugu!”

“Good girl.”

As Gu Seo-ryong patted Sagugu’s head, she yanked my arm.

“Brother introduce too?”

“I’m Park Deun-deun.”

“Brother…?”

Confusion swirled in their minds—Brother? Mommy? Younger sister? Daughter? Fragments of questions floated in their heads.

Gu Seo-ryong, noticing their gazes at Sagugu and me, adopted a pitiful tone.

“She’s my daughter. She’s… Not well. The terror of facing monsters, the fear of death… It’s left her like this.”

“Ah…! That happens sometimes. I hope she recovers soon.”

“Sagugu not sick? Healthy-ub?”

“Sagugu, Mommy’s talking. Eat quietly.”

“Om-nom.”

Gu Seo-ryong stuffed a dumpling into Sagugu’s mouth to quiet her, then turned teary eyes toward me, voice trembling.

“With my daughter like this, I thought maybe he was tired of me and seeing other women. But if it’s just that you two wanted a one-night thing…”

“Huh?”

“Not that I blame you. I’m a woman, too—I understand wanting a strong man’s seed in these times. Especially for superpower humans, who feel the importance of strength firsthand.”

“Huh? No, that’s not…”

“Did I misunderstand? Was it really an affair?”

“No! Just—wait!”

Their flustered panic intensified, trapped in a maze of confusion. Gu Seo-ryong whispered, offering an escape.

“Or… Did you have something to ask of him, offering your bodies in exchange? He said you seemed to have a reason, but I didn’t believe A-rank heroes would go that far.”

“Yes, there’s another reason…”

“We, uh, have a favor to ask Park Deun-deun. We didn’t know how else…”

“Hmm… As a woman, I know how heavy that choice is. But it’s strange—what could A-rank heroes possibly want from him that’s worth that?”

“Well…”

“If it’s not just an excuse to get out of this, could you explain? In detail.”

“Guh… Ugh…”

“Don’t I have the right to hear it? Or not?”

The air tightened like a snake coiling around prey, pressuring the two superpower humans.

Sweating under the tension, one of them downed a glass of alcohol in one gulp.

“Hah…! First, I’m sorry. You’re right. We should explain enough to clear the misunderstanding… But we can’t go into too much detail.”

“It involves hero affairs…”

“Oh, I see… Then just give us the gist.”

Gu Seo-ryong smoothly poured more alcohol into their empty glasses.

At the bottle’s rim, a transparent poison dripped from her fingertips into the drink.

When I shot her a look, she mouthed, Truth serum.

“I’d like to clear up any misunderstandings, too.”

“…First, Park Deun-deun is a superpower human with remarkable talent.”

The two women recounted the day’s events.

How S-rank heroes Kage and Baskerville had approached to recruit me as a hero, except it wasn’t about becoming a hero, but Kage’s subordinate.

By the time their story ended, the two women were half-dazed.

“So, there’s no benefit to becoming Kage’s subordinate. Do you know how many heroes and humans Kage has abandoned, saying it was necessary?”

“After they die, he calls them necessary sacrifices, then tells the survivors to look at the living… As if anyone wanted to die.”

“Oh my… This Kage sounds like a terrible person.”

“Ha! Terrible? Not exactly… Just infuriatingly righteous.”

“It’s necessary, it’s the right thing. Hard to argue, but still…”

“Thinking of Yeo Ryeong, how could he do that? Seriously.”

“Betrayal! Betrayal!”

Drunk on alcohol and the serum, the two clinked glasses and downed their drinks.

At the unfamiliar name Yeo Ryeong, I grew curious. Gu Seo-ryong, like a whispering snake, asked,

“Who’s Yeo Ryeong? First time hearing that name.”

“Huh?! You don’t know Yeo Ryeong? She’s…”

“Yeo Woon-jae’s daughter. She died saving Kage when he was still a B-rank hero…” 
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Ch.105 Drunk Gossip

“Huh? I want to hear the details.”  

Intrigued by the story, Gu Seo-ryong poured more alcohol and poison for the two women, who hesitated before finally tilting their glasses.  

“Ah… I shouldn’t talk about this…”  

“But if we’re going to talk about this, shouldn’t we go further back?”  

“Slowly, can you tell me from the very~ beginning? I became a superpower human not too long ago, so I don’t know any of the old stories.”  

“By the way, did you put something in this drink? I don’t remember it tasting this good before…?”  

“It’s really sweet… Give me more!”  

“Sure~ Just a moment.”  

Gu Seo-ryong poured mineral water into an empty bottle, shook it with the truth serum she had created, and refilled their glasses.  

Gulping down the drugged drink without hesitation, the two began giggling and rambling about past events.  

“Mmm… Before Yeo Ryeong, do we have to go all the way back to our school days…?”  

“Back then, we weren’t superpower humans—we were students, right?”  

In the early days of the monster era, when superpower humans first began appearing.  

After Yeo Woon-jae proved the power of superpower humans, humans began to see them as weapons.  

Soldiers who could fight powerful monsters were called superpower human soldiers.  

Forcibly conscripted into the military, they were trained as weapons under the command of ordinary soldiers to combat monsters.  

“Out of all the superpower humans taken back then, the ones still alive and who rose to A-rank or higher are just two, Yoo Anna, and Jung Ho-young.”  

“It was the absolute worst at first. Since ordinary people knew nothing about superpowers, they made superpower humans do standard military training, handed them guns, and told them to just imbue bullets with their powers. Of course, the gunpowder mixed with their abilities and just—bang, bang—exploded in their hands.”  

“The superpower humans were fine, but the people around them were screaming, bleeding… Kids were crying.”  

“I still don’t know what the hell they were thinking before Meister created a proper superpower training manual.”  

After some chaos, superpower human soldiers were reorganized under Yeo Woon-jae’s command, deemed beyond human comprehension.  

Yeo Woon-jae and the superpower humans already fighting monsters, along with Meister, taught them how to use their powers and survive against monsters.  

And among them, the most outstanding was Yeo Woon-jae’s daughter.  

“If only she had lived… She would’ve definitely become an S-rank hero…”  

“Her ability was ridiculously strong, too.”  

“What was her ability?”  

“You know spatial manipulation? Cutting space itself, swapping locations…”  

“Wha—?”  

Sagugu blinked in shock at the mention of spatial manipulation.  

Even among monsters, that was a rare ability—and a human had possessed it?  

“You know, Kage? He was never that amazing from the start!”  

“Inferiority, superiority—if we’re going by that, Jung Ho-young was the weakest at first.”  

“Right, all he could do was create barriers from a distance. Not a bad ability, but enemies could just go around them. His evaluation scores were the worst.”  

“But then Yeo Ryeong took him under her wing, taught him how to trap enemies inside them… That’s when people realized how strong his ability really was.”  

“Sigh… Back then, I thought if I lost, it’d be to you or Yoo Anna.”  

“The two of us used to be 1st and 2nd place… Yoo Anna’s ability was just pure monstrosity, but losing to Kage? That was all because of Yeo Ryeong.”  

“Without her, he’d still be stuck at B-rank at best. But he kept climbing until he was always in 1st place.”  

“I see~ If not for Kage and Starlight, you two would’ve been 1st and 2nd. That must sting.”  

When Gu Seo-ryong spoke to them like children, the two suddenly burst into tears.  

“Waaah… Choi Seo-hyun, you’re such a good person…”  

“We really were 1st and 2nd! We worked so hard, and even now, people on forums call us water rockets for not reaching S-rank!”  

“How dare they say that to heroes who work so hard to protect them? They just hide in safety while we fight, and they call us water rockets? They can only say that because heroes are holding the monsters back!”  

“Seeing stuff like that… Kage was right… He was right…”  

“Yes, yes. So what happened to Yeo Ryeong?”  

Perhaps because of the drugs, the two couldn’t hold back their emotions. Gu Seo-ryong released a calming scent from her fingertips.  

As they drank more, their bodies slumped against their chairs, blinking slowly.  

“Yeo Ryeong died during the experimental subject breakout incident.”  

“Experimental subjects…?”  

“Wha—?”  

Sagugu and I froze at the term, but Gu Seo-ryong raised a hand to calm us.  

She spoke as if she already knew about it.  

“The monster weaponization experiments?”  

“Yeah. There were monsters that seemed docile, quietly hovering around humans, or ones that attacked other monsters… Quite a few, right?”  

“So some idiots thought, Let’s capture and tame them!”  

“Ordinary people couldn’t sense what superpower humans could from monsters. No matter how many heroes said it was impossible, they pushed ahead.”  

“And crucially…Meister concluded that it might actually be possible.”  

“Because of that, the government hyped up Meister while treating other heroes like incompetent fools…”  

“Ah, I remember that. Heroes were treated like manual laborers, idiots, while government officials acted like their brilliant policies were saving the world. It was all over the news.”  

“Hmm, doesn’t sound like the test subjects we know about.”  

“It’s not entirely unrelated, though.”    

As I listened, I nudged Gu Seo-ryong’s leg under the table. She flicked her fingers.  

The two were now so drugged they wouldn’t notice even if we used our powers in front of them.  

“When I was at the lab, I overheard talk about this. Maybe they secretly tested monster control methods? Around that time, researchers were desperate to find a way to control you.”  

“Hmm?”  

I thought it was completely unrelated, but maybe not.  

Monster control through drugs.  

Definitely similar to the experiments done on me.  

I, who was pumped full of countless drugs, know the results best.  

It was a failure.  

“…Then the idiot governments decided to showcase tamed monsters in public, using the ones that seemed somewhat obedient.”  

“Like some kind of animal circus. Sit, lie down—they gave commands, boasting about conquering monsters, until the monsters saw the humans and— boom. ”  

“Spectators started exploding, high-ranking officials ordered their own protection, the monsters fled, and every civilian who came to watch died.”  

“They needed to quickly capture the monsters spreading through the city, but the idiots in charge treated superpower humans like tanks or helicopters, forcing them to move slowly alongside sluggish soldiers…”  

“After days of that, even they realized it wasn’t working, so they dumped the problem on the superpower humans to handle.”  

“So Meister calculated the combat power of the monsters and heroes. Yeo Woon-jae gathered Yoo Anna and others to handle the western Despair, while Yeo Ryeong took Jung Ho-young and us to the eastern Disgester.”  

Despair and Disaster were early classifications for monsters—Despair-class and Disaster-class.  

The heroes split up to hunt them down.  

“But… By then, the monsters had already completed their existential evolution…”  

From the sound of it, the team sent to fight the Disaster-class was one A-rank hero and three B-rank heroes.  

More than enough for a Disaster-class, but suicide against a Despair-class.  

“Yeo Ryeong told us to run while she bought time alone, and we tried to escape.”  

“If she had been alone, she could’ve held out until Yeo Woon-jae arrived.”  

“If Kage had just run away like she told him to, she wouldn’t have died.”  

At first glance, leaving a single A-rank hero against a Despair-class seems irresponsible, but with spatial manipulation, it was possible.  

Used well, she could negate even the strongest attacks by tearing space open or instantly relocating.  

If the monster’s attacks focused solely on her, it wouldn’t have been impossible.  

“He knew that too… Yeo Ryeong’s ability was strong enough to hold out. She even kept dodging the Despair-class’s attacks, so he finally agreed to run.”  

“But then—why did he turn back? If he had just run when told… Why didn’t he listen? He got in her way and got her killed…”  

The reason these two blame Kage for Yeo Ryeong’s death is that he refused to leave her alone.  

Spatial manipulation is an ability that drains both output and mental processing power.  

Even I find it exhausting to manipulate space in multiple places—for a human like Yeo Ryeong, it would’ve been impossible.  

So if she used her ability to protect others against a far stronger monster…  

She had to die.  

“At Yeo Ryeong’s funeral, Kage just sat there blankly. Yeo Woon-jae went to comfort him, saying he was lucky to be alive, but suddenly— smack! —he slapped his hand away and yelled, This is all your fault!”  

“He said Yeo Ryeong died because he protected humans, but not superpower humans. After that, Yeo Woon-jae, guilt-ridden, supported everything Kage did, pushing him forward.”  

“The public thinks he lost his arm and his powers weakened from accumulated monster-fighting fatigue. But the truth is, as Kage grew stronger, the government tried to suppress him. He kept blocking their moves untilthe  villains injured him.”  

“Then… He really should’ve listened to him… At the very least, he shouldn’t have accepted villains as heroes…”  

“Oh my, how cruel.”  

Gu Seo-ryong egged them on, and the two downed their glasses before slumping onto the table with a “Pwah!”  

“Exactly! So cruel!”  

“We trusted him… He had power, claimed to stand for superpower humans… But he’s just a dictator.”  

“He got a taste of power and changed… Superpower humans are still human, after all…”  

“Ugh, drink! Drink!”  

They snatched the bottle from Gu Seo-ryong, taking turns chugging before resting their foreheads on the table and muttering.  

“The most frustrating part is that most of Kage’s actions are effective… Sure, there are side effects, but they do solve problems.”  

“Taking in villains as heroes did reduce the overall fatigue of heroes. Even A-ranks like us can drink and relax like this now.”  

“But the villains who turned heroes are only behaving because of Kage. Behind the scenes, they’re still doing whatever they want.”  

“And Kage always talks about necessary sacrifices. Because he keeps saying it, even heroes think sacrificing civilians to kill monsters is normal now.”  

“Kage only does it as a last resort in truly hopeless situations… But other superpower humans start thinking they’re Kage, acting like they can make those calls too.”  

“Superpower human supremacy… Honestly, it’s not wrong, but constantly dividing humans and superpower humans has led to crazies saying non-awakened are parasites, that humans who can’t awaken are just livestock.”  

“It’s all because of Kage.”  

Watching them, they reminded me of construction workers getting drunk and ranting about politics after work.  

Suddenly, they pointed at me.  

“Amuteu! Park Deun-deun! You must’ve realized—Kage isn’t looking for heroes to fight alongside him. He just wants superpower humans who’ll obey his orders, becoming shields and tools!”  

“Now that Yeo Woon-jae can’t protect him anymore, he’s just looking for a replacement.”  

“If you become Kage’s subordinate, you’ll just end up like Yeo Woon-jae—taking the damage for him before being discarded!”  

“Don’t you dare become Kage’s lackey…!”  

“Stay out of the training hall!”  
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“Ugh, noisy.”

“Ugh… Ugh…”

“Ugh… Ugh…”

Grimacing, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers sharply, completely overturning the two women’s senses.

Instantly, the women’s faces turned pale as nausea surged through them.

“Sweetie? You both seem too drunk. Want me to carry you to the bathroom?”

“Is the conversation over?”

“I think we’ve heard all we need to hear.”

“Sagugu is full.”

As I grabbed the nape of the two women’s necks and lifted them, Gu Seo-ryong walked ahead and opened the bathroom door.

Tap, tap, tap. After thoroughly scrambling the senses of everyone inside the establishment, Gu Seo-ryong released the women in the bathroom. Both immediately rushed to the toilet and leaned over it.

“Ughhh…”

“Cough, cough…”

“Did you figure anything out from the earlier conversation?”

Curious about what could be gleaned from the conversation so far, I asked. Gu Seo-ryong pulled out her phone, opened a map of A-City, and spoke.

“I think I know where the lab is.”

“You figured out the lab’s location from that conversation? How?”

“The information in your head and the information I know are vastly different. I’ve spent four years solely searching for the lab.”

“Fascinating.”

“Need an explanation?”

“Probably long.”

“Huhu, I’ll keep it short.”

Tap, tap… Gu Seo-ryong, who had been staring at the ceiling and tapping her lips, flicked her fingers with a sharp snap.

“First, Kage’s weakness? Judging from what these girls said, Kage’s driving force is something like a desire for revenge over what happened in that incident. He doesn’t seem to know much about the lab yet, but if it’s that kind of incident, he’d consider everyone involved an enemy and try to eliminate them. So, the people connected to the lab must have moved to avoid Kage.”

Beep, beep, beep. Gu Seo-ryong marked something on her phone and showed me the screen.

Three locations were marked in the closed-off area outside A-City.

“That guy is thorough when searching… Exclude the targets Kage has already investigated, exclude the places he’s checked, exclude related locations. That leaves three places.”

“Why outside A-City, not inside?”

“Electress and Baskerville are S-ranks specialized in tracking and detection, right? Both seem to be under Kage. So, facilities inside A-City, which are within the range of their abilities, are excluded for now. We won’t know for sure until we go, but if we’re lucky, we might find the lab hiding in A-City as early as tomorrow. Exciting.”

“Meow!”

As Gu Seo-ryong finished explaining and tossed her phone, Sagugu, who had been playing with water from the sink, leaped up and caught it.

The phone, wedged between her palms, disappeared beyond space.

“Now, let’s clean up a bit…”

“Huh, hii… Wh-what? Uh, oh…?”

“Ah, ah… Aaaah!”

Gu Seo-ryong lifted one of the women from the toilet, shoved both into a stall, and dug her fingernails into their napes.

Drool dripped from their naturally gaping mouths, their limbs twitching and flailing uncontrollably.

The thick scent of pleasure rose so intensely it threatened to erase even surface-level thoughts, boiling over violently.

“What are you doing?”

“Making them feel good to erase some memories. Bleaching them like this before memory manipulation makes it cleaner.”

“Ugh, ah, hah…”

“Haaah…”

Since they’ve said a lot, it seems she’s planning to manipulate their memories to avoid suspicion later.

“Can you take Sagugu ahead? Just in case, I’ll tidy up these girls’ memories and follow.”

“Got it.”

“These aunties peed?”

Covering Sagugu’s curious eyes, I left the bathroom.

***

“Brother? Sagugu is bored. Sagugu wants to play!”

“Hmm.”

Leaving the complicated matters to Gu Seo-ryong, I took Sagugu outside and sniffed the surroundings, arriving at a park.

The current area is where A-City’s upper class resides.

Seeing the vast park, Sagugu transformed into a human shape and ran around on all fours.

“Nomnomnomnomnom!”

“Don’t run into people.”

“Oh? Still looks young.”

“So fast.”

After letting Sagugu loose, I swiped my superpower human ID at a nearby vending machine and grabbed a bunch of snacks and drinks.

The park was filled with kids who seemed to have abilities playing too.

Some floated slightly, gliding through the air, while others played catch with fireballs on flameproof stone pavement.

Though ordinary kids were playing too, the number of superpowered children made Sagugu’s presence unremarkable.

It felt like stepping into a world of superpower humans.

“So, what do you all think? Will they really do it?”

“They will, no doubt.”

“Looking at what they’ve done so far, definitely.”

Beside the bench, at a small café.

Sitting with a pile of snacks, watching Sagugu, I overheard people whispering nearby.

Those drinking something that looked like coffee (probably parents with their kids) were mostly superpower humans too.

“They say they’re cleaning up villains, but why bother now when most have already been absorbed into Kage’s faction?”

“Most of the ones caught were small fry connected to the government.”

“The higher-ups already fled to B-City after hearing Kage was moving.”

“Did you hear Meister left the city for a while?”

“Obviously, Meister was exempted because she’s a fellow superpower human.”

Their tense chatter about Kage carried mixed emotions—apprehension yet an undercurrent of anticipation, like steam slowly rising.

“It’s not just rumors anymore… Even among citizens, many have noticed.”

“Kage is the type to act first and think later if he believes it’s necessary. He’ll definitely do it.”

“When will it start? I want to evacuate my family first.”

“No idea. Could be today, could be tomorrow…”

What’s this about now?

I ignored the complicated talk and focused on eating my potato chips.

[Sweetie? I’m done. Where are you?]

“The park.”

Gulp, gulp. After finishing a bottle of cola, I answered Gu Seo-ryong, who had finished memory manipulation.

Tap, tap, tap. A cat emerged from the shadows at my feet and answered as Gu Seo-ryong.

[Meowmeowmeow.]

[Adorable, but I can’t understand you when you say it like that. Can you guide me as a cat?]

[Mew.]

I directed the cat toward the park, then stood up from the bench and brushed off the remaining potato chips.

Sagugu was nowhere to be seen—must’ve wandered off somewhere.

Given the quietness, she probably wasn’t rampaging.

Passing by the café while searching for Sagugu, I overheard more superpower human talk.

“There’ll be a lot of backlash. The shock will be huge.”

“Who cares? In the age of monsters, humans are obsolete anyway.”

“The era of new humans like us is coming.”

Kage, monster experiments, Yeo Ryeong, Yeo Woon-jae…

I came to A-City just because the lab might be here, but things seem complicated.

Are human affairs always this tangled?

Looking at this knotted mess, I just want to swat it away with my paw.

Smashing everything would be simpler.

I just hope Gu Seo-ryong finds the lab soon.

I don’t want to deal with the process.

“Sagugu.”

Sagugu was in a sandpit at the corner of the field, playing with kids.

Even when I called, Sagugu didn’t answer—just her tail sticking out between her legs.

The tail swayed slowly. What was she so focused on? Circling around, I saw younger kids playing with dolls.

“Hello, I’m Bbabakung!”

“I’m Yuikung.”

“Who is Sagugu?”

“Aunty is Nanakung!”

A Pipikung game?

I’ve been forcibly dragged into this dollplay at the Black Cat Park in W-City too.

Kids with Pipikung toy dolls all play this.

Come to think of it, Gu Seo-ryong told me not to teach Sagugu about Pipikung.

Since I never taught her, it should be fine.

I grabbed Sagugu by the scruff.

“Sagugu… Isn’t Nanakung…? Sagugu is…”

“Sagugu, get up. Gu Seo-ryong is calling…”

Then, as I lifted her and our eyes met—

I froze at the expression on Sagugu’s face, one I’d never seen before.

“Who… Is Sagugu…?”

A look of confusion, emotions in turmoil.

Like ripples spreading under a sheet of paper, Sagugu’s inner self shook unstably.

At that moment, part of my core moved on its own.

A faint wavelength—through the skin of my hand and her neck, our heartbeats resonated.

Blinking, Sagugu’s eyes returned to their usual sparkling, vacant gaze, and she grinned at me.

“Brother! Brother!”

“Yeah.”

Sagugu clung to me, waving the doll in her hand in front of my face.

“Brother! This is Nanakung! That’s Pipikung! Pipikung is Nanakung’s friend!”

“No! This is Pipikung Magical Princess Form!”

“This is Bbabakung Sapphire Prince Form! Sapphire is blue!”

“My shoes are shiny.”

Amid the noisy chatter, I awkwardly peeled Sagugu off me.

“…Sagugu, Gu Seo-ryong is calling.”

“Mom… Mom?”

Tilting her head in confusion, Sagugu blinked several times before focusing her gaze and widening her eyes.

“Mom!”

“Huh? Wait, slow down— Kyaaak!”

Thud! Kicking off me, Sagugu sprinted toward Gu Seo-ryong in the distance and lunged.

Wham! Hit by Sagugu’s full-speed headbutt to the stomach, Gu Seo-ryong flew back and slid across the grass.

“Brother! Mom!”

“Oww… Why’s she acting like this again all of a sudden?”

Sagugu, now on top of Gu Seo-ryong, pressed down with both hands before shoving something into Gu Seo-ryong’s face.

Arriving beside them, I silently watched.

“And this is Nanakung!”

“Did you charge at me just because you want this?”

“Sagugu wants Nanakung Luxury Palace!”

“Oh, I see… Sweetie? Aren’t you gonna say something?”

Seeing Sagugu’s usual self, I stayed silent.

“But, Sagugu? Between Nanakung and dakgalbi, which do you like more?”

“Sagugu wants Pipikung Princess Palace too!”

“You can’t eat Pipikung Princess Palace! But you can eat beef! Sagugu likes beef, right? Want me to buy you beef?”

“Sagugu wants Bbabakung Prince Carriage too!”

“Sigh… How many did you see in that short time? Sweetie, this is too much.”

“Sagugu figured it out on his own.”

Still, Gu Seo-ryong’s complaint felt unfair, so I retorted.

***

“Nyaaaa! No! No! Want it!”

“Gu Seo-ryong, just buy it.”

“Fine, fine! I’ll buy it!”

“Meow.”

The next morning, at the hotel.

Sagugu, now completely obsessed with Pipikung, threw a tantrum upon waking up, demanding one.

After a night of torment, Gu Seo-ryong finally gave in and agreed to buy it. Sagugu, who had been flailing on the floor, sprang up like nothing happened and yanked Gu Seo-ryong’s arm.

“Where did you learn to throw tantrums like this?”

“Kids at the park taught me!”

“Don’t play with those bad kids again. If you do, I won’t buy you anything.”

“Have a safe trip.”

“Sigh… We’re supposed to be looking for the lab…”

After enduring Sagugu all night, I stayed behind at the hotel and slept.

When I woke up, the sun had already set.

Still not back? Focusing on the cat I’d left with Gu Seo-ryong, I heard their voices.

[Pipikung broke…]

[It hasn’t even been a day since I bought it! Mom told you not to play rough with it!]

[New Pipikung! Want it!]

[This is why I didn’t want to buy it…!]

[Want it! Want it!]

[Fine, fine! Help Mom first, okay? If you stay quiet, I’ll buy you another after work. Be good?]

[Sagugu is a good kid!]

[Sigh… I hope this is the right place this time…]

After calming Sagugu and tucking her into the shadows, Gu Seo-ryong quietly walked between moss-covered buildings.

Seems they’ve checked other places and are now searching the next spot.

I’ll leave them be and join when called.

Well-rested, I left the hotel.

Destination: a hot dog stand nearby. Confidently pulling out my superpower human ID, I placed my order.

“500 hot dogs.”

“Eek… Huh? Card? Th-thank you? But 500 is… Impossible…”

“100.”

“Eeek.”

The shop owner made an indescribable face—somewhere between joy and sorrow—as he frantically grilled hot dogs.

As I devoured them one by one, I paused at a strange wavelength spreading through the air.

An ability’s pulse covering the entire city.

The scent of a monster—the ability’s owner seemed to be searching for something.

“Huh?”

“Eeek! Magic Bullet!”

At that moment, a bullet the thickness of an index finger whizzed past me.

Baskerville’s ability. The Magic Bullet, circling me, landed beside the hot dogs and beeped.

[Hey, prospect. Got a minute to talk?]

“What’s this?”

[Let’s move somewhere private. Preferably with walls.]

Must’ve embedded a tiny communicator inside the bullet. Intrigued, I picked it up as Baskerville made an odd request.

Grabbing the remaining hot dogs between my fingers, I stood.

“Give the rest to hungry people.”

Entering a nearby alley, the Magic Bullet wriggled free and embedded itself into the wall.

Beep. Light shot from the bullet’s rear, projecting a screen onto the dark surface.

[Can’t talk long—might be bugged. Whatever happens, stay out of this area. If you have family, evacuate them.]
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“What’s going on all of a sudden?”  

[I can’t explain that.] 

The screen projected on the wall showed the central area of A-City, including the District I was in, entirely painted in red.  

The words written at the top: Operation District.  

Are they planning something here?  

[I’ve thought a lot about this before telling you. The only thing certain is that if there’s a superpower human in that area who isn’t a hero, they could end up dead if they’re not careful. Of course, you’re an A-rank, so you won’t die easily.]  

“Hmm?”  

[It’s a long story. Actually, it’s something I shouldn’t even be talking about. Just do as you’re told.]  

Even though they know I’m an A-rank superpower human, they’re casually mentioning the possibility of death for someone of my level. The unusual nature of the conversation piqued my curiosity, but Baskerville seemed uninterested in further discussion as he withdrew the Magic Bullet from the wall.  

“Why are you telling me this?”  

[I kinda like you personally, and we’ll need people like you in the future.]  

“Me?”  

[Yeah, the kind of guy who says whatever’s on his mind, even in front of Kage. Well then.]  

Ping! The bullet shot up into the sky and disappeared at high speed.  

Left alone in the alley, I pondered what could possibly be happening.  

Aside from monster attacks, was there really something that could kill an A-rank superpower human?  

***

[Hey? Can you take a look at this for a sec?]  

At that moment, Gu Seo-ryong tapped the ground with her foot in the distance.  

Shifting my consciousness to the cat’s perspective, I saw Gu Seo-ryong standing in front of a strangely designed door.  

Next to the door, painted with colors and patterns resembling foliage, was something unforgettable—the locking mechanism from the lab. The card reader often used by the lab researchers was right in front of Gu Seo-ryong.  

[Found the lab.]  

Gu Seo-ryong had located the lab.  

This was the news I’d been waiting for. I prepared to move by linking my abilities with the cat’s.  

I was curious about what was happening in the city, but…  

Right now, the lab comes first.  

***

Outside A-City, in a closed-off mountainous area near the city’s outer walls.  

After warping through space to join Gu Seo-ryong, I placed my hand on the door and quietly resonated my core.  

A quiet yet wide-ranging pulse—a technique I’d mastered through practice in controlling my core.  

The faint wavelength, strong enough to detect a Terror-class monster, spread beyond the wall, conveying its structure to me.  

The pulse collided with the wall, spreading again as my monstrous senses captured every echo.  

The shape of the passage, the structural features, the door at the end, the corridor, the seams in the walls…  

“…This is definitely the lab.”  

“Hehe, what do you think? Pretty impressive, right?”  

“But it seems a bit old.”  

“Only the door’s old. The inside’s fine. This card reader might look dirty, but the internals are spotless. They’ve been maintaining it regularly.”  

As I removed my hand from the door, Gu Seo-ryong took out her phone and held it up to the card reader.  

“This must be some kind of secret passage. An emergency exit, maybe?”  

“What are you doing?”  

“NFC tool. I’m extracting the card data that the researchers use.”  

“Explain it simply.”  

“Hacking the door. Ripping it open would be easy, but if we want to enter quietly…? Ah.”  

Beep-beep-beep! The screen on her phone flickered rapidly as data cycled through. Gu Seo-ryong pulled the device away, wiping her slightly flushed face with her hand.  

“Sagugu, can you use spatial manipulation to connect a passage through the wall? As stealthily as possible.”  

“Meow.”  

Sagugu and I slipped into the lab effortlessly through a spatial passage.  

“There is a method… Won’t even leave a record of the door opening.”  

“Took you long enough to realize.”  

“Mom’s an idiot?”  

“It’s only because you and Sagugu use your abilities so unnaturally quietly. Normally, alarms would’ve gone off by now. I’m the normal one here. You two are the freaks.”  

I shook my head and sniffed the sealed air of the lab.  

The unforgettable sterile white interior, the faint hum of ventilation, the mingling scents of chemicals and humans.  

“There are definitely researchers inside.”  

“Good. From now on, we will move carefully. There were surveillance cameras outside the door, so there’ll be some inside too. Slowly, find the devices, and sneak in without getting caught.”  

“Hmm…”  

“Can you help? Find the cameras inside the walls and tweak their angles—just a little—to create blind spots. We’ll slip through them.”  

I placed my hand on the wall, sending out pulses.  

The waves spreading through the walls detected the electromagnetic fields of the hidden devices, pinpointing the cameras.  

“There, there, and there.”  

“Wow, that was fast. Oh, right, you’ve got electricity manipulation too. Alright, I’ll adjust them slowly…”  

“Wait.”  

I stopped Gu Seo-ryong as she moved toward the nearest camera.  

“So we’re going in step by step like this?”  

“Yeah? If the lab rats escape because we’re caught, it’ll be a pain. We’ll sneak all the way inside first.”  

“And then? What’s the plan once we’re right in front of the researchers?”  

“Then… We’ll take out one or two, steal their clothes, and extract information. Even if we kill them, afterward…”  

“…A-City’s got too many annoying things to worry about.”  

“Obviously? If we lose them right when we’re about to corner them, how frustrating would that be? Staying undetected means paying attention to a ton of little things.”  

“Sigh…”  

I exhaled slowly, unable to hide my irritation as I glared at Gu Seo-ryong.  

Kage, heroes, Yeo Woon-jae, the lab… Now that they were right in front of me, everything felt suffocating.  

And here we were, trying to untangle it all in the most tedious, human way. 

“I’m bored.”  

My eyes snapped open as I transformed into my monstrous form.  

Then—CRASH!—I tore open the wall hiding the surveillance cameras with a single swipe of my claws.  

[I’ve thought about this for a while, Gu Seo-ryong. You always think too much like a human.]  

“W-what the hell?! If we do this, we’ll get caught—”  

[We’re monsters, Gu Seo-ryong.]  

I amplified my ability output, warping the exit behind us with telekinesis.  

With that, one of the emergency exits was sealed shut.  

[We’re doing this the monster way.]  

Carefully approaching so the researchers don’t escape?  

Just bite them before they can run.  

Not killing them to extract information?  

Monsters can devour humans and read their memories.  

BEEEEP! BEEEEP! The lab’s alarms blared as they detected the surge of energy. Gu Seo-ryong burst out laughing.  

“…Hah! Right, we are monsters!”  

Click, crack, CRASH! In just four steps, Gu Seo-ryong fully transformed into her monstrous state. With a whip of her tail, the pristine white floor of the lab caved in.  

“So violent… Geez, it’s kinda making me wanna have a baby with you.♥”  

[We’ll split up. I’ll take the center, you go left, Sagugu goes right.]  

“Hehe, then first—can you crush all the exits you can find?”  

[Easy. Short and simple.]  

WHOOSH! An unrestrained wave of monstrous energy spread out, detecting every human presence hidden underground.  

Within the range—smaller than a single city district—I located all seven connected passages and warped them shut with spatial manipulation, sealing them off.  

“Still, just in case, make sure we’re not caught on camera. We’re not escaped test subjects who found the lab—we’re Despair-class monsters who wandered in by accident.”  

[You won’t lose to the researchers, right?]  

“Hey, I am a Despair-class monster. Code G3. Even if they send out test subjects instead of humans, I can kill them all myself.”  

“Meow? Kill?”  

“Yeah, Sagugu. You can kill all the humans here.”  

As Gu Seo-ryong gave permission, Sagugu’s eyes sparkled with excitement.  

“Meowrr! Killing game! This’ll be fun!”  

With Sagugu’s transformation as the signal, I charged toward the center while Gu Seo-ryong dashed left.  

Channeling powerful telekinesis behind me, I demolished the narrow corridors as I advanced.  

My destination: the heart of the lab.  

Where the familiar scent lingered.  

***

The night in A-City was unusually quiet.  

The usual pulses of energy chasing away monsters were absent, and the heroes who normally patrolled the streets were nowhere to be seen.  

A silent city. A peaceful night where nothing seemed to happen.  

Yet, the citizens trembled with unease.  

Today.  

It had to be today.  

Had they developed a new sense, like prey hunted by monsters?  

Some citizens, sensing the killing intent lingering in the cold air, couldn’t sleep.  

And the moment the city-wide alarm sounded, they immediately rushed out, dragging their loved ones with them.  

[Citizens, please evacuate to the shelters. Repeat. Citizens, please—]  

“At least that’s a relief… They’re letting us evacuate.”  

“See? I told you Kage could be trusted.”  

“Kage protects the people…”  

“No time to talk, run!”  

The alarm was different from usual—no mention of Despair-class or Disaster-class threats, just repeated evacuation orders.  

Amid the fleeing crowds, something darted past at high speed.  

“Kyaaah!”  

“Ugh, ghh…!”  

“H-honey…! Honey!”  

Ping! A man’s chest was silently pierced by Baskerville Magic Bullet as it weaved through the crowd.  

Then, the bullet zigzagged through the streets, seeking another target, biting straight through a heart.  

“Tch… Don’t touch my family, he says. Talking like I’m the villain here. Human trash.”  

Rustle, rustle. The sound of paper fluttering in the wind.  

Old-fashioned documents bore the photos of the men who had just collapsed, bleeding.  

The man with long hair hanging over his face sat slumped on the ground, reviewing the files one by one as he amplified his output.  

“Next hound, go.”  

Ping! A bullet materialized in front of him, baring its fangs before shooting off.  

In an instant, it reached its next target—blowing apart their hearts.  

Piece of trash who had abducted children and gifted them as sex slaves to government officials.  

Piece of trash who, after supporting an official’s child, killed a grieving father who begged for justice for his murdered daughter, just to prove his loyalty.  

Piece of trash who dissected superpower humans under the guise of research and defiled their corpses.  

The Hound Team’s thorough investigation, cross-verified multiple times, had rooted out every piece of trash.  

This was garbage disposal.  

Baskerville frowned, increasing the speed of the bullets racing through the city.  

At the base of the tallest skyscraper in A-City, where everything was visible, crimson arcs danced beautifully as they hunted the monsters hiding among humans. 

Those who had survived solely because they were good at cleaning up after government officials.  

“D-damn it! Stay the hell away from—guh…!”  

“Eek! Eek! Eeeek!”  

“Kyaaaa!”  

Some awakened superpower human trash tried to track the bullets’ trajectories, using civilians as shields.  

Trash till the end, huh? Using the weak as shields? Disqualified as superpower humans.  

The bullet curved mid-flight, piercing the superpower human’s skull before moving on to its next prey.  

With all citizens flooding the streets to reach shelters, finding targets was effortless.  

“Hey! This guy’s hiding here!”  

“N-no! I’m innocent! I didn’t do anything!”  

“Hah? Look at this idiot. You hid instead of evacuating? That means you got tipped off through government connections!”  

“You had every chance to become a hero, but you’re still just a worthless superpower human!”  

“Don’t let a single one escape! Don’t leave any filth for the new era!”  

Even those in hiding were hunted down and killed by the heroes spreading through the city.  

As the superpower human trash began to panic and lash out, it didn’t last long.  

Today’s mission wasn’t suppression or arrest—it was extermination.  

Literal cleaning.  

[Is the trash disposal proceeding smoothly?]  

Beep. The voice came from a modified bullet embedded in the ground. Baskerville, veins bulging on his forehead from overexertion, answered.  

“This is Baskerville. Disposal is 50% complete.”  

[Excellent.]  

“What about your side?”  

[Proceeding smoothly.]  

The bullets avoided one particular District, where high-ranking government officials hid.  

Despite the city-wide alarm, some hadn’t evacuated.  

Soldiers with guns, tanks, helicopters—outdated weapons deployed by the elderly elite.  

[…As promised, minimize casualties among the soldiers.]  

“I’ll try.”  

Standing before them, Kage adjusted the isolation barrier trapping them and spoke.  

“But necessary sacrifices can’t be avoided.”  

“Ugh, graaah!”  

Weapons capable of fatally wounding weaker heroes.  

As Kage clenched his fist, the tanks and helicopters inside the barrier crumpled into human-sized scrap metal.  

Blood oozed from the wreckage.  

“Now then, let’s begin the pig hunt.”  
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“So it’s finally begun.”  

“I had a feeling Kage would do something like this.”  

“Wasn’t the master code Kage obtained too low to manage the entire city?”  

“He must’ve thought this was better than being manipulated by the politicians until he got all the master codes.”  

“Tch, I thought we’d buy more time.”  

At the center of the secret laboratory built beneath the mountain—  

A place referred to by those working there as the White Room.  

People in white coats held tablets, monitoring the situation in A-City.  

“What should we call this? A coup?”  

“Well, wouldn’t it be more accurate to call it a coronation?”  

“It’s faster than expected. To move this hastily…”  

“We would’ve been in trouble if we hadn’t acted in advance.”  

“Considering E55’s movements, today was the most suspicious day.”  

“Did he move to avoid that thing? In the end, Kage is still human.”  

Beep, beep—  

The researchers sighed as they each manipulated something on their tablets.  

“No. 3, all green.”  

“No. 7, begin injection.”  

“No. 2, 30 minutes until awakening. Start countdown.”  

“Good, contact E55.”  

As one researcher picked up a phone and left the White Room, the others shared their thoughts on the situation.  

“I never thought the day would come when we’d move this openly.”  

“I don’t know if it’s fortunate or unfortunate that Meister isn’t in A-City right now.”  

“It’s for the best. Once we deal with Kage, we can use Meister again.”  

“The senses of an S-rank Awakener are truly terrifying. Even without knowing our existence, they’ve been interfering with us purely on instinct—and now they’re moving before our preparations are even complete.”  

“The closer they get to S-rank, the more their abilities border on precognition. A shared trait among those who reach a certain stage… In the end, Awakeners aren’t much different from monsters.”  

“I’d love to dissect them. Just how is that hyper-sensitivity even possible?”  

“Hey, something’s off. Everyone, look at this.”  

Amid their chatter, a researcher who had been watching something in the corner called out to the others.  

What the researcher was looking at wasn’t research data, hacked hero cams, or surveillance footage of A-City—but the lab’s internal security cameras.  

“Three cameras at Exit D just went dark. How is this possible?”  

“Is it due to aging?”  

“No way. This facility should last at least another hundred years—”  

Right after those words, cameras in another section also went dark.  

Sensing something was wrong, the researchers immediately checked various sensors on their tablets.  

“A stray monster?”  

“No, the liquid intrusion defense should be working properly.”  

“Defensive wall status—no abnormalities.”  

“Three additional monster reactions detected inside the lab.”  

“What’s their grade?”  

“One Terror-class, two Crush-class.”  

“Just those low-tier monsters made it inside…?”  

They had thoroughly prepared for stray monster intrusions.  

Yet, the intruders weren’t even Disaster-class—just Terror-class and Crush-class.  

The moment all the researchers dismissed it as impossible, multiple cameras began shutting off simultaneously.  

“What’s the identity of the monsters inside?”  

“They’re not showing up on camera. Are they amorphous types?”  

“No, if they were amorphous, it wouldn’t make sense for them to have this level of destructive power.”  

“Besides, logically speaking—”  

Before they could finish, a chilling realization struck them.  

Monsters had infiltrated the lab.  

Cameras weren’t capturing them.  

The cameras were being destroyed before they could even film the monsters.  

From this, four things became clear:  


	 There were three monsters inside the lab.  

	 If they could destroy the walls this quickly, they were definitely not Crush-class.  

	 Despite being monsters, they knew what cameras were and were destroying them.  

	 Their direction—the center of the lab. The White Room. Where the researchers were.  



“…They’re test subjects!”  

“Check immediately if any specimens have escaped!”  

“Initiate passage lockdown! Flood them with sedatives and anesthetics!”  

Reacting swiftly, the researchers activated the lab’s control program. Walls slammed down in the passages being destroyed.  

As the mist of chemicals filled the sealed areas, the researchers enlarged the camera feed, spotting the shadow of a test subject that had stopped moving.  

[…Ugh… So sleepy…]  

“…A human?”  

What had appeared to be a large, hulking figure in the smoke was, in fact, a young black-haired girl.  

“Don’t tell me Kage already infiltrated this place…?”  

“Calm down. There were definitely monster signals. That’s a test subject.”  

“But we don’t have any that look like that.”  

“A humanoid? That’s a rare trait even among past test subjects.”  

[Oh dear, this is bad… Sagugu’s probably asleep by now.]  

Then, in another passage captured by a different camera—  

Another woman walked out of the mist, her hand resting on her neck.  

Again, human—no, not an ordinary human.  

“A hybrid…?”  

“Why is a hybrid here?”  

Half-monster, half-human.  

A chimera.  

The hybrid flicked her snow-white tail and tapped her foot lightly.  

Small black shapes emerged from the ground.  

[Sweetie, can you send Sagugu over to me?]  

Immediately after, a black void opened in front of the hybrid.  

She reached in and pulled out the little girl from the other area.  

The girl appeared in front of the hybrid.  

The researchers, who recognized the phenomenon, were horrified.  

“Spatial manipulation?!”  

“How does she have that?! Did they succeed in implanting such a high-capacity ability into a hybrid’s brain?!”  

Fwip—  

The white-haired woman’s tail stabbed into the black-haired girl.  

The girl blinked and stood up.  

[Sagugu’s not sleepy anymore?!]  

“She neutralized the sedatives?!”  

“What the hell is going on…?”  

[We really should’ve stuck together… Hm?]  

The woman who had effortlessly nullified years’ worth of monster sedatives and anesthetics locked eyes with the researchers through the camera.  

For a moment, they froze.  

A breathtakingly beautiful woman—a white monster—swung her hand and sliced the camera in half.  

[Don’t you know it’s rude to peep at women like this?]  

A shiver ran down the researchers’ spines.  

They all thought the same thing,

These intruders weren’t random strays.  

They knew about the lab. They knew the researchers were here.  

They had come deliberately.  

“Test subjects from another lab…?”  

“Don’t tell me—the ones that escaped during the Romania incident…?”  

These were escaped test subjects.  

Their goal? To kill the researchers.  

“They’ve got some nerve… Failures from Romania, of all places.”  

“Aside from the two lucky ones, the Romania subjects were all useless.”  

“Did they come for revenge, thinking themselves victims of experimentation?”  

“Wait… You don’t think the Romania lab sent them here deliberately for payback, do you?”  

Having deduced the intruders’ origins, the researchers quickly manipulated the internal control system.  

Passage connections—open.  

Doors—unlocked.  

Stimulants—injected.  

Excitants—administered.  

On the screens, the slumbering monsters began to wake, slowly rising and vibrating their cores.  

“It’s not like Moloch himself escaped. The ones that got out back then were only Disaster-class at best. Even if those failures grew stronger, they’d still be Disaster-class.”  

“Dregs from a fallen lab dare—! Release all the failures and monsters into the passages!”  

At best, they were dealing with one Terror-class and two Crush-class monsters.  

Meanwhile, the lab had fifteen Disaster-class monsters alone.  

The researchers sent every last one into the passages, eager to crush the foolish test subjects.  

But soon, they began noticing something strange.  

How could mere Terror-class and Crush-class monsters—  

Even if they were test subjects—destroy the lab’s walls?  

The spatial manipulation ability explained the intrusion, but they had also effortlessly destroyed the cameras inside the walls.  

“Huh…?”  

Then, on the screen—  

The black-haired girl grinned and vibrated her core, demonstrating her spatial manipulation ability.  

[You’re all gonna die! This is fun!]  

[Hmm? Weird. Why are there only Disaster-class ones?]  

The output of her ability—shredding space like crumpled paper—was at least Despair-class or higher.  

As the monsters, sensing overwhelming power, tried to flee, the white-haired woman flicked her fingers.  

Instantly, the monsters began drooling and spinning in place.  

Sensory disruption—  

And potent enough to work on Disaster-class monsters effortlessly.  

The intruders treated the Disaster-class monsters like toys.  

Meanwhile, in the passages where newly awakened monsters and failed subjects had been released—  

[Ugh… Gah…!]  

[K-Kieeeek…!]  

Heads bursting from telekinetic pressure.  

Bodies sliced into dozens of pieces by something sharp.  

Corpses petrifying and shattering.  

The Terror-class monster they’d forgotten about, distracted by the hybrid.  

Still unseen by cameras, it slaughtered the lab’s monsters in droves.  

The lab’s sensors blared urgent alarms at the absurd power levels.  

[How fascinating.]  

The monster that had turned Disaster-class entities into minced meat in an instant spoke in a voice as cold as the wind.  

[The ratio of monster traits has increased compared to past test subjects.]  

Crunch, crunch—  

Chewing on the dead monsters’ cores, it deduced everything just from tasting them.  

As it said, the newer test subjects had become more monster than human.  

Once they failed, they lost all human memories, fully consumed by their monstrous side.  

Recent test subjects had parts of their minds eroded to make them obey the researchers.  

The ones released into the passages were the most feral—barely capable of understanding commands.  

[Now, there’s not a single human left.]  

“T-These aren’t normal test subjects!”  

“Lock it down! Lock everything down!”  

“Even if we lock it down, they’ll break through! This is—this is…!”  

It was only a matter of time before the test subjects reached the White Room.  

Facing those monsters meant death.  

Realizing there was no way to stop them, the researchers turned pale and bolted for the exits.  

“Uwaaaaah!”  

“Eeek! Eeeek…!”  

They scattered, each heading for the escape routes they remembered.  

A few stayed behind, trying to alert other labs.  

But all external communications were dead.  

All civilization in the Age of Monsters relied on Meister’s technology.  

Inter-city communication required connecting to a city’s comm tower.  

Currently, Kage was purging A-City’s government.  

The comm tower was already under his control.  

“Of all times…!”  

[What?! Why?! Why is this happening?!]  

[The door—! How do they know about this passage?!]  

[No, no, no, NO!]  

Meanwhile, the researchers who had unlocked the sealed passages and raced to the exits using the lab’s equipment were met with despair.  

Every passage was blocked.  

As they desperately pounded on the crumpled steel doors, something black crept toward their feet.  

[…Huh?]  

[A… Cat…?]  

[Meow.]  

The small cats that appeared at all four exits meowed cutely—  

Then unleashed their abilities.  

Black spikes erupted from their shadows, impaling the researchers instantly.  

“Grrrr…”  

“Ah.”  

Finally, the monster tore through the White Room’s door like paper.  

Facing the black panther everyone in the lab knew, one researcher smirked unconsciously.  

“CXI…”  

The monster known as the Black Cat—the beast that protected humans.  

Of course. It made sense that it would attack the lab someday.  

The question of what kind of monster would do this was finally answered.  

In that moment, despite the terror, the researcher felt a strange relief—the satisfaction of intellectual curiosity.  

The remaining researchers in the White Room gave up all hope of survival the moment they saw CXI.  

The monster, once called a miracle by the lab, burst their hearts simultaneously.  

A crimson haze filled their vision.  

Yet, they felt a strange sense of relief.  

After all, this lab had already served its purpose.  

The higher-ups had long since moved elsewhere…  

This was the last memory of the researcher I consumed.
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A pool of red blood spread across the pure white room.  

Having devoured the researchers, I came to understand many things.  

This was one of the three laboratories labeled by Alphabet.  

They had been relocating elsewhere, fearing that Kage would become the ruler of A-City.  

The decision-makers of the lab, referred to as executives, had long since left this place.  

[So it was a bluff.]  

It wasn’t that there was nothing to eat, but rather that there was nothing of importance left.  

Suppressing my disappointment, I slowly chewed and swallowed the researchers’ heads.  

From the memories of humans dissolving within my monster’s body, I directly sought answers to my questions.  

The next lab to visit, the place where the researchers had moved—B, C, D, and F Cities. 

The remaining facilities, monsters, and researchers were left behind for a single purpose.  

That purpose was… Potato-pig-sugar-squid-carrot…  

[Huh…?]  

The researchers’ memories were strange.  

D-City had already been destroyed, and yet the other locations were B, C, and F Cities—why three places?  

More than anything, why was the purpose listed as a series of random food items?  

As I pondered this, an answer surfaced from within a researcher’s memory.  

Dummy Memory—a countermeasure against Meister’s ability.  

It was a defensive mechanism designed to overload Meister’s ability by associating dangerous information with unrelated thoughts.  

All researchers who might come into contact with Meister used a technique called Dummy Memory to create obstacles in their memories.  

So this was how they blocked it.  

As expected, Meister’s ability was trash.  

I sat down and began peeling away the layers of useless clutter obscuring the researcher’s memories.  

These memories were like tough meat that required long chewing to swallow, like fruit that took time to peel.  

Factions divided into Numbers, Romania, and Alphabet.  

Over time, each lab had developed different objectives.  

Alphabet’s goal was complete domination over monsters.  

Ordinary monsters were too wild to control, and experimental subjects were too rational to dominate.  

Thus, the recent theory was to reduce the intelligence of experimental subjects to strike a balance.  

As a byproduct of this research, Alphabet specialized in mental manipulation of both humans and monsters.  

“Hmm…”  

After carelessly chewing through uninteresting memories, I savored another memory like dissolving a hard candy in my mouth.  

Then, Gu Seo-ryong appeared beyond the torn-apart door.  

“Eek…! Eeeeeek…!”  

“Oh? You’re fast, as expected.”  

“Omnomnomnom!”  

[You’re late.]  

Holding a researcher high above her head with both hands, Gu Seo-ryong twisted her body left and right to dodge Sagugu, who was lunging at the researcher.  

As if excited by the rare hunting game, Sagugu couldn’t control her desire to eat the human.  

“Nya?! Brother ate all of this?! Sagugu wants to eat too! Wants to eat!”  

Then, upon seeing the corpses in the room, Sagugu angrily leaped onto Gu Seo-ryong’s head.  

Gu Seo-ryong, who had been desperately shaking the researcher to avoid her, wrapped her tail around Sagugu’s neck.  

“Sagugu, if you keep not listening, no Pipikung for you.”  

“Unya… Pipikung…”  

“I told you, this isn’t food, so I can’t give it to you. If you behave, I’ll give you something tasty when we get home.”  

“Nyauu.”  

As Sagugu pouted her lips and obediently sat down, Gu Seo-ryong approached me and plopped the researcher onto the ground.  

[Why didn’t you eat them? Don’t you need their memories?]  

“I ate the ones I killed near the exit. I didn’t kill this one because they’re useful, so don’t touch them.”  

Saying this, Gu Seo-ryong plunged her finger deep into the researcher’s temple.  

Memory manipulation.  

“Ugh, ah, aaaaah…!”  

[What are you doing?]  

“You said this place is already an empty shell, and they were planning to move to another lab after finishing up here, right? Even if we can figure out which city they’re going to, we won’t know where in the city the lab is hidden. So, I thought I’d let one live and plant them there to make it easier to find.”  

Hearing this, I searched through the memories and found that none of the researchers knew the exact location of the next lab.  

Upon arriving in the city, researchers would naturally learn through contact from the lab.  

We could eventually find it by searching the city, but Gu Seo-ryong’s method seemed more convenient.  

“I expected as much, but the researchers’ memories are full of interesting things… Like the fact that Alphabet was in A-City, and their goal was monster domination.”  

[So the other labs have different objectives.]  

“Hmm, but the big picture probably isn’t that different. It’s common for the original purpose to drift over time. That’s how factions form.”  

[The original purpose…?]  

Then, what was the original purpose of the labs?  

I searched through the memories, but all the researchers here had joined after the factions split, so they only knew about Alphabet.  

To satisfy my curiosity, I’d have to devour researchers from other labs.  

“By the way, you’re really lucky, huh? How convenient that Kage staged a coup and cut off all external communications.”  

“A purge of government pigs.”  

The derogatory term government pigs slipped out of my mouth as I recalled the atrocities committed by high-ranking officials.  

Right now, in A-City, Kage is moving to kill all the incompetent leaders.  

Among Kage’s targets was someone who provided children to researchers to be turned into test subjects.  

A rare collaborator among high-ranking officials—to protect them, the lab prepared beef potato stew with pork curry…  

More Dummy Memory?  

“Speaking of which… I thought bringing you along would make this easier, but it’s almost disappointingly simple. Even if it’s an empty shell, there’s not a single Despair-class monster here?”  

[Isn’t that strange?]  

“Yeah, it is. I’m pretty sure this lab had Despair-class monsters too.”  

Gu Seo-ryong and I quietly sat and focused on unraveling the memories.  

This lab had Despair-class monsters.  

Uncontrollable test subjects—monsters kept asleep with drugs.  

Their current location was not the lab, but… A-City’s…  

“Nya? Mama! Is this a TV?”  

At that moment, Sagugu, bored from sitting still, picked up an intact tablet from among the corpses and came running over.  

“Sagugu, can you play by yourself for a bit? Mama’s busy right now.”  

“Wanna watch TV!”  

“Sigh… Give it here. This isn’t a TV—it’s a device for controlling the lab’s systems.”  

Using the researcher’s memories, Gu Seo-ryong operated the tablet and connected it to surveillance cameras, the closest thing to a TV.  

Most of the lab’s internal cameras were destroyed, showing nothing.  

After some adjustments, Gu Seo-ryong switched the feed to A-City’s surveillance cameras.  

***

[Waaaah!]  

[Kill! Kill them!]  

Sagugu lay on her side, wagging her tail as she focused on the screen.  

A-City was currently in the midst of Kage and the heroes’ coup.  

To be precise, it was just Kage.  

The incompetent leaders had hidden behind the military, and soldiers were firing a barrage of bullets at the superpower humans.  

But bullets were useless against superpower humans.  

Even a D-rank superpower human would only feel slight pain and bruising from gunfire—not enough to kill them.  

[Hahahaha! What do you think you’ll accomplish with outdated weapons like these?!]  

[Stop them! Don’t cease fire! Hold them back!]  

Superpower humans confident in their physical strength laughed at the soldiers, walking forward boldly as bullets ricocheted off them.  

Some even caught bullets midair—to the soldiers’ terror, the superpower humans treated it like a game.  

Then, Kage, leading the superpower humans, stepped forward and raised his hand.  

The endless barrage of bullets stopped.  

A translucent barrier of ability—all the bullets fired in that brief moment had crumpled against the wall.  

[This is your final warning. Cease fire and drop your weapons.]  

Kage spread his arms and spoke not to the superpower humans behind him, but to the soldiers.  

[Can’t you see and feel it for yourselves? The difference between humans and superpower humans. We are strong. We have evolved into a different species.]  

[So superpower humans will lead humanity—what’s the problem with that?]  

[Move. If you don’t open the bunker now, who knows what they’ll do to the city’s systems.]  

When the soldiers hesitated, Kage sighed and lowered his arms.  

[I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to indulge you.]  

[You made your choice.]  

Clad in armor of ability, Kage lowered his visor and aimed his spear at the humans.  

At that moment, like a guiding light in a fog-obscured path, the blocked memories broke through the Dummy Memory.  

“Gu Seo-ryong. I know why the researchers stayed here.”  

“I just figured it out too.”  

Even after relocating to avoid Kage, the researchers had stayed for this day.  

Normally scattered throughout the lab, they had all gathered in the White Room upon hearing news of Kage’s coup.  

They had been waiting to witness something.  

[Stop!]  

On the screen, a human figure rushed forward from afar and landed in front of Kage.  

Kage flinched in surprise upon seeing them.  

[…Professor Yeo.]  

The person who appeared before Kage was Yeo Woon-jae.  

Driven by the swallowed researchers’ memories and a desire to see what was happening in A-City, I turned my gaze toward the tablet Sagugu was shaking her legs in front of.  

Gu Seo-ryong, too, was staring at the tablet while kneading the researcher’s brain like dough.  

[Who contacted you? Today’s the day you never leave the house no matter what, isn’t it?]  

[What the hell are you doing?! This is…!]  

[Exactly what it looks like. I’m draining the pus from this city.]  

[Pus? Pus?! Do these soldiers look like pus to you?!]  

Kage sighed at Yeo Woon-jae’s furious voice.  

[When draining pus, even healthy skin gets hurt. It’s an unavoidable sacrifice.]  

[Then your method is wrong. If your way requires sacrifice to cut out the rot, then it’s the wrong way!]  

[Professor Yeo… After all you’ve suffered, you still don’t understand? If we don’t cut it out now, the damage will only grow.]  

[These soldiers are just hostages! Hostages with families!]  

[We don’t have time to play along with hostage situations.]  

[Jung Ho-young!]  

Yeo Woon-jae called Kage’s name in a trembling voice.  

[You were the one who told me. That I was wrong. That the idea someone had to be sacrificed was flawed. That no one should have to die…! You said you’d prove it! So why?!]  

[I simply realized that belief was also wrong.]  

[…What?]  

[It was an unrealistic thought.]  

A cold silence. A brief standoff.  

The one to break it was Kage, gripping his spear.  

Walking past Yeo Woon-jae, he spoke.  

[This conversation is over. Go home and continue mourning Yeo Ryeong’s soul.]  

[My daughter, Yeo Ryeong, died for you.]  

[…It was a necessary sacrifice.]  

Yeo Woon-jae’s lips trembled before he spoke, his voice laden with emotions palpable even through the screen.  

[A necessary… Sacrifice?]  

A flinch. Yeo Woon-jae’s shaking hands stilled.  

[The deaths of citizens devoured by monsters because of your choices, the deaths of soldiers here, those who were already doomed, even my daughter’s death—were they all necessary to you? For what? Your power?]  

[…Enough wasting time. Move.]  

Clenching his fists, Yeo Woon-jae unleashed a wave of energy so intense it was visible on-screen.  

[You’ve truly fallen… You, of all people.]  

[Professor Yeo. What are you thinking?]  

[I can’t stand by and watch you walk this path any longer.]  

Steeling himself, Yeo Woon-jae took a stance against Kage.  

[Do you really think you can stop me by force? You’re no match for me anymore.]  

[Is that what you think?]  

[Even if you die here, I won’t stop.]  

Yeo Woon-jae pulled a small pill bottle from his pocket.  

[How arrogant. To think challenging you is suicide.]  

The moment the pill bottle appeared on-screen, the obscured memories of the researchers resurfaced.  

That pill—  

It wasn’t some stimulant to amplify abilities.  
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[…Is that the stimulant again?]

As Kage lets out a sigh, Yeo Woon-jae takes several pills from the bottle and swallows them.

With a grinding, chewing sound, Yeo Woon-jae’s energy surges, and the camera screen facing the wave of his ability begins to glitch.

[I do think it’s impressive that such a drug can make your ruined body move, but haven’t you already confirmed its limits? You can’t fight anymore.]

[You were the one who said a superpower human is someone who challenges the impossible.]

I focused harder to understand the nature of the drug.

The name of the drug, the process taken to create it, the contents of the experiment, the joy when the test succeeded.

[…Sacrificing the innocent is not a necessary sacrifice.]

[Go home and rest while I’m still being nice about it.]

[If you antagonize humanity like this! No one will believe in superpower humans anymore! Was this the world you wanted to create—one only for superpower humans?!]

[I told you there’s no time. Don’t let those you sacrificed die in vain, Yeo Woon-jae.]

The fusion of humans and monsters.

It involves grafting fragments of monster cells and cores onto a human body.

Using the regenerative power of the monster core, it slowly adapts, like grafting a plant.

In the end, the dying body is tricked into thinking it is its own, regenerating until—

The monster core takes over the human body.

[Please, cool your head. Kang Ho-young… This can’t be the right way.]

[…Hah… Let’s end this conversation here.]

The hypothesis that gradually took shape through the creation of test subjects.

For a human undergoing fusion to withstand the core of a powerful monster, they must possess equally strong regenerative abilities.

A powerful superpower human becomes a powerful monster.

Then, what kind of monster would the strongest superpower human become?

[Enter first with the superpower humans, Baskerville.]

The fatal injury to Yeo Woon-jae’s aged body—a piercing wound to the center of his ability, his heart.

Researchers were thrilled at the news that Yeo Woon-jae’s heart could be operated on.

An unexpected stroke of luck—they succeeded in implanting a fragment of a monster core into Yeo Woon-jae’s heart.

[Come at me, old man.]

Contrary to expectations, Yeo Woon-jae’s heart began fighting the monster, nearly causing them to lose the test subject.

However, by gradually feeding him fragments of the core, they managed to prolong Yeo Woon-jae’s weakened life.

The higher the ratio of the core, the more it recognized Yeo Woon-jae’s body as its own.

Taking shape within him—

Devouring Yeo Woon-jae.

“Honey? Despair-class monsters are in A-City….”

Ignoring Gu Seo-ryong’s words as she processed different information, I opened a portal.

The destination was the center of A-City, where Yeo Woon-jae currently was.

But unlike when I arrived at the lab, there was no target to extend the distance by linking abilities.

At this rate—

I’ll be too late.

***

After the Black Cat disappeared, W-City struggled with the increasing number of monsters.

Before anyone realized, the number of monsters had grown to the point where a single S-rank could no longer handle them as before.

To be precise, it had become difficult to avoid even a single casualty.

To completely eliminate civilian casualties, an overkill strategy—excessive force—was necessary.

A strategy already demonstrated by A-City, with guaranteed effectiveness.

This required many S-rank heroes, but W-City solved the problem by having Yoo Anna move even busier.

In the headquarters building, Yoo Anna, exhausted as always, woke from a nap in the operations room and headed out.

In stark contrast, Electress glowed with vitality every time she appeared in the cafeteria.

Rumors began circulating among the heroes—wasn’t this too much? The next day, in front of everyone, Iron Might volunteered to talk to Electress.

Despite everyone’s concerns, Iron Might succeeded in persuading her.

And so, Yoo Anna finally got some rest.

“But what exactly are you making?”

During her break, Yoo Anna, while escorting Meister during mealtime, struck up a conversation.

Lately, Meister had been busy building something with W-City’s technicians.

“When I asked what was the most urgent thing to do for W-City, they said this was what the ability required.”

“What is it?”

“A railgun for launching superpower humans. Hmm… Kage called it the hero cannon.”

“Ah, that… So this is what it looks like…”

Unlike Electress’s projectile or Baskerville’s Magic Bullet, this was a device to reduce the time it took for Kage, who had to run to move, to arrive on the scene.

It would also be useful when providing support to other cities… But for Yoo Anna, who could fly at speeds second only to Electress, it was unnecessary.

“I don’t really need it, but Iron Might could make good use of it. He’s the only one in W-City who can withstand the recoil.”

“Wouldn’t it let you move much faster, Anna? Theoretically, about 1.8 times your usual speed…”

“That might be useful for emergencies in other cities.”

Still, it was a helpful device.

Yoo Anna ate her sandwich while watching Nam Kyung, grateful for her work.

“You’ve changed a bit.”

“Me? How?”

“Yeah, you seem more at ease. Your dark circles are lighter too. More than anything, you’ve hardly used your ability lately, right?”

“Ah… Yeah, a little… I’ve been avoiding it. Sleeping well too.”

Nam Kyung’s complexion was brighter than before, as she checked the cannon’s program.

No matter how much I told her to use her ability in moderation, she never listened. Why the sudden change?

Maybe because no one in W-City pressured her to use it.

“See? W-City is fine even without you using your ability. Like I said before, you don’t have to carry it all alone.”

“…Thank you, Anna.”

For whatever reason, Yoo Anna was delighted.

If this meant Nam Kyung could rest properly and find peace—

“Is there anything I can help with? Welding, maybe?”

“Ah, not right now. It’s just programming, so only I can do it.”

“Senior!”

Just then, a hero rushed into the workshop.

“Right now, on—on the broadcast! A-City is—!”

“What’s going on?”

“A-City…?”

Sensing something ominous from the urgent expression, Yoo Anna and Nam Kyung left the workshop and headed to the operations room.

Inside, all the standby heroes had gathered around the TV.

On the screen, Kage’s two secretaries—female heroes always by his side—were broadcasting from A-City’s station.

The content was shocking.

[To the citizens of A-City, and to the citizens and heroes of all cities: we announce that the heroes of A-City are currently fighting against the long-standing corruption and evil deeds of high-ranking government officials. They are no different from monsters wearing human masks…]

“Is this for real?”

“Aah…! Jung Ho-young…!”

Led by Kage, the heroes of A-City had begun purging corrupt politicians and executing collaborators—humans and superpower humans alike.

Kage’s aides busily relayed the process on screen, vowing transparency.

The names and numbers of those killed by Kage and Baskerville, along with innocent casualties caught in the chaos, were tallied in real time.

[We offer our condolences to the late citizen Oh Hyun-wook and his family, who were taken hostage by the security chief and sacrificed as human shields. Additionally…]

“A coup? Is this a coup? By the heroes…?”

“This is why superpower humans can’t be trusted…!”

“Heroes harming citizens—how is this different from villains?”

“Using power meant for monsters like this…”

The heroes of W-City, along with some from A-City and soldiers stationed there, were divided as the broadcast continued.

[Environment Minister Kim Chi-san: during visits to other cities, he lured starving citizens from slums to torture and rape them in secret rooms…]

[Finance Vice Minister Yoo Jung-hyuk: under the guise of offering loans to those who lost homes to monsters, he forced sexual favors from their families…]

[Family Affairs Director Sung Tae-sik: under the pretense of protecting orphans, he turned orphanages into brothels, exploiting citizens…]

“What the hell? These scumbags?”

“Are they insane?”

“I knew the higher-ups were dirty, but this is beyond imagination.”

On screen, Kage’s secretary listed the targets of the purge, exposing their crimes.

Secrets so well-hidden that only Kage could have uncovered them.

The atrocities left no room for doubt—these people deserved death.

“How can you believe that? It’s just Kage’s word.”

“Some might be guilty, but others are probably just obstacles to his power.”

“If they cut this many at once, how will they manage the aftermath…?”

“Still, they’re people who need to be removed.”

“They’re not killing everyone—some are just forced to resign.”

“The technology minister? Embezzlement is bad, but we can’t afford to lose him…”

“Jang Hyuk is innocent! That was a false accusation before. I know it!”

Yet, some resistance arose because this was all being carried out by superpower humans—specifically, those loyal to Kage

Moreover, the broadcasters didn’t deny that innocents might be among the dead.

[We apologize again for the possibility of innocent casualties. But this is a necessary sacrifice. We live in an era of monsters, yet these people only sought their own comfort, grew complacent, and wallowed in greed.]

“Bullshit…!”

“Necessary sacrifice? That’s not something the killers should say!”

[The damage, inconvenience, and countless casualties caused by their betrayal. To honor their spirits, we can no longer delay. Citizens, we ask for your trust.]

“Trust that? After they just announced they’re about to start killing?”

“No… Oddly, that makes them more credible. This broadcast feels transparent.”

“What? Are you sane?”

“They’re not hiding it—they’re admitting it’s dirty but necessary. Better than the government’s underhanded tactics.”

“They’re both just dirty criminals!”

“It’s realism.”

As the operations room grew louder with clashing opinions, Yoo Anna realized why Kage had aired this.

To divide the citizens—even the soldiers—and pit them against each other.

Prevent them from acting freely while he moved swiftly to finish the job.

Then, he’d argue his transparency to sway public opinion in his favor.

Knowing his actions were evil, he didn’t hide them.

“Jung Ho-young…!”

As an S-rank hero, Yoo Anna knew exactly how corrupt high-ranking officials were.

But they were untouchable because of the Master Code that managed the cities.

Especially the officials in A-City, who held access to all cities—they practically held the code’s creator, Meister, hostage.

Those officials, tempted by the unique monster the Black Cat, had briefly released Meister.

If they were to act, it had to be now.

This was necessary.

But it was also something that should never be done.

An act that shattered the fundamental dynamic between heroes and citizens—protectors and the protected.

Once done, citizens would never truly trust heroes again.

Kage knew all this—yet he did it anyway.

Believing he could bear it all alone.

That even if citizens distrusted all heroes, it was fine as long as they trusted only him.

“You… Insane bastard!”

Superpower humans are not gods.

Bearing everything alone is impossible.

No matter how strong, endurance has its limits—and the end is inevitable.

“Nam Kyung, prepare the hero cannon! Now—!”

Yoo Anna couldn’t let Jung Ho-young continue like this.

Just as she thought that, the screen switched to a hero cam, broadcasting Kage’s current situation.

Facing him was someone Yoo Anna knew well.

The former strongest hero—Yeo Woon-jae.

“It’s… Yeo Woon-jae.”

“Is he there to stop Kage?”

“He should’ve come later! If he delays things now, the officials might misuse the Master Code…!”

Likely thinking the same, Yeo Woon-jae exchanged words with Kage before taking a stance.

Pulling a pill bottle from his pocket, Yoo Anna, having heard about the pills during her contact with Kage, realized Yeo Woon-jae had resolved to fight.

And seeing the pills, Nam Kyung covered his mouth with both hands.

“Can Yeo Woon-jae stop Kage?”

“Is he trying to die? Why?”

“He must be staking his life to tell Kage this is wrong.”

Yeo Woon-jae’s injuries were already widely known.

A fatal strike to the heart—the source of a superpower human’s power—during battle.

After a long heart surgery, he survived, but his body was no longer normal.

So no one watching expected Yeo Woon-jae to win.

“Ah…”

“As expected…”

True to predictions, Yeo Woon-jae collapsed against Kage’s shield.

A brief delay—that was Yeo Woon-jae’s limit now.

Kage, clad in full armor, turned away, leaving Yeo Woon-jae behind.

At that moment—

Yoo Anna sensed something ominous in Yeo Woon-jae’s figure on screen.

“Huh?”

“Yeo Woon-jae is…”

The screen glitched—camera noise from the intense ability waves.

Yeo Woon-jae’s body rose again, his head lifting toward the sky.

His hair spiked like horns, his neck bent low, body twitching.

The moment Kage turned back and raised his shield—

“Huh?”

In an instant, Yeo Woon-jae’s hand shattered Kage’s ability—

And pierced his heart.
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As expected, was I too late?

“Huh?”  

“Eh?”  

“Uh…?”  

At the scene where Kage and Yeo Woon-jae stood, the boundary lights painted the dark night sky.  

Both the soldiers being pushed back by the heroes and the heroes pushing back the soldiers were frozen in shock.  

In the damp air that even the smell of gunpowder and blood couldn’t mask, I landed on a nearby building unnoticed—everyone was too stunned by the spectacle before them to notice me.  

“Ghk…!”  

A sharply extended hand, like a spear, pierced through Kage’s chest, skewering his heart. His supernatural ability melted away like snow under heat.  

“Schk—!”  

Yeo Woon-jae pulled out his hand, scattering a red-hued shockwave, and stared down at his blood-soaked fingers.  

Then, slowly, his reason returned.  

“Jung Ho-young…?”  

Confusion, shock—the sensation of a monster clashing with the human within.  

Regret, chaos, despair—Yeo Woon-jae’s inner turmoil raged as he looked down at Kage, who had collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.  

He hadn’t meant to kill him.  

Thump, thump. The sound of his heartbeat grew increasingly distant from that of a human’s.  

“Kage… Sir?”  

“Teacher?”  

“G-get back…!”  

Realizing the abnormality in his own body, Yeo Woon-jae’s gaze shifted toward the heroes and soldiers, who were still frozen in disbelief.  

Boom!  

The moment another intense shockwave erupted, a transformation began in Yeo Woon-jae’s body.  

“Everyone! Stay away from m—!!”  

Before he could finish, his eyes rolled back, and he stood motionless.  

The heroes and humans, unable to comprehend the situation, remained paralyzed.  

In front of them, Yeo Woon-jae’s neck slowly twisted—nearly 120 degrees.  

“… Teacher Yeo Woon-jae?”  

“Ah….”  

Yeo Woon-jae let out a hollow, drained sound.  

Right now, in this place, I was the only one who understood what was happening within him.  

The pill given to Yeo Woon-jae by the lab—an awakening agent containing dormant monster cells.  

The researcher hiding in A-City had handed him the pill along with a single red tablet.  

False information: that it would restore his former power for three minutes at the cost of severe side effects.  

“Ahh…?”  

The moment the monster’s core, already nested within him, took full control of Yeo Woon-jae’s body—  

The roots of his spiky gray hair turned brown, and his pupils lost their human form.  

His hands thickened with wrinkles, his nails sharpened into black claws, and his prosthetic arm fell away as a new one regenerated.  

The monster core had completely taken over his heart.  

“His… Arm….”  

“It grew back…?”  

The researcher’s memories I had absorbed told me the name of the monster now born.  

Test Subject Code: E55.  

Following the tradition that began after my creation, CXI, it was given a triple-digit designation.  

The finest fifth-generation monster, crafted from the strongest hero of the previous era.  

“Ah, ah~? Hmm….”  

The newly born monster began walking indifferently in the direction Kage had been heading.  

None of the heroes, soldiers, or anyone else present dared to stop it.  

In the chaos and terror of seeing the revered hero Yeo Woon-jae kill Kage—their pillar of support—their minds had gone numb.  

“Teacher Yeoooooo!”  

At that moment, a hero dropped down in front of Yeo Woon-jae.  

“What did you do to Kage?!”  

“You are….”  

The moment Yeo Woon-jae blinked and paused upon seeing the hero—  

His hand pierced through the hero’s skull.  

“A villain, then.”  

Bang!  

A shockwave exploded from the hand embedded in the head.  

Flesh and skull fragments were scattered like buckshot, striking soldiers and heroes alike.  

Fallen soldiers, fear and terror spreading among the heroes as they were splattered with blood and gore—  

The quiet silence was shattered as the waves of chaos lurking beneath the surface erupted.  

“Ah—ahhhh!”  

“Kyaaaaah!”  

“Y-Yeo Woon-jae has lost his mind!”  

Perhaps due to his reputation as the strongest hero of the previous era, seeing one of their own effortlessly obliterated made the other heroes immediately distance themselves without even considering a fight.  

Meanwhile, the soldiers, perhaps thinking Yeo Woon-jae—who had killed Kage—might be on their side, didn’t flee but instead moderately raised their guns and shouted.  

“Step aside.”  

“Q-Quake, sir! This area is currently under lockdown—!”  

At those words, Yeo Woon-jae raised his hand as if to strike but suddenly froze, trembling.  

His body wasn’t obeying. His brow furrowed before he raised his other hand—the one still functioning properly.  

Fwing!  

A thin, blade-like energy seeped from the monster’s fingertips and slashed toward the soldiers’ heads, killing about ten of them.  

“Uwaaaah!”  

“Run!”  

I quietly observed the scene, deep in thought.  

From a human perspective, Yeo Woon-jae appeared completely insane.  

But even from a monster’s viewpoint, something was off.  

He wasn’t attacking all the heroes or killing all the soldiers.  

Only some—and he wasn’t devouring them either.  

He even engaged in conversation, however briefly.  

This wasn’t normal monster behavior.  

His form, too, remained eerily human-like, unlike Gu Seo-ryong.  

The researcher’s memories in my head—the possibility of E55’s awakening failure.  

Perhaps Yeo Woon-jae’s mind was still fighting the monster core.  

If by some chance he overcame it, he might retain a human consciousness within a monster’s body.  

For the researchers, that would be the worst outcome.  

If possible, I didn’t want to fight Yeo Woon-jae.  

Not out of affection or fondness for him as a person—  

But out of a monster’s instinctive wariness.  

This monster was no pushover.  

Thud, thud.  

The sound of footsteps echoed through the passage leading underground.  

Yeo Woon-jae continued deeper into the empty government building.  

As if he had a goal, he suddenly stopped in the hallway.  

“I remember now. That guy with the ridiculous name.”  

Twitch.  

Having completely suppressed my presence in monster form, I halted behind him the moment he noticed me.  

I wasn’t emitting any energy signatures—even Starlight couldn’t find me when I hid properly.  

“Now that I think about it, your heartbeat is strange. Are you even human?”  

Scratch.  

The sound of feet dragging against the floor.  

From his movement and words, I realized how he’d detected me.  

The monster’s heightened senses, layered atop Shock Domination—the faint vibrations in the ground transmitted through his feet.  

The monster’s core had discerned me by sound.  

Before he could turn around, I shifted to human form and stood before him.  

“Yeo Woon-jae.”  

“Why are you here?”  

“…Are you human?”  

“That’s my question. What the hell are you?”  

Suspecting I was a monster, Yeo Woon-jae twitched his newly grown hand.  

His pupils dilated—the quiet killing intent of a predator locking onto prey.  

I couldn’t tell if he still retained his humanity or if it had already been consumed.  

“Ignore your instincts.”  

“Instincts?”  

“The instincts of a monster.”  

“Hmm….”  

If even a shred of human consciousness remained—  

Perhaps my advice would help.  

Yeo Woon-jae lowered the claws he’d raised.  

Turning his back to me, he sighed like a human and spoke.  

“I don’t understand what you’re saying. I’d prefer if you didn’t follow me.”  

“Where are you going?”  

Clunk, clunk.  

As I trailed behind him, he glanced back and answered.  

“I’ve thought this before, but you really don’t listen to others. Seeing you do as you please reminds me of my daughter.”  

“You mean Yeo Ryeong?”  

“You remember her? Yes, Yeo Ryeong. A very stubborn girl.”  

Memories of his daughter—thick with affection and regret.  

Was this a fragment of his humanity?  

Or, like water lingering on a hand freshly pulled from the depths, were his human memories and emotions still seeping out, not yet fully erased by his monstrous transformation?  

“If you’re coming anyway, keep me company, will you?”  

“…Fine.”  

Yeo Woon-jae continued speaking in ways that hinted at his lingering humanity as he headed toward the building’s core.  

“Yeo Ryeong… That child grew up so kind despite me failing as a father. She said she’d marry Jung Ho-young, but then… She died.”  

“Y-Yeo Woon-jae…?”  

“Why… Kage?”  

As we walked, he passed by heroes who had entered earlier, leaving them untouched.  

“Jung Ho-young wasn’t wrong. It was me—and the incompetent leaders, the citizens who wouldn’t listen—who killed Yeo Ryeong.”  

At the end of the passage, a massive door came into view.  

Made of shelter-grade material, yet far thicker than standard, it was locked with gear-shaped mechanisms.  

“And yet, I believed that we awakeners had to follow human laws to remain human. Punishment, wrath—everything had to follow human time, human rules, to ensure the innocent weren’t harmed.”  

Yeo Woon-jae extended his hand toward the locks.  

With a circular slash, the gear-shaped locks were cleanly severed.  

The moment his ability activated, the core’s pulsation roared loudly.  

This wasn’t Yeo Woon-jae’s ability.  

“But you see….”  

Crunch.  

He drove his claws into the door and peeled it open like wrapping paper, hurling it aside where it embedded itself into the wall.  

Beyond the door, forced open by the monster’s strength—  

The high-ranking officials of A-City, the most corrupt even by the researcher’s memories, huddled together.  

“Y-Yeo Woon-jae?!”  

“I don’t understand why I ever thought these people shouldn’t be killed.”  

“What…?”  

The moment Yeo Woon-jae saw them, he activated his ability—aimed at their throats.  

For the briefest moment, his ability manifested.  

I realized belatedly what it was.  

Wind.  

Thin, razor-sharp wind.  

“Why should I care about the suffering of others?”  

Thud, thud.  

Heads, split precisely at the eyes, tumbled to the ground.  

According to the researcher’s memories, these were people who deserved death.  

Had I the chance, I’d have bitten them to death myself. Their deaths meant nothing to me.  

“What does it matter if the master code is lost and the citizens are endangered?”  

The only thing that concerned me was this,

What remained in Yeo Woon-jae wasn’t humanity.  

This was a hunt closer to play—unrelated to hunger.  

Killing what he wanted to kill.  

In that, there was only order.  

Like tearing out the throats of prey that might flee first.  

“They’ll all die anyway.”  

The human remnants in the monster core—the things he most wanted dead—were now gone.  

Yeo Woon-jae’s body began pulsing more violently.  

Maintaining a human form had been camouflage.  

To reach this place unhindered.  

Just as I sensed he was no ordinary monster, he had sensed the same about me.  

He hadn’t killed all the soldiers and heroes because he was wary of me.  

Just as I hesitated to attack recklessly, he avoided showing me an opening.  

And because I’d tried to talk, he realized I was hesitating, mistaking his lingering humanity for weakness.  

So he had disguised himself—to keep me from stealing his prey.  

“You deceived me.”  

At my words, Yeo Woon-jae’s lips curled up.  

His body swelled, fur sprouting across his skin.  

Now bear-like in stature, his grotesquely enlarged eyes flashed as he swung his arm.  

Feathers extended from his wrist—blades that sliced the wind itself.  

A razor-sharp slash carved deep into my body.  

“Grrrr…!”  

The moment I regenerated the wound while shifting into my monster form—  

Yeo Woon-jae, now fully transformed, used that brief opening to kick off the ground and shoot through the ceiling.  

Steel beams shattered under the force as the monster burst from underground into the moonlight.  

Now resembling a giant owl, he spread his wings—and the monster core’s resonance rippled outward in a circle.  

And then, in the distance—  

From all corners of the city, other monster cores responded.  

The researcher’s memories, finally digested, flashed through my mind.  

The monsters missing from the lab had been hiding in the city.  

Five in total.  

All of them—Despair-class. 
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Ch.111 I Didn’t Do Anything

A special shelter for government officials in each District, prepared in case of emergencies, similar to where I am now.

Among them, failed projects where shelters that were no longer in use were converted into drug-shelter.

Despair-class monsters, who have lost all human intelligence and turned into pure monsters, are beginning to wake up.

Currently, there is only one S-rank superpower human in A-City.

With just Baskerville and me, it’s impossible to handle five Despair-class monsters even with Yeo Woon-jae.

Even if all the superpower humans in A-City cooperate, we can’t win.

[Hey, are you listening?]

Then, Gu Seo-ryong, who forcibly pulled the cat out through Sagugu from the distant lab, spoke to me.

[I’m done here. Can you open a door for me to come over?]

At Gu Seo-ryong’s request, I immediately spread my wavelength and coupled Sagugu’s ability with mine.

A passage connecting space through the linked ability was formed, Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu emerged from it.

“Something smells delicious?!”

“Yeo Woon-jae is Monster E55. A-City doesn’t listen, so it’s a dumping ground for useless failed experiments. Plus, Kage, who was gradually approaching the lab, was executed, and evidence was destroyed in the chaos.”

[Gu Seo-ryong.]

“Things are getting interesting, huh?”

I made a request to Gu Seo-ryong, who appeared at the entrance of the underground shelter.

[We don’t have enough people to handle the Despair-class monsters. Help us.]

“Hmm, I figured you’d ask me for something like this.”

Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu are among the top-tier Despair-class monsters.

With them joining, our forces against the lab’s monsters would be one S-rank and three Despair-class monsters.

We’re still outmatched, but the situation improves significantly.

“You want me to protect humans and die doing what you want? Even if I like you, do you think I’d go that far?”

[We don’t have time. Do as I say.]

“Oh my, how authoritarian. That’s not how you make a deal, sweetie. If you’re going to ask something so heavy of me, you should offer something equally valuable in return.”

Bargaining at a time like this—typical Gu Seo-ryong.

Tsk. Clicking my tongue, I bared my teeth and reluctantly made a promise.

[I’ll let you pet my belly.]

“Huh? Are you serious? You think I’d risk my life for that?”

[Fine. I’ll let you pet my head too.]

“…At the very least, shouldn’t you offer to sleep with me? Hmm… No, actually, offering belly and head rubs is a pretty big deal for a cat, isn’t it? Not bad…”

[Hurry up.]

“Fine.”

As I urged Gu Seo-ryong, at my impatient from the vibrations, she flicked her fingers and accepted the terms.

“Well, risking my life to make the man I like happy does sound like something a good woman would do. But… One more thing.”

[What?]

“This is a government special shelter, right? Those over there are pigs, aren’t they? Give them to me.”

What Gu Seo-ryong is after is the city’s master code.

The corpses of the humans are still warm.

If I eat them quickly… I might barely be able to swallow their memories.

Thinking it’s better than losing the code entirely, I allowed Gu Seo-ryong to eat and spread my wings from my back.

[Do as you please.]

“Great. Huh? Sagugu? Where’d you go, kid?”

“Mmm… Sagugu didn’t eat anything.”

Whoosh! Leaving Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu behind, I kicked off the ground and soared into the moonlight, spreading my wavelength.

The circular wavelength reached far, and at its edge, I sensed E55 flying in the distance.

Countless magic bullets chased after E55, darting rapidly across the sky.

Twisting its body like a circus performer, E55 dodged the curving bullets and caught one between its wing joints with its fingers.

Crunch. The crumpled bullet in its hand was placed on its thumb and—bang!—fired.

Its target: the rooftop of the tallest building nearby.

“What the hell?! Where did these monsters come from?!”

Bang! Baskerville extended his hand shaped like a gun and deflected the bullet with a trick shot.

E55 accelerated instantly, charging at Baskerville, claws outstretched like a bird of prey aiming to snatch its target.

“Groooar!”

With a thunderous sound, I lunged at E55’s neck, grappling with it.

As we spun and fell through the air, Baskerville’s Magic Bullets chased after us.

“Where the hell did this one come from?!”

I took the sharp-angled bullets with my body, while E55 slashed them apart with its wings.

In that one exchange, I realized,

Baskerville is no match for me or E55.

His ability is trash—only slightly better than Meister when fighting monsters.

His combat style relies on hiding in one place and unleashing prepared magic bullets to track enemies, but his real body is too weak to react to monster assaults.

Against weak monsters, he could handle hundreds or thousands alone, but against strong ones, he’s endlessly outmatched.

In contrast, E55 is a monster specialized in fighting powerful enemies rather than killing many humans or destroying buildings—an anomaly among monsters.

In midair, E55 folded its wings, transforming its body into a bear-like shape, and pressed its palm against me.

“Paha!”

Thud. The shockwave from E55’s hand spread in a large circle before condensing instantly at the center.

Agony as if my skin was being peeled off, followed by an impact like being impaled by a giant stake.

For a moment, I felt unbearable pain, as if struck by starlight.

My vision blurred as my organs ruptured, and I was sent crashing to the ground.

Kaboom! Fragments exploded around me as I collided with the ground, bursting through fleeing soldiers and heroes.

“Eek! M-monster!”

“Run, ruuun!”

“Grrrr…”

Displeased, I got up atop the crushed corpses, shaking my head to fling off the drool and blood dripping from my mouth.

Even after rapid regeneration, the lingering pain paralyzed my entire body.

So this is Yeo Woon-jae’s ability in his prime.

It hurts several times more than anything I’ve felt before.

“Pathetic, isn’t it?”

Whoosh. E55 landed silently in front of me, folding its wings completely and adopting a stance identical to Yeo Woon-jae’s.

A coarse voice scraped from its monstrous vocal cords, laughter oozing out.

At the end of E55’s gaze were superpower humans and soldiers fleeing from the monsters.

“This is the reality of superpower humans. None of them truly want to risk their lives.”

“The monster….”

“It’s… Talking…?”

As it said, the superpower humans were too afraid of provoking me or Yeo Woon-jae to attack properly.

They couldn’t even run—just frozen in place.

Drip. The remnants of Yeo Woon-jae’s memories, bitten off by the monster, leaked from E55.

“Heh heh heh… That’s why I said it was wrong.”

The Superpower Human Registration Act, superpower human supremacy, Kage’s ability drastically reducing monster threats.

All of it mass-produced superpower humans who prioritized self-preservation over humanity.

Those who only wanted to wield their given power.

Half-wits who couldn’t do anything without Kage.

If they lived by the rule that the strong do as they please, they should have no complaints dying by it.

“Even a weird monster like you, who hesitates to attack humans, wouldn’t care about this trash, right?”

Humans are prey.

Weaker monsters are also prey.

But fights against equals or stronger monsters are avoided.

“Look, kitty! Do we need to fight? There are so many delicious humans here!”

[How pathetic, losing to a monster’s instincts.]

Rejecting the cooperation proposal based on monster instincts, E55 stomped its foot.

Boom! A shockwave burrowed underground, flipping the earth like a wave.

Then, from behind the dust cloud, E55 charged at me, shattering the debris and thrusting its hands forward.

This monster hides its presence more perfectly than me, Gu Seo-ryong, or Sagugu.

Speed unbefitting its size, abruptly amplifying its ability’s output only when necessary.

I swung my claws at E55 as it closed in.

At that moment, its outstretched hands spread wide in a circle, swatting my forepaw aside.

“Your technique is lacking.”

Its elbow folded naturally, striking my neck with a shockwave.

Swipe. Sharp wings sprouted from its arms, rotating with its wrist to slash my neck.

A high-frequency blade, mixing wind and shock abilities, screeched unpleasantly against my spine.

I turned my body into shadows, passing through E55, and twisted my regenerated neck left and right.

Still intact.

I never thought there’d be an opponent who could cut through this body so easily.

This… I can’t fight while worrying about the humans around me.

Thump, thump… My monster core pulsed with survival instinct, my vision tinting red.

[Get out of here, now!]

I shouted at the useless superpower humans and spread my body wide.

A probing battle to find the ability most effective against E55.

My body stretched like discarded meat, monstrous flesh chaotically bursting from the black mass.

“What a strange monster!”

Telekinesis, freezing, ultrasonic waves, mind control, petrification, flames, lightning.

The shadows encroaching around E55 unleashed a storm of abilities, but E55 deftly slipped through the wind, creating gaps.

Just before touching E55, the abilities bent under its shock domination, branching away like tree limbs.

Petrification shattered into stone fragments, telekinesis was overpowered by brute force, and mind control was shaken off with a tilt of its head.

Unlike Sagugu, E55 wasn’t made for domination.

Just a disposable bomb dropped on the city—a product of curiosity about how strong a monster made from an experienced superpower human could be.

Thus, its mind wasn’t eroded.

Is this the only ability that can reliably land a hit?

Crack! The sound of a massive ice sheet splitting as space was severed.

A slash using misaligned dimensions—E55’s arm fell from the cleanly cut cross-section.

It dodged that? Its flawless evasion of the spatial slash stunned me briefly.

“This… This ability?”

E55’s presence grew erratic after dodging the spatial slash.

Twitching eyes, human memories explosively surging forth.

The fragmented appearance of an unfamiliar woman emerged as E55’s ability output spiked violently.

“You… What did you do to my daughter?!”

[…I did nothing.]

“You… You monster, you—!”

Yeo Woon-jae’s lingering humanity momentarily swallowed the monster’s instincts, fueling its rage.

This absurd human—overcoming monster instincts to empower itself?

Kaboom! A shockwave spread from E55’s stomp.

The ground flipped in a circular quake before converging toward E55.

Thud! As the ability’s wavelength spiked sharply around E55, its hand appeared before my eyes.

I barely reacted, losing half my brain—then my waist was severed by a follow-up kick.

I flew far, regenerating my brain.

Meanwhile, E55 appeared before me, slashing its feather-blades to fully bisect me.

“Groooar!”

“Kreeee!”

“Ooooh!”

As my upper half fell, a monster alert resonating through the city signaled the fully awakened Despair-class monsters beginning to move.

Sagugu and Gu Seo-ryong can’t help me now.

This is…

Really dangerous.

***

Once, monsters were the embodiment of despair, but as superpower humans grew stronger, they became foes that could be hunted.

Among them, A-City controlled monsters with overwhelming force, even turning monster hunts into public entertainment.

But now, every hero and superpower human in A-City felt pure despair at the monsters’ emergence.

“Three more Despair-class monsters?!”

“Why, why?! How?! Where?!”

“Those fighting over there aren’t Disaster-class either!”

“Then the Despair-class monsters in A-City now are…”

Five in total.

The only S-rank hero to face them: Baskerville.

“Who’s supposed to fight those?! Electress is gone, Kage is gone!”

Kage was pierced through the heart in front of everyone.

No S-rank could survive that.

Why Yeo Woon-jae did it didn’t matter now.

Now was the time to decide how to handle the monsters in A-City.

“…Abandon it.”

The first hero to speak proposed something brutally realistic.

“Let’s flee to another city! We can’t win! How are we supposed to kill five Despair-class monsters?!”

“Are you insane?! We’re heroes!”

“Heroes?! Why should we risk our lives for humans?!”

“He’s right, we can’t win. If we die, the citizens die anyway. Let the monsters eat them while we…”

Escape.

With this many superpower humans, we could survive even in a closed District.

“You crazy bastards! Have you forgotten a hero’s duty?!”

Baskerville, sent to control the heroes, shouted in horror.

But the heroes, already plotting their survival, didn’t stay still.

“That’s bullshit Kage spouted! Superpower humans are superior, so protect weak humans? I never agreed! If we’re superior, why should we sacrifice ourselves?!”

“Right, unawakened humans are failures anyway! Who cares if they die?!”

“Are you… Villains?! Which sector are you from?!”

“Shut up! Then who’s fighting those monsters?! Baskerville, you’re an S-rank who can’t even handle Disaster-class, you half-wit!”

“Even if you buy time, Kage and Electress are gone!”

“Tch…!”

An A-rank superpower human openly dismissed the S-rank, but Baskerville couldn’t refute it.

It was true.

Baskerville’s ability couldn’t kill Despair-class monsters.

“This is a necessary sacrifice. We must survive.”

“What…?”

“Kage said it too—one superpower human’s life is worth more than a hundred citizens!”

“That’s only if you can save that many…!”

“Then we’ll save them in another city!”

“Stop this madness!”

The heroes split into two factions—abandon the city or fight to the end.

Soldiers aimed trembling guns at them, shouting,

“Heroes running away?! What nonsense!”

“What about us if you flee?!”

“Our families will die! Fight, damn it!”

“The hell?! Why should we fight for you?!”

“Heroes fleeing monsters violates military law!”

“Military law?! You idiot, this is the Age of superpower humans!”

“If you want to die so badly, go die yourselves!”

“Stop, stop!”

Bang! Gunfire rang out, bullets embedding in a superpower human’s body.

The lead rounds only scratched their superpower human flesh.

The soldier hadn’t fired to kill—just to stop them.

But the superpower humans took it differently.

“Huh?”

“These bastards… Trying us?”

“Kage is gone. No need to follow his ‘minimize casualties’ order anymore.”

Stupid humans, inferior yet daring to oppose and command them.

As the superpower humans flared their abilities in rage, Baskerville desperately tried to mediate.

“Stop, both of you! Now’s not the time—!”

“Fight the monsters! People are dying right now!”

“Why should we?!”

“You bugs dare order us around?!”

“Just leave them! Wasting time here is pointless!”

Now, they split into three.

Those who wanted to kill the soldiers and leave, those who wanted to leave them, and those who insisted on fighting the monsters to save as many as possible.

“Don’t move, stop! Are you ignoring Baskerville?!”

“You’re siding with that bastard now?!”

“Fighting three Despair-class monsters is worse than fighting Baskerville.”

“You bastards…!”

As soldiers aimed guns at the fleeing superpower humans, tensions escalated.

To fight the monsters, they needed every superpower human they could get.

Remembering Kage’s words about accepting villains, Baskerville finally raised his magic bullets.

If necessary, he’d kill to stop them.

“Huh?”

“What’s that?”

At that moment, in the heroes’ vision—

A comet streaked across the night sky, arcing downward.

Whoosh! The blazing comet hurtled toward the heroes before halting midair.

“You… Insane bastards.”

Long hair flickering between white and crimson.

Yoo Anna, having dropped a giant red-hot iron bullet, landed among the heroes.

“What the hell are you doing? Now of all times!”
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Ch.112 Chaos 

“It’s Starlight…!”

“Starlight? Did you say Starlight?”

“What are you doing standing around?! The monster’s coming! Where’s the defense line?! The ring?!”

Yoo Anna had just arrived in A-City and wanted to check on Kage’s condition, but she clenched her teeth, realizing now wasn’t the time.

The strike from Yeo Woon-jae that had pierced Kage’s heart.

Unable to comprehend the situation, Yoo Anna sensed something ominous and immediately took off, flying toward A-City while receiving updates.

Kage’s secretary, who had fainted after seeing him collapse during a broadcast, the ongoing live feed that never cut out.

The monster alert resonating throughout the city—whether by misfortune or luck, Kage had evacuated A-City’s citizens to shelters before things escalated.

But.

[Miss Anna! The citizens are trying to force open the shelters!]

The heroes’ movements reflected on the still-live broadcast screen.

Even with the emergence of a Despair-class monster, they were clashing not with the monster but with soldiers, seemingly ready to abandon the civilians.

After Kage fell, the citizens of A-City, believing the heroes wouldn’t protect them properly, were trying to leave the shelters.

Even though they knew monsters grew stronger by consuming humans.

Like a buffet, stepping right out of the shelters.

“All units, prepare for combat! Against the monster—no, against the civilians!”

“Starlight! You’re here. Help us! Deal with the villain-born trash first, then the monster…!”

“Starlight! Help us evacuate! There are five Despair-class monsters! Even you can’t handle this!”

“If Starlight’s here, we can escape safely! We’re saved!”

“What…?”

Yoo Anna, about to issue combat orders to the heroes as she had in W-City, frowned at the ensuing remarks from A-City’s heroes and superpower humans.

Baskerville wanted to execute the former villain-turned-hero on the spot. The A-ranks were already saying they couldn’t win, and those below them had no intention of fighting at all.

Seeing the heroes’ relieved expressions at Starlight’s arrival, had they mistakenly assumed they’d all flee together?

Behind them, a desperate soldier, tears streaming, pulled out an anti-tank missile.

“You—you damn bastards! Where the hell do you think you’re running?!”

Whoosh! The missile shot toward the heroes, but Yoo Anna stepped in front and blocked it.

Boom! She absorbed the explosion with controlled energy, vanishing momentarily in the smoke—then the heroes unleashed their powers in unison.

“You inferior scum, how dare you!”

“You outdated, obsolete humans!”

The murderous intent radiating from weapons that could easily wound lower-ranked heroes.

Just as their powers were about to retaliate, an overwhelming pressure erupted from Yoo Anna, freezing everyone in place.

Whoooosh! The suffocating force locked them all in place.

“Ha…”

This wasn’t the time, but she was so furious she almost laughed. Yoo Anna clenched her fist, her blazing hair whipping around her.

“All of you—lower your hands before I make you wish you were dead.”

“Ugh…”

The heroes, cowed by the bloodthirsty aura, dispelled their powers. The soldiers lowered their guns just as quickly.

A-City already had precedents of heroes killing even civilians if deemed necessary.

Yoo Anna scanned the soldiers and superpower humans, now too busy fighting each other to do their jobs.

Just like the initial state of A-City’s soldiers and heroes when they first arrived in W-City.

“Baskerville, buy us time.”

“What?”

“You can do it, right? Hide and lure them with magic bullets. Be an annoying fly and divert the Despair-class monsters attention.”

“You’re telling me to die? Impossible! How the hell am I supposed to handle five—?!”

“If it gets too dangerous, signal me. I’ll fly over immediately.”

Baskerville had once hidden far away and kept two Despair-class monsters pinned in one area for nearly ten minutes.

But five? Even for Baskerville, that was impossible.

Yet, it had to be done.

“Right now, we need every hero we can get. Just buy me a little time.”

“Tch…! Three minutes. That’s all!”

“That’s enough.”

Once Baskerville flew off toward a high-rise communications tower, Yoo Anna turned to the soldiers.

“You soldiers… I know you don’t trust heroes at all. I’ve heard enough to understand. But can you trust them—trust me—just one more time?”

“Help you? With what…?”

“Just now, after seeing the broadcast, citizens are trying to force open the shelters to escape.”

“What?”

“W-wait, it’s all being broadcast?!”

“The citizens—! This is all your fault!”

“I’m not done.”

Boom! She unleashed flames above their heads, silencing them before continuing.

“If the heroes go to fight the monsters, there won’t be enough people to send the citizens back to the shelters. I need the soldiers to control the crowds. I’ll assign some heroes as escorts.”

“How can we trust superpower humans?!”

“Yeah! You’ll just ditch us and run!”

“I’m not running from the monsters.”

Yoo Anna opened her clenched fist, summoning pure white flames.

“My power is flames that burn everything. I awakened this ability wishing all monsters in this world would disappear.”

Non-combat superpower humans awaken abilities to protect themselves and escape from monsters.

And combat superpower humans—heroes—awaken abilities with the desire to defeat monsters.

Yoo Anna was among the latter, her power born from sheer hatred and the will to exterminate every last monster.

“If you can’t trust other superpower humans, let me be your proof. Proof that heroes won’t abandon citizens and will fight monsters to the end. If the heroes I send with you flee, then you flee too. I’ll keep fighting until the end.”

So trust me.

At her words, soldiers who knew Starlight spoke up.

“Starlight can be trusted. Before she became S-rank, she was infamous in A-City for protecting civilians to a stupid degree.”

“I know her too. Against villains, maybe not, but against monsters, she’s on par with Kage. No—even better.”

“But still… She’s a superpower human. Wasn’t she Kage’s classmate?”

“T-that’s right! In the end, superpower humans only help their own! Even Starlight—how’s one S-rank supposed to handle all those monsters?!”

“Who said I’d fight alone?”

Yoo Anna pointed behind her at the superpower humans, provoking immediate backlash.

“Who said we’d fight?! Who decided that?!”

“Why the hell should we risk our lives?!”

“Fine. If you’re too scared to fight, go hide in the shelters. I don’t have time to coddle cowards, so don’t get in my way.”

“What?”

Yoo Anna glared coldly at the protesting superpower humans.

“Then how the hell did you awaken your powers? Did you lose family, friends, something precious to monsters?”

Every superpower human’s ability awakens amid terror and desperation.

Most had lost something to monsters. Seeing some of them flinch, Yoo Anna shouted,

“Not a single one of you felt relief after saving someone? Not one of you thought, thank god they won’t feel the fear I did? Or felt joy after killing the monster that terrified you? And now you act superior? Pathetic! Absolutely pathetic!”

“You damn—!”

Some bristled at their wounded pride; others burned with shame.

Amid the heroes’ curses, Yoo Anna didn’t bother hiding her disdain.

“If words won’t get through, I’ll speak in a way you understand.”

She unleashed a wave of condensed energy, heavy enough for every superpower human to feel.

“I’m the most superior one here.”

So follow me.

With no more time to waste, Yoo Anna flared her power and delivered her final words.

“Only follow if you’re willing to fight despite your fear. I’ll be at the front, and I’ll die first if it comes to it.”

Superpower humans have a duty to protect the weak.

If you fight with me, I won’t let you die before I do.

At that, the superpower humans stepped forward one by one, scowling.

“Fine, let’s go! Let’s do this!”

“Despair-class or whatever, they’re just monsters!”

“We grew up hunting monsters!”

“We’ve killed them just fine without Kage before!”

Unlike before, most heroes now burned with near-desperate resolve.

Now they finally look like heroes.

Yoo Anna gave orders to both soldiers and heroes.

“Soldiers, spread out and control citizens trying to leave the shelters! Close-combat and enhancement-type abilities below B-rank—form teams of three and move with the soldiers!”

“You heard her! Form up!”

“The rest—A and B-ranks, especially ranged attackers—we’re engaging the Despair-class monsters! Hit-and-run tactics! Priority is distraction—buy time for Baskerville and me! I’ll take them down one by one!”

The orders took mere seconds, but how many minutes had been wasted just to say this?

“Comm channel 003! I’m going ahead—follow me!”

Before anyone could respond, Yoo Anna kicked off the ground, praying Baskerville was holding out as she tapped her comm.

“Baskerville, you there? Alive?”

[Ah, y-yeah… Baskerville here.]

The immediate reply made her sigh in relief as she accelerated.

“Persuasion’s done. Bringing the heroes. Status?”

[Uh, well…]

Noise grew louder. Something sharp whizzed past her, slicing a nearby building diagonally.

Crash! Steel beams tumbled down. Amid the clamor, Baskerville’s voice made her frown.

[I’m alive. One monster down. And… I’m cooperating with some strange women. Fewer monsters to deal with now.]

“What?”

[Still at my limit. Hurry…]

Cooperating with monsters? And strange women?

The mystery didn’t last long.

BOOM! A deafening explosion sent shockwaves rippling out.

The familiar sensation prickling her skin made her wary—just as a black figure streaked past.

“Black Cat?!”

“Mrrow…!”

Why was this cat here? The Black Cat flashed into the distance, unleashing energy elsewhere.

CRACK! Lightning struck the ground. Trails of Magic Bullets zipped through the air.

Her shock at the Black Cat’s presence in A-City was short-lived—something even more shocking appeared.

“Mreowrrr!”

“What did you do to my daughter?! My daaaughter!”

“This is too much! You’re seriously leaving this to us while you hunt other monsters?!”

Black holes blinked in and out of existence. A black-haired girl with cat ears and a tail juggled between them, popping in and out like a circus act.

A bird-like monster chased her, vanishing and reappearing through the spatial tunnels. Each time, energy pulses erupted from afar, collapsing buildings and drawing roars from other monsters.

When a tunnel reopened, the Black Cat, the cat girl, and an owl-turned-bear emerged, followed by Magic Bullets that spiraled before flying off elsewhere.

“Uncle doesn’t know! Sagugu has no dad!”

“I’d recognize this energy anywhere!”

“Persistent bastard! Chasing a kid at your age is a crime, old man!”

And among them—a face Yoo Anna recognized.

“Gu Seo-ryong?!”

Why was this villain here too?

And fighting a monster, no less.

That monster was the second talking one after the Black Cat.

As Yoo Anna stood frozen in confusion, Gu Seo-ryong flicked her fingers.

Snap! An unpleasant sound rang out as the bear’s paw swiped through the air.

“It’s not working! Seriously! I shouldn’t have helped!”

“That uncle’s scary!”

“Get away from my daaaughter!”

“She’s my daughter!”

The bear-like body shifted, feathers sprouting from its arms as countless wind blades shot out.

Gu Seo-ryong dodged behind the black-haired girl, who opened a spatial rift.

The blades vanished into another dimension—but Gu Seo-ryong reached in, severing her own wrist and whipping it at the owl monster with her tail.

The monster dodged the venomous claws—Snap! Another finger flick.

“SCREEEECH!”

The hand exploded midair, spraying acidic blood.

For just a moment, the owl monster’s vision was obscured.

“Huh? Starl…?”

Suddenly, Yeo Woon-jae’s bizarre behavior flashed through Yoo Anna’s mind.

Gu Seo-ryong’s power—memory manipulation and brainwashing.

Had she made Yeo Woon-jae pierce Kage’s heart?

“You—!”

Whoosh! Yoo Anna swung her fist at Gu Seo-ryong—

But the girl beside her lunged forward, shoving her aside.

Boom! The girl’s upper body vaporized under the intense heat.

“MREEEOOOWWRR!”

“Sagugu!”

“Huh…?”

Stunned by what she’d done, Yoo Anna froze as the bear-like monster locked onto her.

“Ah… Ah…!”

Thump. Thump. BOOM! A heartbeat grew louder.

Energy pulsed with each throb.

“Trauma? This geezer’s emotions are all over the place.”

“Meowwr… Sagugu hurts fifteen times more than peekaboo…”

“Huh? Y-you’re fine?”

“Where’d you learn that phrase? Quit exaggerating and get up!”

“Meow! It really hurt! Not exaggerating!”

“Fine, whatever!”

“Mrow!”

Beside them, the girl Yoo Anna had hit suddenly sprang up, unharmed.

Spatial manipulation and rapid regeneration?

Before Yoo Anna could process it, relief washed over her—she hadn’t killed the child.

But then—

A crushing pressure surged as the bear-like monster charged at blinding speed.

“YOO ANNNAAAAAA!”
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Ch.113 Monsters And Villains

“Ugh…?!”

The heavy impact from a stance unbefitting a bear’s form, the flames burning away supernatural abilities—Yoo Anna, who had partially neutralized the attack with her own abilities, felt a familiar pain and posture that reminded her of someone.

“No way… Teacher?!”

“You—you, you, youuuu! How dare you?!”

It wasn’t that the monster was mimicking Yeo Woon-jae.

The wavelength of the ability spreading through its body was unmistakably Yeo Woon-jae himself.

The fact that a human had become a monster struck Yoo Anna with immense shock.

At the same time, a foreboding premonition flashed through her mind.

If this monster really was Yeo Woon-jae, she shouldn’t have let it come this far.

Frantically, Yoo Anna gathered all her abilities in one place.

“Ugh…!”

Thud. A fist struck her abdomen, followed by a shockwave that pierced through her body.

An excruciating pain, as if all her skin had been torn off, and then—her sense of feeling in her stomach vanished.

A concentrated strike, condensing the wavelength of her ability, the beating of her heart, the force of her stance—everything into a single point of impact.

Boom! The sharp shockwave erupted from the fist, sending Yoo Anna flying. She only stopped after crashing through several buildings.

“Cough—kehek! Hah… haa…!”

Even though she had successfully predicted the attack and burned away the shock with her ability, the sheer destructive force was overwhelming.

Compared to Yeo Woon-jae in his prime, this was easily twice as powerful.

Now, Yoo Anna understood why Kage’s heart had been so effortlessly pierced.

The pain of her organs and bones being crushed—spitting out blood, she immediately summoned her ability and set her wounds ablaze.

Using the accelerated regeneration from burning away her injuries and pain, she forced herself up—

Stab.

A pure white fingertip suddenly appeared from behind and pierced into her waist.

“Attacking out of nowhere is a bit much, don’t you think?”

“Huh…?!”

Another poison? No—this hand had appeared without any presence. Realizing it was a spatial manipulation, Yoo Anna slashed through Gu Seo-ryong’s arm with a chop.

As if the situation wasn’t chaotic enough, now Gu Seo-ryong was here too?

The moment Gu Seo-ryong carelessly leaned her upper body out of the black passage, Yoo Anna, sensing something strange, touched the spot where she had been stabbed.

“What is this?”

“A regeneration booster. I don’t just use poison—I know how to make medicine too.”

Something like Meister’s healing solution?

Her injuries healing rapidly, Yoo Anna felt an odd mix of emotions at the fact that Gu Seo-ryong had helped her.

“Why did you help me recover? And why are you here?”

“Ah, since this might take a while, let me just clarify the important part—I didn’t do anything to Yeo Woon-jae. If I had, would we be fighting like this right now?”

Gu Seo-ryong, half-leaning out of the black passage, smiled meaningfully.

It was true—something felt off.

But the one saying this was Gu Seo-ryong.

Her credibility wasn’t just at rock bottom—it was in the negatives.

No matter what she said, it was impossible to trust her.

“You really think I’d believe that?”

Villains like her thrived on chaos, always convinced of their own safety.

Those drunk on the superiority of being superpower humans.

And among them, Gu Seo-ryong was a top-tier, A-rank villain.

A monster who had rooted herself in W-City, rotting away a corner of the metropolis.

“I don’t know what you were after in A-City, but if you’re looking for a fight, bring it on.”

“Oh my? If I start rampaging too, wouldn’t Starlight be overwhelmed? Testing me like that isn’t a good way to talk.”

Even as she said that, she probably didn’t want to fight right now, right?

As Starlight’s eyebrow twitched at the pointed remark, Gu Seo-ryong smirked.

“I was eavesdropping on your comms. Starlight, not Baskerville—the incompetent superpower humans who only bet on you because they thought you might barely win. If they see the situation getting worse, they’ll run, and that’d be troublesome, wouldn’t it?”

If W-City’s heroes were fools who’d follow even into a death trap, A-City’s heroes would only step forward if their chance of survival was at least 51%.

To them, Baskerville had zero chance of resolving this situation—but Yoo Anna was just barely passable.

If things got worse, some of them might waver again.

She had stopped them once, but she wasn’t confident she could stop a second wave of hesitation.

“Still the same unpleasant woman, digging into the rotten parts.”

“Thanks for the compliment. So, how about we set aside our complicated issues and cooperate for a bit?”

“What are you planning now?”

Gu Seo-ryong stirring chaos was on a whole different level compared to the superpower humans who’d flee in fear.

Even her claim that she hadn’t done anything to Yeo Woon-jae—answering before Yoo Anna could even ask—was suspicious in itself.

But still.

If that were the case, it was also strange that Gu Seo-ryong hadn’t run away yet.

Heroes always wished they could borrow even a cat’s paw in times like this.

“…Convince me. Why should I trust you?”

“Do I have time to convince you right now?”

“You can make time!”

As the roaring footsteps grew closer, Yoo Anna clenched her fists and shouted.

She still didn’t understand why Yeo Woon-jae had become a monster.

But the wavelength she felt from this being—presumably Yeo Woon-jae—was undeniably that of a monster.

There was no time to think deeply now.

Tiny flames emerged from her outstretched hands, converging in the center.

A rapidly expanding sphere of fire—a miniature sun.

If that monster really was Yeo Woon-jae, it would recognize this technique.

The sphere shot forward, and the charging Yeo Woon-jae dodged, changing direction.

With each passing moment, more evidence piled up that this monster was indeed Yeo Woon-jae. Yoo Anna’s already terrible mood sank even lower.

“Talk!”

“Fine. Right now, I’m cooperating with the Black Cat.”

“What?”

“It’s not that weird, is it? Monsters are closer to villains than heroes, strictly speaking. Did you really think you were the only one the Black Cat got along with?”

Hearing that her beloved cat had been hanging around with someone else—a villain, no less—Yoo Anna felt a slight mental shock. She recalled the Black Cat she had encountered earlier in the air.

Judging by the direction, it had indeed come from where Gu Seo-ryong was.

“If I had caused chaos, do you think the Black Cat would’ve just stood by?”

No way—it would’ve torn her to shreds.

Though Gu Seo-ryong was untrustworthy, Yoo Anna could trust the Black Cat. Feeling somewhat persuaded, she clicked her tongue.

“Even if my credibility is rock-bottom, if there’s a guarantor, you can believe me. Right?”

“Why are you working with the Black Cat?”

“We made a deal.”

“A deal?”

“The details are a secret. Isn’t this enough to understand? Can’t you forget the past and hold hands with the villain you hated so much, just for a little while?”

The nature of the deal was unsettling, but there was no more time for explanations.

Feeling the approaching roar as her miniature sun was swatted aside, Yoo Anna sharply raised her ability.

“What about that girl? Did you kidnap some kid who awakened her powers?”

“Oh my? I never touch children. Didn’t you know that?”

“Yeah, I know.”

Yoo Anna’s final question left a bitter taste in her mouth.

It was true—Gu Seo-ryong was a dirty woman who committed all sorts of crimes, but she had one strange line she never crossed.

Children.

No matter how valuable their abilities, no matter how wealthy their families, no matter if they were the children of heroes who had attacked her—

She would never, ever harm them.

After Gu Seo-ryong had fled last time, Yoo Anna had wondered if even that was just a facade to appear redeemable.

But the expression and voice Gu Seo-ryong had shown earlier, when Yoo Anna’s ability had nearly struck the girl—

She had never seen the woman call out to someone with such worry before.

Even though she must have known about the girl’s regeneration.

“…No matter how desperate I am, I don’t want to join hands with trash like Gu Seo-ryong.”

Trusting Gu Seo-ryong—a villain who would stop at nothing for her goals—was no different from trusting a man-eating monster.

But Gu Seo-ryong was not a monster.

“Still, I might let myself be fooled one last time by the human Gu Seo-yul.”

The name Gu Seo-yul—the name Gu Seo-ryong had gone by before becoming a notorious villain.

Trusting the humanity still left in the Black Cat and Gu Seo-ryong, Yoo Anna spoke. Gu Seo-ryong’s expression twisted with complex emotions.

“You really have no fear, digging this deep every time.”

“Are you going to catch me or talk?”

“Catch you.”

“Fine, give me your hand!”

As Gu Seo-ryong unfolded her arms and reached out from the black passage, Yoo Anna slapped her hand away.

Smack!

Gu Seo-ryong, struck by a hand without any ability, winced slightly and flexed her fingers.

“What was that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t want to shake hands with you.”

“Oh my, thanks. I feel the same way.”

Boom. Boom.

The pursuing roar swerved past the miniature sun and began closing in again.

Gu Seo-ryong waved as she retreated into the black passage.

“Well then, take care of Yeo Woon-jae.”

“You’re not thinking of running away right after agreeing to cooperate, are you?”

“I’d love to, but I made a promise with the Black Cat. You take the front, we’ll handle the rear. Create an opening—we’ll tear through it the moment it appears.”

“So you’re dumping everything on me?”

“If we get hit by that crazy bastard’s attacks, we’ll die too. This matchup is perfect for a brute like you, isn’t it?”

It was true. If that monster really was Yeo Woon-jae, Yoo Anna was the only one in A-City who could face it.

The Black Cat was strong but inexperienced in fighting humans, and Yoo Anna was the only one who could somewhat neutralize Yeo Woon-jae’s abilities.

“I’ll say this now—if you use spatial manipulation, it’ll lose its mind and chase after you, so keep it from getting close to me.”

“That’s—haah… It’s coming. Fall back.”

“Oh my, you’re really protecting me right away? Impressive. Then I’ll give you a gift too.”

“I’m healed enough—ah!”

Whoosh.

Gu Seo-ryong vanished into the passage and reappeared behind Yoo Anna, driving her nails into her leg.

Enraged at being injected with something without permission, Yoo Anna clenched her fist as a surge of strength flooded her body.

“You’re not a physical enhancement type, right? Try to endure this.”

“What is this?”

“What do you think? A doping drug for superpower humans.”

“GROOOOAAAH!”

CRASH!

The moment Yeo Woon-jae burst through the building wall—

In her heightened senses, Yoo Anna wrapped her ability around her body and spun, deflecting the linear attack aimed straight at her.

Yeo Woon-jae’s ability should not be blocked head-on.

Don’t resist the flow—redirect it.

Recalling Yeo Woon-jae’s past lessons, Yoo Anna blocked the massive hand and wrapped her arms around its wrist.

“HAAAAAH!”

Using the momentum of the charge, she executed a throw—Slam! Her follow-up punch buried itself in the monster’s stomach, piercing through with a quiet shhk!

Mimicking Yeo Woon-jae’s stance, Yoo Anna thrust both hands forward and unleashed her ability.

BOOM!

The massive bear-like monster was sent flying, scraping against the ground.

“This is… The first time it’s actually worked.”

Despite Yeo Woon-jae’s ability—shock domination that struck upon physical contact—Yoo Anna’s body remained unharmed.

She was the only one left who knew the theory behind this strange technique, useful only against Yeo Woon-jae.

Most modern superpower humans focused on increasing firepower rather than honing such skills.

Against monsters, raw power was more effective.

As Yeo Woon-jae was sent flying, Yoo Anna steadied herself with a bitter expression, orbiting the miniature sun around her.

“All heroes, listen. Partial change in plans. The Black Cat will be the one striking the monster, not me.”

[What? The Black Cat?]

[The Black Cat is… In A-City?]

[Wait, you actually tamed him?!]

The morale of A-City’s heroes, already not high, rose slightly at the news that the Black Cat would be joining Starlight against the monster.

At this rate, she could leave it to them. Reassured, Yoo Anna focused on the monster before her.

“Additionally, the black-haired girl and the white-haired woman are temporary allies. Be careful not to attack them.”

“Grrr…”

Yeo Woon-jae’s unusually excited state—perhaps it was fortunate this was a monstrous transformation rather than brainwashing.

Yeo Woon-jae had always been more terrifying against villains than monsters.

His combat skills against humans—relentless, complex techniques—were far deadlier.

If it was just straightforward, brute-force attacks like before, she could handle it.

“Hah… My head feels a bit clearer now.”

But as Yeo Woon-jae stood, his demeanor had cooled.

Unlike the dull wavelength from earlier, it was now sharp and transparent. Yoo Anna sighed.

“Haah, seriously.”

“But, Yoo Anna. Why are you here?”

If spatial manipulation alone made him lose his rationality, then without it, he was a rational monster.

Why did every crisis have to escalate like this?

“Ah, I see. You’re here to stop me.”

Yeo Woon-jae—no, the owl-like monster—drew feathers from beneath its wrist.

Yoo Anna clasped her hands together and asked one question.

“There’s one thing I want to ask.”

“Speak.”

“What is a human?”

Blood, not human own, seeped from its mouth.

The dissonance in the wavelength, as distinct as red and blue to a superpower human’s senses.

Yet, Yoo Anna had to ask.

The monster laughed.

“Prey.”

Words Yeo Woon-jae would never have spoken. The excitement of a monster before its prey, the trembling of its core.

There was no doubt.

The thing before her was no longer Yeo Woon-jae.

Just a monster wearing his memories as a disguise.

Its reaction to spatial manipulation was a remnant—something it couldn’t erase even after devouring Yeo Woon-jae.

“…Yeah, I get it.”

Suppressing the urge to shut her eyes, Yoo Anna formed a sphere in her hands.

The moment her ability had awakened, the trauma engraved in her heart—the root of her power.

Monsters must be killed.

Countless repetitions of pain fueled the flames of her ability.

“You’ve already eaten Teacher, haven’t you?”

She unleashed the three miniature suns orbiting around her, straight at the monster.

 

  Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 114

Ch.114 Power Is Needed

“Beep!”

I tore off the Despair-class monster that was melting the shelter and dropped lightning on it.

The monster, barely qualifying as Despair-class, died easily once I found its weak point ability and destroyed its core.

According to the researcher’s memories, these were failures among the failures.

While threatening to humans, they were shoddy works that couldn’t even be proper opponents for test subjects like me.

“Is this… The Black Cat?”

“That’s… A monster…”

“So the monster weaponization experiments weren’t just rumors after all…”

As I defeated the monster, the Magic Bullets that had been hovering around irritating the monster’s nerves immediately moved elsewhere.

Beep – sensing the movement of radio waves in the air, heroes who received Baskerville’s information busily moved to rescue people inside the destroyed shelter.

Meanwhile, I pried open the chest of the tentacled snail monster carrying a broken building on its back and chewed up the shattered core.

Gulp – the moment I swallowed it, I felt faint human memories.

These fully digested human memories didn’t retain any proper form, like cookies with just a tiny amount of additives.

This was also a test subject where the base human had been completely consumed by the monster.

No, calling it a test subject doesn’t fit.

It’s just a monster synthesized in the lab.

No humanity remains.

Yet, when I swallowed the monster core, a considerable amount of curses accumulated.

Resentment, terror, fear toward the monster.

The curses of humans remaining in its stomach like fish roe in grilled fish.

The memories and thoughts of humans this monster had devoured in that short time remained undigested.

I didn’t really want this either.

It doesn’t feel good, but I can’t deny that this is fortunate for me right now.

“Uwah!”

“I-It’s moving!”

I immediately rushed out to catch the next monster.

There’s only one reason why I’m running around fighting Despair-class monsters instead of continuing my fight with E55.

Because I feel like I can’t beat E55, as I am now.

E55 itself is a weaker monster than me.

Its core level is between Disaster-class and Despair-class.

But its base is the problem.

Contrary to rumors, not some ridiculous genius but just someone who used one insignificant ability – Meister.

Along with her, a human called a hero in the early days of the monster era.

Yeo Woon-jae, who obtained a body surpassing his prime through monsters and could continuously use proper abilities from monster cores, was stronger than Starlight.

Earlier, during the fight with E55.

As my upper and lower body separated and fell to the ground, I unleashed consecutive spatial manipulation abilities at E55.

Among all I’ve swallowed so far, this was the closest to a one-hit kill ability.

Yet, E55 moved as if foreseeing each spatial manipulation.

After easily dodging space slashes aimed at its head, it predicted the following portals and used my own ability to kick me.

E55 grabbed me with its claws, forcibly pulled me out of the portal, spun me mid-air and slammed me into the ground.

As it pursued with flight and I used spatial manipulation again against the descending E55, Yeo Woon-jae’s remaining traces took over E55’s body.

When eating humans, sometimes there are hard memories difficult to swallow or digest, like the teeth of dried squid that humans struggle to chew.

Those get swallowed over time too, but E55, perhaps because it’s still young, seems to be struggling to fully digest Yeo Woon-jae.

The fragments of thoughts and intentions falling from E55 as it digests the rampaging Yeo Woon-jae, like a child dropping food.

Yeo Woon-jae’s leftover memories scattered like broken sugar fragments.

When a monster eats a human, what it digests isn’t just the human body.

Things without form – ideas, memories, emotions.

All are kneaded into one within the monster’s digestive system.

Taking the form of the most feared power.

For Yeo Woon-jae, that was earthquakes.

In his childhood when monsters didn’t exist, the planetary power that trampled everything.

And the day when a monster appeared and collapsed cities with a single stomp.

Yeo Woon-jae, trembling in fear while embracing his family, awakened his ability.

The fear of not wanting to lose family, the power to protect what he held in his hands.

An ability to handle impacts touching his body.

That insignificant ability was useless against any monster except the first one he met.

Thus, he lost his wife.

That’s when he began weaponizing his insignificant ability.

The range of Yeo Woon-jae’s ability was mere centimeters above his skin, and its output wasn’t high either.

So he built a body that could approach monsters.

Researched ways to approach without getting hurt.

Craved methods to defeat monsters.

Back when fortress cities didn’t exist yet, before the term ‘closed Districts’ was coined.

Yeo Woon-jae succeeded in approaching a monster roaming the city center and tried every method to wound it.

After trying guns, blades, bombs – all means – what Yeo Woon-jae arrived at was the most primitive method.

Two fists protected by his ability.

Yeo Woon-jae beat the monster to death with his fists.

But while those fists could kill monsters, they couldn’t kill humans.

His suppressed desire for revenge for other humans, himself crushed under the name of greater good.

What killed the young Yeo Woon-jae who fought monsters was the name Yeo Woon-jae, his experiences, and time.

The man who feared earthquakes and monsters came to fear humans as much as monsters.

Thus, what E55 digested from Yeo Woon-jae wasn’t a new ability but the human Yeo Woon-jae himself.

Yeo Woon-jae’s experience, skills, and combat sense accumulated from fighting countless monsters and humans.

Among these, spatial manipulation was an ability used by Yeo Woon-jae’s daughter.

Naturally, he would know it intimately.

As I unleashed countless other abilities, E55 spread its wings, extended its slender arms, and overlapped countless straight wind blades from its fingertips.

Small blades precisely cutting the center of my abilities, as if having experienced all I could use, nullified my powers.

The moment I tried to create distance by turning into lightning briefly, E55 sensed the ability activation, instantly boosted output to approach and grabbed my body.

Simultaneously occurred a phenomenon I’d never experienced before.

Shockwaves spreading through my body interfered with ability manifestation.

Ability manifestation requires core resonance, spreading wavelengths.

Interference of wavelengths through shock domination, an absurdly powerful strike hitting my body.

E55 stomped the ground and threw a punch, resonating abilities spread from two directions itself.

Abilities amplified at the wavelength focal point, pain bursting the monster’s body.

Then the approaching E55 tried to find weaknesses in my body.

Like how I select various abilities to find what works best, it observed my attacks, stances, and habits to find openings.

As E55’s probing continued, each light attack transformed into near-fatal strikes.

Like a newborn beast grooming its fur to mature, the monster adapted to its body, growing stronger.

Enough to threaten me.

Feeling both displeasure and survival instinct toward this creature finding my weaknesses, I instinctively swung my forelimb with full force.

In that moment, I saw how to defeat E55.

My collapsed posture, the massive opening revealed as a strike came toward me.

E55 tried to knock aside my crossed forelimb downward, but was pressed down by overwhelming power, half its body torn apart.

Though it quickly regenerated, E55’s face twisted as if truly hurt.

Then, Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu appeared before me, having apparently eaten all humans in the government’s special shelter.

Of all things, using spatial manipulation through Sagugu.

E55 immediately turned its back to me and charged at Gu Seo-ryong and Sagugu, tearing away half their bodies.

Realizing that far from combining forces to defeat E55, they might become sharks caught between fighting whales, Gu Seo-ryong tried to flee with Sagugu.

Watching this, since they seemed to be escaping well enough, I left E55 to them.

I’m faster at catching other monsters than Sagugu and Gu Seo-ryong combined.

Even if those two grow stronger by eating monsters in A-City now, they can’t beat E55.

So I left E55 to them while I eat these failures.

What I need now to crush the techniques and experience of Yeo Woon-jae that E55 swallowed isn’t some weakness-exploiting ability or Yeo Woon-jae-like skills.

It is Overwhelming power.

Power to crush regardless of experience or techniques.

“The Black Cat! It’s here!”

“Groooar!”

Pouncing on a monster already rampaging in another District, my core quivered joyfully at the flood of human curses from this creature turned unwilling delicacy.

Just a little more, just a bit more.

One more step to the next stage.

Evolution isn’t far.

***

[Kage, wake up… Kage please…]

[Baskerville you bubble-headed bastard, an S-rank who’s never soloed a single Despair-class monster, just a human slaughterer.]

[I turned on the broadcast – did Yeo Woon-jae really kill Kage? Is this strange rumor true?]

[Where’s Electress and what’s she doing?]

Screens filled with surveillance footage from A-City’s downtown.

After the broadcaster collapsed, everyone evacuated due to the monster alert, leaving the broadcast abandoned.

Despite only containing loud noises and static, people couldn’t turn it off.

[I’m from C-City – why did the government cut transmission?]

[G-City too. Probably because of that corruption exposed earlier.]

[We need to see A-City’s situation.]

Though broadcasts were cut in each city, citizens accessed personal streams to keep watching A-City.

In unprecedented chaos, all cities stopped moving and sat before screens.

[This is why you can’t trust superpower humans, bastards!]

[What the fuck? If heroes won’t fight monsters, what are we supposed to do?]

[Where’s Kage! Why isn’t he commanding?]

[He’s dead.]

[The only reliable one was Kage…]

[What?]

News of Kage’s death by Yeo Woon-jae, sudden emergence of Despair-class monsters, inactive heroes and soldiers.

As the situation deteriorated rapidly, A-City’s stream chats and community posts across cities surged.

[Please save us, send reinforcements from other cities.]

[Get out of the shelter! Staying inside just makes you bait to buy time while heroes escape!]

[C-City hero here – S-ranks already deployed. But the situation might end before they arrive…]

[How many Despair-class monsters? Seriously, what is this? Does this make sense?]

[Breaking: These are monsters secretly experimented on in A-City breaking free.]

[What bullshit – you’re not from A-City.]

[What about Meister? Shouldn’t Meister be evacuated?]

[Where’s Electress, that fucking bitch!]

[Is this the return of the era of every man for himself…?]

[Huh? Why’d the screen suddenly brighten?]

As everyone thought A-City was done for –

A star fell upon A-City.

[Why’s Starlight there?]

[I just saw her patrolling W-City – why’s she there?]

Starlight arrived impossibly fast, gathering scattered heroes to counter the monsters.

All cities’ citizens sighed in relief seeing this.

[Wow, I actually fucking sighed in relief…]

[But what do you mean Starlight is reliable?]

[Starlight’s the type who’d get beaten by weaker villains or cursed at by drunk citizens but still protect civilians to the end, no?]

[Among S-ranks, few tolerate citizens insulting and mocking them – she’s practically the poster child.]

[Personally I don’t like her much… But I do think she’d never give up if I were in danger.]

[Not sure who’s strongest among heroes, but Starlight is definitely the most trustworthy. Not that she’s reliable.]

[Feels like if she cosigned a loan, she’d sell organs to repay it.]

[If not for Kage, she might’ve been called the strongest of this generation.]

[Oh thank god. Crazy bastards are closing shelter doors again.]

[Starlight! Thank you, thank you!]

Hearing help arrived, citizens hastily exiting shelters went back in, while soldiers protected those already out to nearby shelters.

[But if she’s there, what about W-City? Why would an S-rank leave their post?]

[Huh? Emergency news says Electress is in W-City so don’t worry?]

[Why’s that bitch there?]

[Guarding Meister apparently.]

[Ah! She’s protecting evacuated Meister!]

[So Meister isn’t in A-City but W-City now?]

Then news came that Meister had already evacuated from A-City to W-City.

[Why keep Electress in W-City! Send her immediately!]

[Then who will guard Meister?]

[What about A-City! Should one S-rank abandon post just because of Meister!?]

[Starlight went. She’s stronger than Electress.]

[But just one! More should come!]

[Not enough heroes… If Starlight falls too, we’re all dead!]

[What the hell did Yeo Woon-jae do? I’m going crazy.]

[Kage please wake up… You’re not dead right…Please…]

Even after resolving the most worrying issue, people trembled in anxiety over the lack of heroes to handle monsters.

[Huh?]

[What?]

[What’s it doing there?]

[Fuck! Another monster appeared!]

On one surveillance screen, a black figure amidst flailing tentacles of a giant monster.

W-City citizens recognized the familiar monster dropping lightning from the sky.

[Why’s our kitty there?]

[How far does this bastard go for walks!]

The famously named variant monster of W-City.

The monster that protects humans – the Black Cat.

The giant tentacled monster already destroying downtown and melting shelters screamed.

Unrelenting lightning strikes, telekinesis instantly crushing the building on the monster’s back.

Below, as heroes busily flew in to rescue fleeing citizens, a pure white beam erupted.

[The Black Cat! The Black Cat! The Black Cat!]

[Why there! Why there! Why there!]

[The omniscient and omnipotent cat has descended to A-City to defeat Satan, this is the savior cat…]

[Since you’re there already, kill them all! Eat every monster!]

[The Black Cat! The Black Cat! The Black Cat! The Black Cat! The Black Cat!]

As the Black Cat rampaged, W-City citizens flooded A-City’s stream chat.

Amid chats simply spamming the Black Cat’s name, citizens from all cities watched the rumored the Black Cat’s reality on screen in shock.

[Wow holy shit I just got rescued – that’s the Black Cat?]

[That’s Despair-class right? It’s not even a contest.]

[Does the Black Cat just seem Despair-class?]

[Our kitty’s been Despair-class for a while now!]

Battles erupting everywhere, A-City being destroyed.

While Starlight fought some strange unknown monster wrecking A-City, the Black Cat reliably handled any Despair-class monsters appearing.

[Is Starlight a water pistol too? Struggling against one monster?]

[Did the Black Cat get stronger? Seriously how strong? Treating Despair-class like Disaster-class?]

[The saying about cats saving the world was true!]

[But isn’t the monster Starlight’s fighting weird? Why so fast? Fighting like…Is that really a monster?]

[Fights like a superpower human? Posture looks human too…?]

Second Despair-class monster – a two-headed lizard.

While the Black Cat froze and devoured the creature burning everything in its path, Starlight kept fighting the same monster.

As viewers started feeling dissonance watching the monster fighting Starlight –

[Additional Despair-class monster appeared!]

[What the hell is this!]

[Who’s releasing lab-made monsters – this makes no sense!]

Greater dissonance spread across screens.

Already the sixth simultaneous monster appearance in A-City.

This defied common sense even to a child.

Regardless of what’s happening in A-City, people couldn’t help worrying about civilian safety.

Yet those in the chats didn’t despair.

[Kitty! Try harder!]

[Faster! Ah fuck! Just destroy the buildings!]

[Please! We’ll return A-City to the Stone Age, just let people live!]

The creature that defeated all three of the strongest S-ranks – Kage, Starlight, Electress.

The Black Cat was already fighting its third monster in that time.

At this rate, handling the newly appeared Despair-class monsters was just a matter of time.

[…Huh?]

[Whaaat? What’s it doing?]

But the Black Cat’s next action shocked everyone.

[Kitty?]

[The Black Cat, are you insane?!]

[Food coma?]

After swallowing the third monster’s core, the Black Cat suddenly yawned and lay down.

Clearly visible even through blurry cameras – a perfect sleeping posture.

[Why sleep now!]

[Black Cat wake up!Black Cat wake up!Black Cat wake up!]

[Kage wake up! Kage wake up! Kage wake up! Kage wake up!]

[Kage is dead, why keep calling him!]

[Black Caaaaat! You fucking cat bastard!]

[Monsters are rampaging! Don’t sleep, catch them!]

In A-City’s center where monsters still raged –

The Black Cat fell asleep.
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Ch.115 Kaleidoscope

The senses of an awakened one are several times sharper than those of a normal human.

Sounds I don’t want to hear, gazes I don’t want to feel—I perceive them all.

Even the emotions embedded in those sounds and stares.

I can notice everything.

“Did you hear? About the Jung family.”

“Ah… I heard everyone died except the kid.”

“But apparently, the surviving child is an awakened one.”

“They say he survived by pressing his back against a corner of the wall and blocking it.”

“Huh…? Then…”

Why did the rest of the family die?

Every time those kinds of stares turned toward me, I felt like my throat was filled with thorns.

I was too late.

By the time I awakened, everyone was already dead.

I couldn’t move until an awakened one came to rescue me.

Stuck to the wall, I survived alone.

“Awakened ones are heroes bestowed by God to save humanity! You have been chosen. Take pride in being selected to save mankind!”

The conscription of awakened ones to fight monsters.

Even after being dragged into the military as superpower human soldiers, people dismissed my ability.

A power that could only create walls.

And not even walls that could move fast enough to strike a monster.

It could block straight-line firepower like tank shells, but monsters aren’t tanks.

If they just sidestepped, it was over—a useless ability, just sturdy. Trash.

An ability that suited me perfectly.

“Ooh? Hey, your ability looks really cool?”

The one who took an interest in that trash ability was an annoying woman.

She started showing up after awakened ones—who were supposed to replace the soldiers’ pointless drills, marches, firearms training, formation drills, and command memorization—were assigned to train us in the field.

“Your name is Jung Ho-young? I’m Yeo Ryeong. Don’t call me ‘instructor,’ call me ‘noona’. Noona Yeo Ryeong. It’s not like there’s a huge age gap between us anyway.”

That infuriating woman was already on the verge of reaching A-rank.

Rumors said she was the daughter of the hero Quake.

For both parents and their child to become awakened ones fighting monsters—was that a blessing or a curse?

“I’m not ignoring you or mocking you, seriously! Your ability really does look amazing.”

“What’s so great about this trash ability?!”

“You’re barely scraping by as a D-rank, yet you blocked a tank shell like it was nothing. The density of your ability is insanely tough…”

“Yeah, that trash ability! It can only block attacks from one direction—what’s so great about that?!”

“…Hmm, wanna make a bet?”

“What?”

“If you do as I say and, within a month, your ability becomes something others envy, I win. If it’s still trash, you win. How about it?”

“Who would take a bet like that…!”

One thing was certain.

Her presence was a blessing to me.

“Good, six walls! You barely managed it! See? Your computational skills improve if you train them!”

“Huff… Huff… Huff…”

“Alright, next training. I’m going to throw this can—catch it midair with your ability.”

Yeo Ryeong taught me uses for my ability that even I hadn’t known.

That my ability wasn’t just for protecting myself—it could be a weapon to trap enemies.

That it could control the battlefield to prevent harm from reaching others.

“What the hell is that ability…? It traps monsters?”

“If we just focus fire the moment the ability activates, even D-ranks can easily take down a Crush-class.”

“See? What did I tell you? Your ability is good, right?”

“…But in the end, it’s still an ability that can’t kill a single monster alone without someone else’s help.”

“Really? You can freely create curved and straight barriers, right?”

“I can. Why?”

“If it’s insanely tough, doesn’t that mean you can use it as a weapon too?”

She made it so I could defeat monsters on my own, without relying on others.

She taught me that my ability wasn’t just for running away—it was for standing and fighting monsters.

And on the day I defeated a monster alone under Yeo Ryeong’s protection, I trembled with the realization that I had the power to fight monsters.

“Haah… Haah… Haah…!”

“Congratulations on your first monster hunt.”

“I… I killed it…! A monster!”

I no longer needed to fear monsters.

I grew confident that I could become anything I wanted.

I honed my ability, now a source of pride, and gradually expanded my skills.

“Did you really talk to me because my ability looked cool?”

“Ahahaha! As if. If I wanted a cool ability, I’d have gone to Yoo Anna. You know her ability—kinda scary, right? What kind of trauma makes someone think, ‘I’ll kill all monsters’?”

“Then why did you approach me…?”

“I didn’t like the look in your eyes.”

“My eyes?”

“Eyes steeped in frustration—I don’t like that.”

Yeo Ryeong and I grew closer, spending time together and eventually sharing personal stories.

“You seem upset. Did something happen?”

“Huh? Ah… It’s nothing. Just heard Dad got hurt again.”

“Your dad… Instructor Yeo Woon-jae? The one who sometimes comes for special training?”

Yeo Woon-jae, a hero on humanity’s frontlines.

Yeo Ryeong, raised almost alone because her father was always busy fighting monsters.

“I’m his daughter, yet all I get are reports of his injuries—no time to even see his face. Isn’t that weird?”

“He’s busy… Can’t be helped.”

“Yeah, always busy. Everyone keeps asking for his help. People around him say power comes with responsibility… But why does it have to be my dad? Because of that, I’ve barely spent any time with him. Even after becoming an awakened one… Nothing.”

“Without Instructor, we can’t handle monsters above Despair-class.”

“I know, I know. But I hate how people just keep making him risk his life like it’s nothing.”

Yeo Ryeong hated the reality where awakened ones were expected to sacrifice themselves.

“I awakened an ability that lets me go anywhere I want, but it’s no fun traveling alone. I wish I could go somewhere with Dad just once. Always by myself… So lonely.”

“I’m… Not busy.”

“Huh?”

“If you’re that lonely, ask me to go with you. Consider this a date request.”

“Eh? W-what… You’re acting all manly for a kid.”

“I am a man.”

I… Had fallen for Yeo Ryeong.

“I knew something was off! You’re not the type to be so diligent—why were you sticking around to train someone?!”

“Hey! If you’re coming over, at least call first!”

“Ah, sir… Hello. I’m Jung Ho-young.”

“Who are you calling ‘sir’?! Get out!”

“Since when do you get to kick him out? This is my house!”

One day, while spending time at Yeo Ryeong’s place, Yeo Woon-jae suddenly showed up and got angry seeing me with her.

“…You’re the one with the codename Kage, right? They say you’re a promising awakened one.”

“Th-thank you.”

“Isn’t my student cool? Already B-rank.”

“You, shut up! A teacher getting involved with a student…! My apologies, my daughter’s upbringing was lacking…”

“Did you even raise me? I grew up on my own.”

Instructor Yeo didn’t approve of our relationship.

“I’m sorry, but please break up with my daughter.”

Later, when Yeo Ryeong wasn’t around, he called me aside and shared his thoughts.

“Awakened ones never know when they’ll die. At least wait until the world stabilizes before seeing each other.”

“So it’s not about age…?”

“Frankly, that’s part of it. But these are chaotic times. I’d understand if you met a little earlier. It’s just… You’re both awakened ones. That’s what worries me.”

“You’re afraid one person will die and leave the other behind. Is that it?”

“Yes. I always fear that happening.”

“Then why do you keep fighting?”

“…I don’t want others to feel the frustration I’ve felt.”

Instructor Yeo was a good person, just like Yeo Ryeong.

Kind-hearted, seeing the best in others—it was obvious where Yeo Ryeong got it from.

“I’ve only failed my daughter. As a father, I’ve done nothing right…”

“Without heroes like you, sir, I would’ve died to monsters long ago.”

Yeo Woon-jae was among the awakened ones who fought monsters to save me as a child.

“I won’t die to monsters either.”

“You…”

“You survived for the same reason, didn’t you? So you wouldn’t leave Yeo Ryeong alone.”

In the end, Yeo Woon-jae conditionally allowed our relationship.

“At least become strong enough to defeat me. Then I’ll permit it.”

Hearing that, Yeo Ryeong brushed it off like always.

“He’ll have to allow it if we have a kid anyway.”

“You…”

“Ugh, whatever. You never cared before—why interfere now that I’ve found someone I like?”

Yeo Ryeong was stubborn.

If she wanted something, she acted first.

While others hesitated, she’d already slain monsters and saved lives.

Even when faced with impossible choices, she charged forward.

“Does that make sense? Monsters understanding human speech?”

“That’s why we’re researching it! And it’s not completely impossible, right? There was that monster that hesitated before killing a child! You saw it too!”

“That was just a rare aberrant type…”

“If we keep taming monsters like that, it’s possible! A day will come when heroes don’t need to fight!”

The government’s monster weaponization experiment.

The first hero to support it was Yeo Ryeong.

Yeo Woon-jae, unable to resist her enthusiasm, also agreed.

Which was why, when the supposedly tamed monster went berserk…

“No…”

Yeo Ryeong was the most devastated.

“Stop with the command hierarchy crap! What kind of waste of time is this?!”

“Uncontrolled awakened abilities are no different from monsters! Unless we strike precisely, we’ll just create more rampaging monst—”

“Shut up! You pigs! Awakened ones aren’t monsters! We’re not weapons for you to use!”

“W-what?! Pigs…?!”

“Unawakened humans, stay out of this! We’ll take responsibility ourselves!”

And Yeo Ryeong was the first to act.

“Nam Kyung, use your ability. Determine the most effective formation based on all our abilities.”

“Uncle Yeo Woon-jae? Knock them out.”

“This isn’t the time, but… Your ability always feels unpleasant when used in emergencies…”

The optimal formation where no one would die.

Yeo Woon-jae took the strongest monster.

Yeo Ryeong took the second strongest.

“Good, keep it trapped while I use my ability to—”

“Yeo Ryeong, something’s wrong…! This thing isn’t a Disaster-class!”

“What?!”

The barrier trapping the monster began cracking.

Then shattered completely.

“Existence Evolution?!”

“Despair-class…!”

“Noona Yeo Ryeong! We have to run!”

The first B-rank hero we fought alongside panicked, used civilians as bait, and fled—letting the monster escape.

But even against a monster that had grown beyond control, Yeo Ryeong didn’t run.

“I’m the only one who can hold it until Dad arrives. Just go. You know my ability, right?”

“I-I’ll call for backup!”

“But alone…!”

“Go! You’ll just get in the way!”

And I…

“Why did you come back?! What were you thinking?!”

“Yeo Ryeong, let’s do it.”

“You…! Are you serious?”

“With that, we can fight even an S-rank! Even a Despair-class!”

“You could barely maintain it for a moment! And you want to try it now?!”

I should have run.

“Aren’t superpower humans supposed to do the impossible?”

“Ahahaha! Now you say that?!”

“Let’s surpass our limits… Right now!”

Together, we overwhelmed the monster.

Terrified, it tried to escape, but we didn’t let it.

“Keep going! We can finish it!”

If Yeo Ryeong had been alone, she could’ve held out until Yeo Woon-jae arrived.

If I hadn’t insisted on chasing it, what happened next wouldn’t have occurred.

A family, failing to evacuate in time, wouldn’t have appeared before the fleeing monster.

“H-Heroes!”

“Help us! Please, help!”

Spotting us, the family didn’t hide—they ran straight toward the monster.

A panicked, irrational act. Suicide. They didn’t even realize the monster’s strength.

As the monster lunged to devour them, Yeo Ryeong used her ability to protect them.

And in that moment, the monster’s desperate strike landed a fatal blow.

“Ghk…!”

“…Huh?”

A hit straight to her ability’s core.

Her heartbeat faltered, her energy fluctuating wildly.

In her last moments, she used her final ability to teleport me and the stranded family to safety.

As far as her power could reach.

With a smile.

An awakened one’s senses are too sharp.

Even from a distance, her smiling face was clear.

The sound of her skull crushing under the monster’s jaws.

When Yeo Woon-jae arrived, the monster was slain.

What remained of Yeo Ryeong was scooped up with a shovel, placed in a burlap sack.

Cremated. Reduced to ashes.
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Ch.116 Sand Wall

“…It’s not your fault. That child… As someone with power, took responsibility.”

Yeo Woon-jae dismissed the others and apologized to me, who was sitting blankly in the dark incinerator passage.

Hearing those words, I couldn’t hold back the anger rising inside me.

“Not… My fault? Then whose fault is it?”

That Yeo Ryeong who chose to save humans was wrong?

That the human who rushed to protect their family, even in panic, was at fault?

You call that a fault?

“Yeo Ryeong did nothing wrong! If anyone’s at fault, it’s me… And you!”

If there was any fault, it was Yeo Woon-jae’s for not killing the monster faster.

“Why didn’t you raise her to be more selfish?”

Yeo Woon-jae never had time to raise Yeo Ryeong properly.

“If only you hadn’t taught her that awakened ones must sacrifice themselves…”

Because Yeo Woon-jae was that kind of person, I survived.

“If only you hadn’t prioritized protecting the weak!”

Because I grew up under such a person, I was saved.

I loved Yeo Ryeong.

“Ugh, ah, aaaaah…!”

It’s not Yeo Woon-jae’s fault.

Yeo Ryeong died because I was weak.

Too weak to protect even one person I loved.

“AAAAAAAAAAAH!”

What angered me the most was my own weakness.

And the incompetence that let the monster grow unchecked.

Everything that led to Yeo Ryeong’s death.

Everything that dishonored her memory.

“I’m sorry. Ho-young, I’m… I’m sorry.”

Why are there so few heroes?

Why do citizens exist who can’t even evacuate properly?

Why were citizens left to be devoured while the monster evolved?

Why, why, why, why?

“Why didn’t you do anything until now…?”

I eliminated those reasons, one by one, like exterminating monsters.

To increase the number of superpower humans choosing to be heroes, I gave them reasons to become heroes rather than villains.

I enforced mandatory evacuation drills and passed laws exempting heroes from liability for citizens who failed to evacuate.

I developed strategies to ensure no monsters escaped and prevented the government from treating heroes like tools.

But as a result, those who became heroes for material rewards muddied the purity of heroism like dirt in water.

Heroes who abused the laws appeared.

Some in the government, deprived of their personal hero escorts, began to oppose me.

Reality doesn’t bend to wishes.

The strong aren’t inherently good, nor are the weak inherently good.

Both good and evil can be strong or weak.

So, I compromised.

Heroes with tainted purity became my hands and feet, directed one by one.

I introduced flexibility into the laws, tolerating minor abuses while punishing only the worst crimes.

To block the hostile government officials, I used Yeo Woon-jae.

When I needed more power, I smiled and approached former enemies, becoming a politician like them.

I ignored problems I couldn’t solve immediately.

If necessary, I shook hands with villains and killed even the innocent.

Reality cannot be changed without compromise.

It takes too long.

Everything rots before it can be fixed.

This filthy, muddy reality can’t be bailed out alone, no matter how hard you try.

‘Professor Yeo.’

‘What is it?’

‘…How’s your body?’

‘It hasn’t been long since the surgery. Why ask now?’

‘Some washed-up villain gave you a fatal wound, so things got busy.’

‘Tsk… Just eat and go.’

To bail out filth, you must get dirty yourself.

‘Starlight.’

‘What? You need help with something?’

‘You can’t even handle your own work, and now you’re talking nonsense? Focus on your job.’

‘Grr…’

‘What’s this? An A-rank hero getting beaten up by a B-rank villain who took a hostage? Sure, you bought time and saved them, but for an A-rank hero…’

‘Right, one citizen’s life isn’t as important as yours.’

‘Next time, I’ll kill the hostage myself.’

‘What? Are you insane?!’

I don’t want to accept this reality.

Heroes are supposed to fight monsters.

From the very first step, I was trash who couldn’t even be a hero.

If I don’t do it—

Because I am the wall.

‘What… Is this?’

A wall that can’t even protect what’s within reach.

‘Where did this monster’s analysis data come from?!’

‘Paper? Looks like old records. Everything’s digitized now.’

‘That doesn’t matter. Can you separately analyze the flesh cells of every monster I bring in from now on?’

I—

‘What are these monsters?’

—was always too late.

‘Was the data manipulated?’

‘Behind these monsters… There’s something…’

To compensate for my lack of power, I compromised.

When time was short, I accepted collateral damage.

When something had to be eliminated, I accepted sacrifices.

But without doing this, I couldn’t stop anything.

Changing things without compromise is impossible unless you’re superpower human.

‘Ah, really… I wish some impossibly perfect superpower human would appear and fix everything.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Haha, a perfect superpower human wouldn’t need the bathroom, wouldn’t smell, would be handsome, tall, rich…’

‘And could eat spicy food without flinching?’

‘And organize the shoe cabinet perfectly.’

A joke shared with Yeo Ryeong—the absurd idea of a perfect superpower human.

I’m not that impossible being.

‘Someone who handles everything perfectly.’

Everything is a castle built on sand.

A hastily erected, flimsy wall to block the waves.

‘No greed for wealth or power… Never loses, never dies.’

Without wealth or power, too much is impossible.

I’ve lost countless times.

I’ve never died, though.

‘Protects the weak, ensures no one suffers—a superpower human among superpower humans?’

I’ve already exploited countless weaknesses.

Created victims who died unjustly.

‘What do you even want from such a superpower human?’

‘Hmm… Just a little peaceful time?’

Still, I kept moving forward.

To see with my own eyes the world I wished for.

‘You, me, Dad… Time for the whole family to go on a trip together… something like that.’

A reality just slightly better than now.

A little peace.

A world where heroes wouldn’t have to fight.

The beach Yeo Ryeong wanted to visit, where no monsters could be seen.

The ocean we reached in Yeo Woon-jae’s car with Yeo Ryeong.

Building sandcastles, eating watermelon together, laughing, running along the shore.

‘Ho-young! What are you doing? Come here!’

Yeo Ryeong’s unfulfilled wish—in a memory that doesn’t exist, she opens her mouth.

Chasing after her, I reach for her hand—

[Huh? What’s this? Sagugu, you can’t just pick up and eat anything.]

—her hand—

[Who’s this guy?]

[Huh? What the—haah? How’d you find this mess?]

[Sis told me?]

[Sis? What sis?]

Yeo Ryeong’s bright smile—bzzt, bzzt—the memory tears apart.

[Don’t know?]

[Don’t tell me you ate a human’s memories? You didn’t secretly snack on some weird human, did you…?]

[Sagugu didn’t eat anything nya~.]

Yeo Ryeong’s hand splits into two, three layers, moving grotesquely.

[They were still alive, huh? Hmm… Then eating them might not be the best idea.]

Yeo Ryeong stabs a syringe into my chest—where did she get that?

Her bright smile—the white ocean waves turn black like muddy water, then pure white, vanishing.

[The enemy of my enemy is a friend, right?]

Lips moving out of sync with the voice.

A superpower human’s sharp senses read the shape of those lips.

‘Not yet, don’t come.’

***

“Kage!”

“Ghk, huff…”

Startled awake by the loud voice, Jung Ho-young blinked, adjusting his blurry vision.

One of his two closest aides—women who acted as his secretaries—was pressing down on his chest to stop the bleeding.

Gasping for breath under the pressure, Jung Ho-young checked the state of his body.

“You’re—you’re awake? Ahh! Thank God!”

The unnatural sensation in his heart, the pain—the shattered core of his superpower human ability.

Belatedly, memories of what happened before he collapsed resurfaced.

Yeo Woon-jae’s hand piercing his chest, the momentary surge of power, followed by a wavelength unmistakably inhuman.

“Damn old man…”

Whatever had happened, something unnatural had occurred to Yeo Woon-jae.

Still gasping, Jung Ho-young called to his secretary as he felt tremors from underground.

“What’s… Happening?”

“There’s no problem. Kage, you need to get to the treatment room—!”

“Then what’s this noise?”

“Ehk…”

“Don’t… Make me ask twice… Lee Ha-rin…”

Boom! Boom…!

The continuous explosions shaking the earth and sky, the circular ripples of fog formed by ruptured night air.

Under Jung Ho-young’s urging, the woman named Lee Ha-rin parted her lips.

“After you collapsed, Starlight arrived. Six Despair-class monsters appeared—Black Cat took down three. Really… You can rest now.”

“The Hero Cannon… So Yoo Anna rode it… Keuk, kuh-huk! Kuh-huk…!”

Even through his dazed mind, Jung Ho-young laughed at the absurdity of Yoo Anna already being in A-City.

He wasn’t the only one who’d experienced that monstrosity—something no sane human would even think of creating or riding.

“The situation?”

“It’s under control. You hear it, right? Everyone’s fighting the monsters.”

“Without me, at least three out of ten would’ve fled… Yet they’re holding the line well.”

“Starlight is doing well. The Black Cat too…”

“You’re lying.”

His heart was already destroyed. Even with a superpower human’s vitality sustaining him, Jung Ho-young was an S-rank hero.

A wavelength this strong—he could tell who was fighting just by feeling it.

Right now, it was Yoo Anna and… Whatever Yeo Woon-jae had become. Nearby, something strangely familiar.

And two rampaging monsters.

“What’s the Black Cat doing?”

“Th-that… Sleeping…”

“Keuk, kuh-huh… Ah, I see…”

To sleep in this situation—monsters really are monsters. No, cats are cats.

Amused, Jung Ho-young’s smile faded as he realized something.

“We’re… Short on heroes…”

If Jung Ho-young was right, the Black Cat wouldn’t wake up anytime soon.

Yoo Anna, fighting the frenzied Yeo Woon-jae, wouldn’t have any spare capacity.

Baskerville couldn’t hunt Despair-class monsters.

Left unchecked, casualties among heroes and citizens would only rise.

“Lee… Ha-rin.”

Remembering a solution, Kage pointed with a trembling hand.

The moment he’d struck Yeo Woon-jae’s body like a shield—

A white cylindrical object had fallen from his pocket.

“N-no, you can’t!”

“Do you want to create another one?”

Following his finger, Lee Ha-rin’s face twisted as if she might cry, pressing down on Jung Ho-young’s body.

Staying still. But Jung Ho-young’s next words froze her.

“If I don’t move, citizens who don’t have to die… Will die.”

Crushed by reality, painfully aware he wasn’t a superpower human, Jung Ho-young had wished for a superpower human to emerge among the heroes.

Calling City A’s awakened ones ‘superpower humans’ instead of ‘heroes’ was that wish.

But no superpower human appeared.

So he tried to become one himself.

“Those deaths… Weren’t necessary sacrifices.”

The lives of those who died—

To ensure their sacrifices weren’t in vain.

To make them necessary sacrifices.

To save even one more person from monsters.

“You’ll really die! If you—!”

His heart was barely holding on, already destroyed.

Even if it recovered, he’d never return to being the Kage of before.

“I’m… Already dead.”

“Uu… Uuuuuh…”

A-City’s greatest superpower human, Kage, was already dead.

Placing a hand on his heart, Kage took Lee Ha-rin’s tearful hand and pointed it in the same direction.

“I’m grateful to you.”

The strange pill that likely turned Yeo Woon-jae into a monster.

Its contents were suspicious, but that pill had allowed Yeo Woon-jae’s ruined body to move like a superpower human multiple times.

Kage had long since stopped caring about methods.

Villains, monsters—if they could be used, he used them.

“Bring me… The pill.”

He couldn’t let all his efforts as Jung Ho-young go to waste.

Everything he’d built to become Kage, the superpower human.

This sandcastle couldn’t be allowed to collapse yet.
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Ch.117 Some Crazy Guy

“The Black Cat is asleep?!”

[Yeah! That crazy cat bastard!]

[If you’re going to tame it, you should’ve done it properly!]

The noisy comms, a city in chaos as two Despair-class monsters rampage.

The news that the Black Cat had suddenly fallen asleep left Yoo Anna’s mind in turmoil.

A forced sleep ability? It was hard to believe the Black Cat could be taken down so easily.

A single possibility flashed through her mind, and Yoo Anna’s expression twisted as she burned her flying ability.

“No way…?”

The criteria for a monster’s rank—the moment an irreversible change occurs, transforming them into something entirely different.

Monsters preparing for existential evolution hide their bodies and fall into slumber.

It hadn’t been long since she’d begged the Black Cat not to reach Annihilation-class.

But in the current situation, there was no better solution.

If, even as an Annihilation-class, the Black Cat remained the same as the Black Cat everyone knew…

[We can’t hold out any longer! These bastards don’t even care about Magic Bullets now!]

“You damn flies! This is why I told you not to settle for just catching villains!”

[Ugh…!]

The problem was the immediate void left by the Black Cat’s slumber.

Baskerville, another S-rank hero, possessed an ability designed to destroy human bodies, not monsters.

An superpower human awakened by villain-related trauma, Baskerville had always lived as if monsters were none of his concern, even when given the chance to fight them.

The result was bullets with homing capabilities—deadly to any human, never missing their designated target.

Against powerful monsters, he was barely any better than an A-rank.

If only Electress were here instead—no, maybe not.

If she turned into lightning and let her guard down, she might get taken out in one hit by that monster.

“Hahaha! It’s working, it’s possible!”

“This is insane! Seriously!”

Boom! The monster clapped its hands right in front of Yoo Anna’s solar sphere, momentarily melting them before regenerating.

An interference ability that layered shockwaves, wind, sound waves, and multiple wavelengths—like shattering a glass with resonance from a distance.

A technique Yeo Woon-jae had once called just a theory was gradually being perfected in the monster’s hands.

“Fascinating. Does that technique only work on emission or phenomenon-type energy?”

“Is now really the time for leisurely questions?”

While Yoo Anna’s injuries piled up, the monster kept recovering and growing stronger with its rapid regeneration.

Frustrated, Yoo Anna stretched her arm toward Gu Seo-ryong, taking additional stimulants, regeneration boosters, and doping drugs before thrusting both hands forward.

“Haaah!”

Pulling her arms back, her heart pounded rapidly—Boom!—as she coated her body in high-powered energy and charged at the monster, blasting off one of its shoulders.

Wave interference—firepower overwhelming enough to crush the techniques Yeo Woon-jae had built.

At the same time, a little girl who had opened a portal behind Yoo Anna unleashed her ability toward the momentarily staggered monster.

“Meow!”

A spatial slash aimed at the head and heart—but the monster, reading the trajectory, dodged with a slight tilt of its head and a sidestep.

In that brief moment, its regenerated arm extended with only three fingers spread, firing countless high-frequency sound waves in the form of blades.

The shockwave-propelled wind blades sliced through Gu Seo-ryong’s arms and tail like paper as she shielded the portal, forcing her and the girl to retreat inside.

“Hmm… It’s getting more accustomed to its body.”

“You call that exploiting openings? You haven’t landed a single clean hit!”

“Oh? Maybe you’re just not creating the right openings?”

“Sagugu did nothing wrong!”

The monster no longer grew excited upon seeing spatial manipulation, using its abilities coldly instead.

Even the tactic of drawing its attention with spatial manipulation no longer worked, and the girl named Sagugu, her ability lacked the finesse to land a proper hit.

Gu Seo-ryong’s doping was helping, but rather than keeping her here as support…

“Gu Seo-ryong! Can you take your daughter and reinforce another area?”

It’d be better to send her to fill the Black Cat’s absence and handle other monsters.

At Yoo Anna’s question, Gu Seo-ryong—now fully regenerated—blinked in surprise.

“You trust me? If I leave this spot, I might just run away.”

“What other choice do we have?”

This was the only way to prevent more deaths—not a method to defeat the monster before her, but to save as many lives as possible.

“Well? Can you do it? Can you take down a Despair-class monster?”

“It’s possible. But are you sure?”

“I’ll handle it! Hurry!”

“…You know, I’ve always thought you were reckless and stupid.”

“This aunty is an idiot?”

Under Yoo Anna’s urging, Gu Seo-ryong disappeared into a portal with Sagugu.

“Alright, hang in there.”

The moment they left—Kwaang!—the monster gathered seismic waves from a stomp, amplifying its ability as it charged.

A path cleared of air resistance by wind manipulation, shockwave-enhanced acceleration.

The monster’s palm, moving almost like teleportation, met Yoo Anna’s fist.

After retirement, Yeo Woon-jae—no longer needing to fight—had sat at his desk, meticulously organizing ability theories.

What if I’d done it like this? Could I have been faster? Could I have saved them?

Every one of those techniques now surged from the monster’s body toward Yoo Anna.

“Break!”

“Guh…!”

Interference—burning one side, disrupting the other.

What remained after the offset was mutual bodily shock.

Impact Control—the backlash of colliding forces. Even in a chaotic brawl, Yeo Woon-jae’s damage was halved or negated.

The moment their arms tore apart, the monster regenerated instantly and pressed the attack.

This was the problem.

Both Yeo Woon-jae—now a monster—and Yoo Anna were heroes boasting one-hit-kill abilities.

But the monster’s regeneration was overwhelmingly faster.

Gu Seo-ryong’s stimulants had somewhat compensated for this, allowing Yoo Anna to fight evenly—but with Gu Seo-ryong gone…

The longer this dragged on, the worse it was for Yoo Anna.

[What’s with this woman and this girl…?]

[You—you! When did you return to A-City?!]

[Waaah!]

“Ha…”

Even so, hearing the monster’s pained cries over the comms, Yoo Anna sighed.

Blood dripped only from Yoo Anna’s arms as they both attacked each other.

She cauterized her wounds and steadied her stance.

“Yoo Anna, Yoo Anna… You haven’t changed.”

Mocking her, the monster twitched its fingers, extending long feathers between them.

“Even if you throw yourself into danger, nothing will remain.”

“What’s it to you?”

I chose to do this.

“Haha!”

Sswish! As the monster crossed its arms, countless wind blades shot out in a grid pattern.

The monster that has disappeared with Stampede, and amplified wave due to magnetic resonance, an explosion occur next to Yoo Anna.

The wind blades were just for limiting movement—too wide to dodge.

A charge, a follow-up—it planned to drag this into close combat, exploiting its regeneration for attrition.

As Yoo Anna hesitated slightly, considering every possibility of Yeo Woon-jae’s habits and fighting style, the monster’s eyes flashed crimson.

“Hah!”

Right then, Yoo Anna begins her trick of dispelling her artificial solar satellite—only to reveal the real one, hidden underground until now.

Monsters showed openings the moment they thought they had their prey.

Thud! The monster’s head flew off as the sun struck.

But even with only its lower jaw remaining, its mouth moved.

“Anna.”

In that instant, Yoo Anna’s mind flashed back to sparring with Yeo Woon-jae during their military days.

The words he always said after countering her moves and pinning her down,

‘You think I don’t know what you’re aiming for?’

Even with its head gone, the monster moved as if it knew everything.

Startled, Yoo Anna prepared to dodge—but the monster’s hands, tracking her perfectly, aimed for her heart and head.

Wind blades extended from its fingertips, vibrating at ultra-high frequencies.

‘If you’re going to attack, make sure your opponent can’t escape. No matter what they choose, steer it in your favor.’

A wall of grid-patterned blades closed in from the side, a lethal strike aimed at her vitals in front, and behind—the monster clenched its fist, ready to unleash a point-blank shockwave.

A fatal blow to the head or heart—or being dragged into a battle of attrition with wounds too severe to regenerate.

In that split second, Yoo Anna made her choice.

“Huh?”

Clang! The transparent blade flying toward her shattered against something unseen.

Next, the wall of blades crashed against a semi-transparent barrier.

Before the fatal strike could land, Yoo Anna’s fist—channeling her ability at full force—obliterated the monster’s upper body.

The core’s location, its head—gone.

[Changing tactics.]

“Ah…!”

Before the monster—now missing everything above its chest—a voice cut into the heroes’ comms, sending chills down Yoo Anna’s spine.

[Hit-and-run ends here. Form a ring and focus fire.]

[T-This voice…?]

[This is…!]

The city trembled with the wavelength of an ability—a cubic containment field formed where the Despair-class monster’s cries had been.

[Wring out your abilities until your heart withers. Even disappointments like you should manage that much.]

[Sir Kage!]

[There’s no way Kage could die!]

Finishing his transmission, Kage walked toward Yoo Anna.

“…Still as ignorant as ever.”

“Jung Ho-young!”

“At that moment, are you supposed to have a thought about killing the other person before you die? You’re insane.”

Instead of an ability-armor covering his body, Kage moved with four small barriers floating around him.

Yoo Anna, torn between shock, joy, and relief, twitched at the unfamiliar sensation in Kage’s ability wavelength.

“You… You…?”

She forgot she was fighting a monster, staring in horror.

The wavelength emanating from Kage’s core—his heart—was unmistakably…

“What… Is this? You? What did you do?!”

“Just took some medicine. Hmm… Well, maybe not just some.”

“Medicine?! What is this wavelength?!”

“I’ll explain later.”

“This isn’t something you can explain later!”

“There’s a monster in front of us, Starlight.”

“You… We’re talking about this! Everything!”

Turning back to the rapidly regenerating monster, Yoo Anna bit her lip.

She’d blown its body apart multiple times, yet its regeneration speed hadn’t slowed.

Unlike monsters that relied solely on regeneration, this one had adapted to their tactics, avoiding fatal blows—making it hard to land consecutive decisive hits.

“Jung Ho-young, this monster—”

“I know. Its core isn’t in its chest, is it? For humanoid monsters, it’s usually near the original heart’s location.”

“No, it’s probably Heart Displacement. Yeo Woon-jae mentioned it once.”

“What kind of absurd technique is that?”

“For a brief moment, it lowers its heart. When he was drunk, he once said if he’d been able to do that, his heart wouldn’t have been injured. Now that he’s a monster… It might be possible.”

“That crazy old man.”

Squelch. The monster’s body regrew like vines from the cross-section, fully restoring itself.

When it opened its eyes and saw Kage, it flinched, then spoke in a trembling voice.

“Ah… Ho-young. My son-in-law… I’m sorry. Did it hurt much?”

“Kukuku…”

Staggered by the monster’s words, Kage let out a bitter laugh, barely stabilizing his flickering ability.

“I didn’t mean to. This body… It moved on its own…”

“Disgusting monster.”

Having swallowed Yeo Woon-jae’s memories, the monster tried to exploit Kage’s psyche with its words—Save me, Help me, Forgive me, Let’s be friends—no different from any other monster.

“Yoo Anna, I’ll adjust to you. Focus on attacking. As for defense… I can’t guarantee full protection, so evade if you can.”

Unease crept into Yoo Anna at Kage’s uncharacteristically weak tone as she steadied herself against the monster.

“I’d prefer to kill it myself, but that might be difficult.”

“…Are you okay?”

“Who do you think I am, Starlight?”

Smiling as always, Kage expanded his unstable ability wavelength and raised his hand.

“I’ll hold out until the Black Cat wakes up.”

***

Kill, kill, kill.

Eat, eat, eat.

In the darkness, a cacophony of murderous intent, hunger, and the desire to grow stronger roared like a bassline.

At the moment of death, the dissonance of screams and wails tickled the ears.

Fear, despair, vengeance, sorrow—a sweet swamp of tangled emotions.

At its center, an island of human corpses piled high, whetting the appetite like a river of flowing chocolate.

“…What is this?”

I was just in A-City a moment ago.

Frowning, I opened my eyes in this unfamiliar place.

“What kind of lunatic…?”

Who the hell thinks of something like chocolate meat fondue?
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Ch.118 Annihilation Class

Almost simultaneously with my dissatisfaction at the scene before me, the landscape changed.

The scenery swayed and transformed—this time, a river flowing with alcohol and meat.

I frowned at the smell of alcohol, and it changed again.

Cola and meat—not bad.

Sparkling water and cake—are you kidding me?

The endlessly shifting land and river, whose purpose I couldn’t discern, crumpled like a child playing with clay before taking on a form from my memory.

“This is…”

The sound of ingredients being chopped on a cutting board, the bubbling of cooking food.

“Yeah, yeah… You’ve worked hard. Is there anything you want to eat? Huh… Again?”

At the voice that only existed in my blurred memories, my eyelids twitched.

The house I lived in as a child, before monsters appeared.

The one cooking in the kitchen right now—

“Okay, be careful on your way home.”

—is Mom.

I looked down at my hands and saw that, in that brief moment, my body had turned into that of a child.

After hanging up the phone, Mom walked over to me and crouched in front of the drawing I was working on.

“Oh? What’s this? A cat?”

“It’s not a cat.”

What I was drawing was my favorite animal.

A big…

“Will you stay here and quietly draw and play?”

Mom patted my head and returned to the kitchen.

As I moved closer to the sound of sizzling oil, Mom looked down at me and flicked my forehead.

“…Ah, didn’t I tell you not to come close when I’m frying?”

Fried food.

Fried food was something Dad loved.

On the days Dad was deployed or the day after, Mom would always wait until his mission was over and make the food he wanted.

Pork cutlet, fried chicken, shrimp tempura, croquettes.

All the fried food was always placed here, next to the sink.

“This kid again.”

I reached out to grab a croquette resting beside the cutting board, but Mom stopped my hand and placed a properly cooled croquette on a small plate, handing it to me.

“If you want something to eat, don’t sneak it. Tell me.”

My hands smell like Mom.

As I took the plate and waited, Mom quietly looked down at me and said,

“Why aren’t you eating?”

“…Ketchup.”

She didn’t give me ketchup.

I always ate croquettes with ketchup.

Mom knew that and would always squeeze some onto the plate when she gave it to me.

“Ketchup?”

This Mom doesn’t know about ketchup.

At that moment, the image of Mom I knew flashed through my mind.

“You.”

Simultaneously, Mom grew shorter.

No—my body had returned to its original form.

I grabbed the neck of the thing masquerading as my Mom with my large hand.

“Why, why…! Mom, Mom…!”

Crunch, crunch, crunch—the vivid sound of vertebrae shattering echoed as blood poured from Mom’s eyes and nose.

“My Mom is dead.”

“Guh, ugh, Aaaaah!”

After bursting the thing that is disguising as Mom before my eyes, I realized the true nature of this place.

This was the pure white dream I often had after undergoing the surgery to become a monster—the place where the monster’s instincts within me whispered to me.

My consciousness, which had nearly blurred from the long-unexperienced illusion, slowly returned.

“You’re such an annoying bastard.”

After doing this to the point of disgust in the lab, you pull this shit again?

No, it’s worse than before.

Color, scent, form, temperature, even texture.

It must have been learned by peeking at what I see inside my body.

Probably, as it began transforming into an Annihilation-class core, it grew stronger and is now trying to consume me again.

The emotions and corpses filling this once pure white room are the power of the monster built from the things I’ve devoured.

The corpses imitating the floor and furniture rise and take shape.

“Mom.”

“Mom, Mom, Mom.”

“Mom!”

“Phew…”

I looked at the Moms dressed in clean clothes and snapped their necks.

The chain tied around my left hand rattled, conveying its weight.

‘Mom will be fine… So save that person.’

I still can’t forget it.

The sight of Mom dying before my eyes.

“I’m pretty sure I told you to stop imitating Mom.”

I sneered at the monster rooted within me and clenched my fist.

Here, I can’t use my abilities.

The same goes for the monster’s instincts.

All it can do is numb my body with sweet temptations to tear me apart.

As I burst and killed the corpses shaped like Mom one by one, it changed forms.

“…Ah!”

“Dad!”

“Ha.”

Dad unnecessarily opened the lone front door standing in the black space and entered.

With a raised smirk, I rushed at Dad like I did as a child—then bisected the thing shaped like him.

“Can’t you even do this right? There’s no way my Dad would be this weak.”

No way he’d collapse from a single charge from a monster like me.

But, of course.

There’s no way the monster inside me could recreate my Dad properly.

I still remember Dad. And Mom.

Monsters digest human memories and make them their own.

Conversely, they don’t know memories they haven’t fully digested yet.

It doesn’t fully know my Dad or Mom yet.

Likewise, neither do I.

Not anymore.

“…Ah! Dad!”

“…Ah! Mom, Mom!”

Sweet moments that make you mistake monsters for nightmares.

But there’s a slight sense of discomfort mixed in.

Dad wasn’t someone who could play with me this often.

Mom—it’s weird enough that a dead person is moving.

“Ahahaha! …Ah! Here!”

“…Brother!”

“…Ah!”

“…What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Shut up.”

The girl I played with almost daily as a child, that younger sister, my school teacher, friends.

Places I wanted to go, things I wanted to eat together with my family, people I wanted to meet.

As I burst and killed each one, the space began to tremble.

[Uu, uuuuu…!]

Increased strength—this time, it must have been determined.

Nothing works, so now it’s crying.

I was anxious, thinking something would change if it reached Annihilation-class, but is this all?

Like a bug eating its way out of a cocoon, it’s gradually gaining strength and gnawing at me.

Someday, the monster will devour me completely.

But not yet.

“My body isn’t yours yet.”

Crack—I slammed my fist into the corpse-covered ground.

[Uooooooh!]

The monster’s cry shook the entire space, and the solid world trembled. Thud, thud—corpses bounced around.

At the lab, after rejecting the Mom it created, I ignored it.

I hated it imitating Mom, but there was no reason to kill it.

Now, it’s different.

I want to eat something tastier than this crap the monster made.

Quaaang! The monster’s instincts, torn apart by my fist, melted and spread like dropped ice cream.

“You stay quiet and hand over what I ask for.”

The monster’s unestablished instincts are like a vending machine.

Hit it, and something comes out.

Thinking that, I suppressed its instincts—then.

[Oooh!]

A fragment of the exploding mud.

The monster inside me met my eyes.

***

Thud.

“No more… Ugh, blegh…!”

“Gah, heh… Ugh…”

“Pant, pant…”

Kage’s ability—a relentless barrage of energy fired at the monster trapped in the containment area.

Among those who melted the body of the Despair-class monster with all their might, Baskerville turned a cannon shell into a Magic Bullet and spun it before their eyes.

Finally, the core was exposed—Quaaang! The spinning Magic Bullet struck.

“Did we… Get it?!”

“Baskerville! You bastard! Stop saying that!”

Quaaang! After the explosion, the shattered shell of the monster’s core revealed the nucleus inside, regenerating rapidly.

Then, the black-haired girl’s spatial slash tore through the nucleus.

“Did we get it?!”

“Is it dead?”

“Uu, waaaah…”

“Guh, I can’t even shout.”

Rumble—the remaining monster flesh collapsed. Even after barely defeating one Despair-class monster, everyone held their breath.

Gu Seo-ryong, who had already taken down another monster with Sagugu, picked up the monster’s core.

“Wait…! What are you planning to do with that, Gu Seo-ryong?!”

“I don’t know why you helped us, but we can’t just let you go!”

“Thanks for the help, but you’re under arrest. Gu Seo-ryong!”

“Hmm… Well, I figured some of you would act like this.”

“Guh, ugh…!”

“Agh!”

Baskerville, barely managing to float a single Magic Bullet, and the exhausted heroes of A-City blocked Gu Seo-ryong, who held the core.

Gu Seo-ryong swung her hand at them.

Swish—deep, festering wounds appeared, and the heroes collapsed.

“Poi… Poison…!”

“I’m too tired to use abilities. If you resist with all your might, you won’t die.”

After completely incapacitating the heroes, Gu Seo-ryong disappeared.

Sagugu clung to Gu Seo-ryong’s tail as she vanished into the wreckage of a destroyed building, crawling up.

“Kage, these guys… I saved them, but heroes are hard to understand.”

“Sagugu is sleepy and hungry.”

“Me too. I’d love to kill a few to fill my stomach… byut that’s not easy either.”

Then, boom—a sound similar to an ability’s explosion echoed throughout the city.

“If an Annihilation-class loses control and dies, wouldn’t that be unfair?”

Gu Seo-ryong bit into the core like an apple—but bit empty air.

In that brief moment, Sagugu, who had stolen the core with spatial manipulation, stuffed it into her mouth.

“You…! That’s for Mom! You ate the last one too!”

“Auuu aeooua.”

“Ugh, seriously!”

Meanwhile, at the center of the most devastated part of the city—where the government’s high-ranking officials resided, an area with few residents.

“Pant… Pant…”

“Guhhh…”

Yoo Anna, with one arm completely crushed, raised her remaining hand and stared at the monster before her.

Anticipating the monster might relocate its core, she unleashed flames covering its entire body with maximum firepower.

Large movements were easier to dodge, but with Kage’s ability supporting her, she succeeded in landing the hit.

Unfortunately, the monster blocked the attack by shielding its core with both hands, but its regeneration slowed visibly.

Now, one more attack like before would do it.

As Yoo Anna glanced at the wreckage around her from the battle—

“Gasp, gasp…”

Kage clutched his chest where his heart should be, his face pale.

Irregular wavelengths—something inexplicable was happening to Kage’s heart.

Because of that, the moment Yoo Anna hesitated—

“Don’t hesitate, Starlight… If necessary, you must be willing to order your subordinates to their deaths.”

Reading his gaze, Kage amplified his ability’s wavelength.

“One more time is possible. The timing is up to you… Hah!”

“Jung Ho-young!”

Kage could no longer hold on and collapsed, vomiting blood.

Though worried about Kage, Yoo Anna remained wary of the monster, expecting it to attack her exposed weakness.

But the monster didn’t charge.

Boom—a resonance spread through the night sky.

A heavy infrasound carried by circular ripples dispersing the clouds made the monster’s fur bristle.

Fear reflected in the monster’s large eyes.

“Kuh, heheh… A monster, huh.”

“Squeaaaaak!”

“Wait!”

Kage, foaming at the mouth, let out a laugh as the monster, crouching low, spread its wings.

Whoosh—the monster shot into the sky with its ability, accelerating rapidly.

Yoo Anna flew after it, but—

“…Huh?”

Thud! A massive darkness descended from above.

The flying monster was struck midair and slammed into the ground.

Shock manipulation…? What hit it? Darkness? Shadows…?

Questions raced through her mind before she remembered the Black Cat.

This must be the Black Cat is now an Annihilation-class.

But where is the Black Cat?

Then, something strange caught her eye.

Two round moons floating in the dark night sky.

Those aren’t moons.

“Black… Cat?”

The colossal Black Cat placed its paw on the monster trying to flee.

Beneath its foot, the monster struggled with all its might—boom, boom—waves of force reverberated.

The Black Cat’s paw crumbled with a crack, then regenerated.

After enduring all the attacks silently, the Black Cat lifted its bleeding paw and slammed the other one down.

“Kyaaaaah! Aaaah!”

Crash! Crash! Crash! Crash! Crash! With each strike, the monster’s body collapsed like minced meat.

No technique, ability, or trick worked against this overwhelming difference in scale.

Even after wearing it down in battle, the gap was this vast?

This is an Annihilation-class.

A monster that brings ruin to the world.

The monster, now a lump of blood and flesh, mimicked Yoo Won-jae and begged for its life.

“Yoo… Anna! Save… Me!”

The Black Cat lowered its head and slurped the monster into its mouth.

Crunch, squelch—the horrific sounds of Yoo Won-jae being crushed.

The monster that had given everyone so much trouble was now like an insect.

As Yoo Anna felt something beyond emptiness and terror at the surreal sight, the Black Cat swallowed the monster.

In the ruins of A-City, where all monsters except the Black Cat had vanished, the giant Black Cat stared quietly at the exhausted Yoo Anna.

“Meowwoooooo…”

“Eh…?”

Was the Black Cat trying to say something?

In the Black Cat’s eyes—two moons—thin lines formed, splitting and filling into perfect circles.

“No, Ji…?”

It killed the monster, so it’s still the Black Cat, right?

Yoo Anna’s heart pounded louder under the weight of anxiety.

 

  EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Became a Failed Experimental Subject


      
        		
          Chapter Became a failed experimental subject Prologue
        


        		
          Chapter Became a failed experimental subject Chapter 1
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 2
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter Became a failed experimental subject Chapter 4
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 5
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 6
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 7
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 8
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 9
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 10
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 11
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 12
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 13
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 14
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 15
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 16
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 17
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 18
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 19
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 20
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 21
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 22
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 23
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 24
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 25
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 26
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 27
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 28
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 29
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 30
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 31
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 32
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 33
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 34
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 35
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 36
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 37
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 38
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 39
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 40
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 41
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 42
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 43
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 44
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 45
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 46
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 47
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 48
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 49
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 50
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 51
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 52
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 53
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 54
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 55
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 56
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 57
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 58
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 59
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 60
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 61
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 62
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 63
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 64
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 65
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 66
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 67
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 68
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 69
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 70
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 71
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 72
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 73
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 74
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 75
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 76
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 77
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 78
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 79
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 80
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 81
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 82
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 83
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 84
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 85
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 86
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 87
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 88
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 89
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 90
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 91
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 92
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 93
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 94
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 95
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 96
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 97
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 98
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 99
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 100
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 101
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 102
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 103
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 104
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 105
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 105.5
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 106
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 107
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 108
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 109
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 110
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 111
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 112
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 113
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 114
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 115
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 116
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 117
        


        		
          Chapter Became a Failed Experimental Subject Chapter 118
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


