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    Chapter 1 



Unfamiliar voices rang in my ears.
When I opened my eyes, I saw blurred figures of people moving busily.

I blinked in a daze. A shadow loomed over my head. Urgent voices were shouting.
People were rushing somewhere in a hurry.

My senses weren’t fully awake yet—I felt completely out of it.

I closed and opened my heavy eyelids again, and the scent of dirt and gunpowder tickled my nose.

And then—I saw a gun barrel pointed right at me.

What the hell?

The moment that thought crossed my mind, a sharp voice snapped me to attention.

“Who the hell are you?!”

That’s what I want to know.

“Where the hell did you suddenly come from?!”

I pushed myself up into a sitting position.
My eyes widened instantly.

I could see multiple gun barrels aimed at me.
A blinding white light fell gently over the blurred silhouettes.

What is going on?

I stared blankly—at the five people holding guns,
The high ceiling of the massive room,
And the man standing in front of me.

The voice came from the man pointing a gun right between my eyes.
He had curly hair and striking hazel eyes.

“How did you get in here?”

“Where… am I?”

I mumbled the words while staring into his sharp eyes.
My head wasn’t working properly.

Was I drinking? Did I fall asleep?

“What was I doing just now?”

“Hey! Quit babbling nonsense!”

The curly-haired man frowned deeply.

“When did you get in, and how?”

He seemed like someone with a strong personality.
But I still had no clue what was going on.
I looked at the man leaning toward me.

He was wearing the same outfit as the others—
A pitch-black tactical suit that looked like it could absorb all light.

He wore black gloves and held a large, solid-looking gun.

He pressed the cold barrel of his gun against my neck.
I could feel the chill from the metal.

This… really feels dangerous.

“You gonna keep spouting nonsense? Are you messing with me?”

“Ro.”

A voice came from behind.

“Looks like something went wrong with the portal. Move the gun.”

A girl with round eyes stepped in.
She had black hair tied back in a ponytail and was holding a gun as big as her torso.

She stood out easily—probably because she was the only East Asian girl in the group.

Why is a girl who looks like a high schooler—maybe a college fresher at best—carrying a gun like that?

The curly-haired man, apparently named Ro, snapped his head toward her.

“Hey, you don’t even know who this guy is, and you want me to lower my weapon?!”

“I’m telling you, it looks like a portal issue.”

The girl strode toward me.

“Maybe the portal linked to another one for a moment or something.”

“Lower the gun, Ro.”

She said it casually, like she was just nagging.

I stayed still, supporting myself with both hands on the ground, watching the girl approach and the others behind her.

They all wore striking black uniforms—
Definitely not ordinary civilians.
Their sharp gazes felt like they could cut through me.

Even though she told him to lower the gun, they all looked ready to shoot me the second I made a suspicious move.

The lingering scent of gunpowder and earth hung thick in the air.

Where is this place?
And how… did I end up here?

The high ceiling and sterile, pale surroundings didn’t look familiar at all.

From their reactions—and my gut feeling—I was sure I’d never been here before.

Why did I wake up in this place?

And who… was I, again?

Just as panic set in from the blankness in my memory, the girl came to a stop right in front of me.
She looked down at me, crouched on the floor, with her round eyes wide.

“Hello!”

She greeted me brightly and extended her right hand.

“I’m Choi Ami! Just call me Ami.”

“…Hildebert Taleb.”

I reflexively took Ami’s hand.

“Feel free to call me Hilde.”

But—I couldn’t remember when anyone had ever called me Hilde.

My memories were completely blank.

When did this start?

I stared ahead blankly, startled by the emptiness in my mind.

A sinking feeling spread through my chest, and I began to panic silently.

At the same time, handcuffs were fastened onto my extended hand.

Handcuffed, I was led somewhere.

They didn’t drag me roughly.
I simply followed orders, dumbfounded by the shock of my missing memories.
Like a fool, I trailed behind the woman named Ami.

The others from the room surrounded me—
Ro, the curly-haired man, walked on my left.
A tall man with long, soft-looking eyes stayed to my right.

Behind me came a small girl with two-toned hair and a man in a full mask that covered his nose.

It looked like a VIP escort.

But in truth, it was surveillance—not protection.

We walked down a wide hallway and entered a room.
A few white desks and chairs were scattered throughout.
It looked like a place used for meetings—or not used at all.

Ami pulled out a chair from one of the desks at the center of the room.

Still wearing handcuffs, I obediently sat down.

“Mr. Hilde?”

“Yes?”

“I’m going to step out and make a call real quick.”

I blinked in confusion at her sudden announcement.

Staring at her dumbly, I replied awkwardly,

“Ah, yes. Sure. Don’t mind me—go ahead and take your time with your call.”

The East Asian girl smiled brightly, her eyes curving into crescents.

She opened the front door and stepped out into the hallway.

And just like that, silence settled over the neat room.
Everyone quietly took their places and said nothing.
It looked like they were waiting for something, but it didn’t seem like anything would change anytime soon.

Might as well use this time to think.

I decided to make the most of the silence and tried to remember who I was.

This is insane. Why can’t I remember anything except my name?

So many things had vanished from my memory.
Or rather, most things had.
It felt as though someone had washed my memories away with water.

Ever since being cuffed, I had tried to remember where I came from and who I was—
But I had gotten nowhere.

Only scattered, useless fragments surfaced:
Sitting in the passenger seat, looking out the window.
Playing a game on a console barely larger than my palm.

I frowned and adjusted my posture.

“Need to go to the bathroom?”

The man sitting next to Ro suddenly broke the silence with a cheerful tone.

“If you need to go, just say so…”

I blinked at him.

“No, I’m fine.”

I straightened my back and met his gaze.

“But thank you for your concern.”

“Just let me know anytime if you do.”

His eyes curved like crescent moons, the vivid green irises narrowing.

Ah. He’s… sharp.

I instantly decided that this was someone I shouldn’t upset.

He wore a constant smile,
But beneath it, he was likely sharp and easily agitated.

The green-eyed man lounged lazily in a chair near the whiteboard.

He leaned back against it, one leg crossed over the other, both hands shoved in his pockets—
Yet he gave off no sense of vulnerability.

Definitely the type you don’t want to cross.

Watching his long, narrow eyes, black hair, and neat, well-defined features, I politely added:

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it…”

“Hey.”

Ro, who had been tapping on his phone next to the green-eyed man, suddenly looked up.

“Yes?”

“Where’d you come from?”

Ro leaned back in his chair, idly swinging one leg.

“Didn’t you say you don’t remember?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to recall, but only useless fragments come to mind.”

“Like what?”

“…Well, like playing on a game console, for example…”

I furrowed my brows, trying harder to recall something actually helpful.

But once again, I failed miserably.
Just flashes of meaningless scenes passed through my mind—
A clean room with two apples on the table,
A half-finished scone, and a coffee milk with a straw poking out.

I let out a small sigh.

“…I apologize. I can’t think of anything worth mentioning. Strangely, I only remember my name—nothing else about myself.”

“Did your memories get wiped during the portal transfer…?”

The green-eyed man muttered to himself.

“They say similar things have happened before, but I’m not sure how reliable those reports were…”

“What the hell is going on?”

Ro’s voice turned sharp.

“We went in with five people. I may be dumb, but even I know five in means five out.
But when we came back—there were six of us. How does that even happen?”

“Well, it doesn’t make sense, which is exactly why we’re here talking about it.”

The green-eyed man said lazily, tilting his head.

“I just wanted to go home, wash up, and have a smoke… God, I want to clock out…”

“I’m sorry.”

I instinctively apologized when I noticed the smile fade from the green-eyed man’s face.

“You can smoke here if you want. I don’t mind.”

Ro and the green-eyed man, who had both been gazing off into space, suddenly looked at me.
Even the people standing behind me—I could feel their stares burning into the back of my head.

I feel like an animal in a zoo.

I met their gazes with a wry smile, enduring the silent pressure.

But before I could say anything, the door swung open.

“There’s no record!”

Ami burst in, eyes wide.

“There’s no one with Hilde’s face or the name Hildebert Taleb in the Center Core or any of the other cores.”

“Seriously, what the hell are you?”

Ro narrowed his thick eyebrows, glaring at me.

“Where did you come from?”

“…I’m sorry. But I really am just as confused as you are…”

“Anyway, Ska said he’d get in touch.”

Ami waved her hands between Ro and me like she was trying to calm us down.

“Until then, let’s just wait quietly, okay?”

I watched carefully as Ami closed the door and walked back over to me.

The gun she’d been holding earlier had vanished—no trace of it now.

As she approached, I tried to absorb as much information as possible.

With my memory wiped, I felt like a newborn, relearning everything from scratch.

Who’s Ska?
What’s the Center Core? What’s a Core?
And more importantly—where did I come from?

I tried to recall my home country.
I hadn’t forgotten the names of countries: America, England, Australia…
They all came to mind.

But the crucial detail—which of them I was from—remained a blank.

As I watched Ami set a paper bag down on the desk, I asked,

“Where is this place?”

Ami, Ro, and the green-eyed man all looked up at me.

“I mean… the country.
What country am I in right now? Is this America?”

Their expressions shifted.

A strange silence fell over the room.
A weird tension crept into the otherwise plain space.

I blinked, confused by the sudden change in atmosphere.
Why…?

Alone in the silence, I began to panic.

What’s with that reaction…?

It was Ro who broke the silence, his voice laced with irritation.

“What the hell are you saying now?”

“The United States doesn’t exist anymore.”

The green-eyed man cut in, ending Ro’s angry retort.

His sharp green eyes locked onto mine—
As if trying to pierce straight through me.

“It’s been a while… since I’ve heard that name.”

I blinked at the strange response.
“Excuse me?”

“He means borders don’t exist anymore.
Kids these days barely even understand what a country is.
By the way, do you remember how old you are?”

“Huh? No… I’m sorry, but… I don’t remember that either… What?”

Flustered, I could only repeat myself.

“What?” “Sorry?” “What was that?”

The green-eyed man’s words didn’t quite make sense.

He calmly repeated himself:
There are no borders anymore. Everyone lives in Cores now.

I tried to reconcile my fragmented memories with this new information,
But it was pointless.

I knew there had once been different countries.
Some I could recall vividly—America, Britain, China, India.

I must have been panicking for quite a while.
Eventually, I forced myself to refocus, pulling my senses out of the spiral.

The room was quiet and still.
Bright white fluorescent lights overhead.
A pleasant wood scent from the desk in front of me.
And those three—watching me, silently waiting for me to speak.

I felt the cool air brush my skin as I finally managed to open my mouth.

“Then, where are you all from?
I mean… your home countries—
Or rather… are you saying you’re not from any country?
What exactly does it mean that borders are gone?”

“Ah.”

The green-eyed man, who’d been sitting motionless with his legs crossed, smiled faintly.

“That’s a tough one.
Fortunately, the three of us are a bit older, so we do remember.
I was originally from Italy. Now I’m a Center Core citizen…”

“Sicily,” Ro cut in bluntly.

“The two kids behind you—they’re from the Center Core.
That little one’s from China.”

“I told you I’m from Korea!”

Ami, who had been watching me with wide, curious eyes, suddenly jumped in, flailing in protest.

Startled by her sudden outburst, I reflexively flinched.

As I stared at Ami, wide-eyed, the green-eyed man chuckled quietly.

Ami either didn’t notice or didn’t care, and slammed her hands on the desk while glaring down at Ro.

“I’ve told you like a dozen times! Yoon oppa and I are Korean!
Joo is the one from China—he’s the HR director!”

“Oh, was it? Meh. Whatever.”
“Whatever, my ass! We’ve been comrades for 40 years—how can you still not remember my original nationality?!”

“Since we’re on the topic, where is the HR Director? A literal stranger just popped out of the ground—shouldn’t he be here or something?”

“Mr. Joo’s not coming.”

Ami suddenly said, wide-eyed and casual.
I saw both Ro and the green-eyed man blink in unison.

The round-eyed Ami added indifferently,
“He said it doesn’t seem urgent and it’s not like there’s anything to do immediately anyway.”

“What the hell. If a random person appearing out of thin air isn’t urgent, then what the hell is?”

“Beats me.”

“You reported this to the Commander-in-Chief, right?”
The green-eyed man asked lazily.

“What’d they say…?”

“They said they’d come as soon as possible.
For now, Advisor Ska will handle it.
John and Yoon oppa are checking the portal status.
Samuel’s ready to run a physical exam on Mr. Hilde.
HR’s already set up the polygraph.”

“…Excuse me.”

I cautiously spoke up, instantly feeling the weight of everyone’s attention shift back to me.
It wasn’t a welcome feeling, but the question nagging at me wouldn’t leave my throat.

I’d been trying to piece together the puzzle from their fragmented remarks and my broken memories.
For example:

I must’ve come through some kind of portal.

There are no countries anymore—nations like America or China no longer exist.

People now live in something called the Center Core.

The quiet man and woman behind me were likely of the lowest rank here…


But there was one thing I just couldn’t wrap my head around.

“…How old are you three, exactly?”

The green-eyed man and Ami both smiled.
Ro’s face stretched into a mischievous grin.

I stared blankly at them, their expressions bright and amused, as though they were waiting to surprise me with some cosmic punchline.

And then Ami, grinning cheerfully at me, gave the answer:

“Seventy!”




  
    

    Chapter 2


I stared blankly at Ami.

Ro, who stood beside her, tilted his head and broke the silence.

“You’re seventy years old, Ami?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m about the same.”

What the heck.

I stupidly looked at the people across from me.

They all still looked pleasantly young. Ami even sounded like a girl. Ro looked like he was in his early to mid-twenties. The green-eyed man, the one leading the conversation, looked the oldest, but even he seemed to be in his late twenties or early thirties at most.

Then how were they claiming to be that old?

It didn’t seem like a joke…

I decided not to think too deeply about it. I’d woken up in a completely unfamiliar place, remembering nothing but my own name—who was I to say something even more shocking wouldn’t happen next?

I chose to accept life as it came. Otherwise, I felt like something inside me would break.

Ami looked at the curly-haired man and said,

“Ro, you’re seventy-two.”

“Yeah, I think that’s about right.”

“What?”

A startled voice slipped out reflexively.

I stared wide-eyed at Ro and Ami in turn.

“So you two are only two years apart?”

“Hey. You’re surprised by the weirdest things.”

Ro raised an eyebrow.

“Shouldn’t you be shocked by our age? Why are you surprised that we’re two years apart?”

“No, I mean… it’s just…”

The green-eyed man burst out laughing.

He shook with silent laughter, shoulders bobbing as he lowered his head. My reaction must’ve been funny to him.

Ami blinked rapidly, and Ro’s eyebrow looked like it might reach the ceiling.

When I flailed awkwardly, the sound of clinking chains echoed in the room.

“I didn’t mean it negatively. Miss Ami just looks so young.”

“Ah.”

Ro seemed to understand right away.

He swung his leg, propped over his knee, and chuckled.

“That’s true. She acts and looks like a kid. Sometimes I can’t believe she’s older than Ricardo.”

Who's Ricardo?

“Ricardo’s me,” the green-eyed man said, waving one hand with a grin.

My eyes nearly popped out of my head.

What? Ami’s older than that green-eyed guy?

“I really act like a kid?” Ami muttered like she was talking to herself, and I looked between her and the relaxed smile on Ricardo’s face. It was still hard to believe.

Maybe it showed on my face, because Ricardo let out a chuckle.

“I’m sixty-eight. Name’s Ricardo Sordi.”

“Ah… Sorry to be a burden, Mr. Sordi.”

“Just call me Ricardo.”

Ricardo waved his hand and smiled with his eyes.

I nodded politely. But I didn’t dare call him by name just yet. I was trying not to upset the people watching me, carefully calculating my behavior. They didn’t seem like they meant me harm at the moment, but that could change at any time.

Let’s think this through. Ro is seventy-two, Choi Ami is seventy, Ricardo Sordi is sixty-eight.

And they said they were on the older side. It is a pretty advanced age.

Apparently, the concept of nationality no longer existed, but the three of them used to have nationalities. Ricardo and Ro were from Italy. Ami was from Korea.

Then...

“So, did the borders disappear while you were living?”

A question slipped out without thinking—and silence followed.

I flinched under their sharp stares.

What now?

I really don’t remember anything. It must be frustrating, but all I can do is ask obvious and dumb questions.

The awkward silence dragged on. The three of them, whose looks didn’t match their stated ages, seemed unsure how to respond.

The clean meeting room was swallowed in a chilly stillness.

It was Ricardo who answered.

“There was a war. Two big ones.”

That’s news to me.

“Borders disappeared after the first war… You really don’t remember any of this?”

“No. Not at all… This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“Maybe you’re not even from here. I’m not sure you’re even human. I mean, seriously, where did you come from? Just popped out of nowhere!”

Ro waved his hands in the air in frustration, demanding answers. He seemed irritated by the absurdity of the situation.

But honestly, I was just as confused as they were…

Apologizing under my breath, I cautiously glanced at Ro to read his mood.

Ami smacked Ro on the head with her small, round fist.

“Ow! What the hell?”

“Don’t get mad. Think about how absurd this all must be for them.”

Ami widened her round eyes and looked at Ro.

“Imagine it. You wake up and have no memories. You come to in a place you’ve never seen before, and the first thing that happens is people yelling at you, asking where you came from. Then you get cuffed—by complete strangers, no less.”

Her calm, thoughtful tone made a wave of gratitude rise up in me. Maybe it was because I had no one to rely on right now, but that small gesture of kindness from Ami really struck a chord.

“And those strangers staring you down just happen to be you guys!”

“That’s harsh, Ami… I’ve been perfectly nice.”

“Huh? What’s wrong with me?”

Ro grumbled, digging in his ear with his pinky.

Ami stared at his attitude blankly for a second, then clicked her tongue. Ro stuck out his tongue at her playfully.

Seriously, who are these people?

I remembered catching a mention earlier—something about them being comrades for forty years. The guns, the clothes… Everything about them suggested they were likely soldiers. Or maybe police, or private security.

And then I… just appeared among them.

There were five of them total (the two in the back were so quiet it was eerie), surrounding me while I sat cuffed and completely defenseless in the center.

Like a mouse in a cat’s paw.

Better stay careful.

Just as I resolved to keep my guard up, Ami’s phone rang.

“It's a call from Sky!”

She looked ready to bolt but ended up answering it where she stood, pulling the phone out.

Her clear voice rang through the room.

“Yes, Deputy Chief!”

She listened briefly before answering in a formal tone.

“Yes. All the portal team members are on this and currently investigating.”

Then she went silent again to listen.

“Yes. We’ve already reported it to the hospital and HR. Yes, yes… No, the head of HR won’t be coming. Got it. Same here.”

After several more “Yes, yes,” in response to barely audible remarks, she finally hung up.

She slipped the phone back in her pocket, spun on her heel, and looked around at the others.

Everyone except Ro had their eyes on her.

“What’d they say?”

“They want us to send Mr. Hilde to the hospital first.”

The girl with round eyes approached me.

“They’re going to take your fingerprints, run a DNA test, and even a lie detector. I mean, you did appear right in the middle of a portal zone.”

Would those tests tell them something about me?

That tiny sliver of hope straightened my spine. I looked toward Ricardo, who was lazily getting up, and Ro, who still hadn’t moved, more interested in his phone than anything else.

The green-eyed man stretched slowly and said,

“Should we let the two juniors go home? I don’t think there’s any reason to keep them.”

“Yeah. The three of us should be enough. Mr. Hilde doesn’t seem like the type to suddenly go berserk.”

Of course. I’ll behave.

I gave a small nod, and Ricardo let out a quiet chuckle.

“You two can clock out.”

The tall man cast his eyes over my shoulder, addressing the people behind me.

“We’ll take care of the rest from here…”

“Thanks for your work, both of you! Get some good rest!”

“Thank you. We’ll be heading out.”

“Excuse us.”

“Huh? They’re leaving already?”

I heard the pair behind me bow and walk off, and Ro finally lifted his head from his phone, eyebrows raised.

Ami sighed.

“Not you.”

Then she turned to me with a warm smile.

“Mr. Hilde, shall we head to the hospital?”

“Yes.”

I stood up from the chair, replying calmly.

The clear sound of chains echoed. Thanks to the cuffs binding my wrists, my posture was awkward even as I stood, but no one looked like they intended to unshackle me.

Still, I was grateful for the kindness so far.

Having two fewer people around helped me feel less tense. It felt like a sign they were beginning to trust me, even if just a little. As long as I didn’t cause any trouble, I had a strong sense that they wouldn’t hurt me.

For now, that was enough.

I’d try to recover my memories once I was truly safe.

I gave a faint smile and followed Ami.

---

There was nothing wrong with me physically.

After undergoing a variety of tests, I sat in the waiting area, lost in thought. The doctor would inform me of the health checkup results, and the DNA and fingerprint analysis would be sent to the deputy’s phone. It seemed like the same person who had spoken to Ami earlier on the phone would be receiving the results.

So I wouldn’t be getting the results of the DNA and fingerprint tests right away.

With that thought, I sat quietly in a deep plum-colored chair, waiting with the others.

Staying still, I eavesdropped on the conversation between the two men and one woman near me.

Ami, seated to my right, swung her legs as she spoke.

“Yoon oppa got dragged back in just as he was taking off his shoes at the front door. He just got to the science department and is getting torn apart over there.”

“That’s too bad.”

Ricardo, who was standing in front of Ami, replied in a voice that didn’t sound sympathetic at all.

“But hey, we’re all working late too. When something urgent comes up, we’re all in the same boat.”

“Aren’t you guys hungry?”

Ro, sitting on my left and absorbed in his phone game, mumbled.

“Peanut, don’t you have anything to eat?”

“Nope. And we already had dinner outside before coming back, remember?”

“Oh, that tasteless preserved meal! It didn’t even touch my stomach.”

“You mean it didn’t touch your tongue, not your stomach.”

Ami corrected him casually, but Ro ignored her.

Instead, he flung his phone aside, which now displayed a “Game Over!” screen, then looked at me.

“You got anything on you?”

I blinked.

Ami and Ricardo both looked at Ro like they couldn’t believe him. But Ro didn’t care in the slightest. I stared at the curly-haired man for a moment, then awkwardly rummaged through my pockets with my bound hands.

Completely empty.

“I’m sorry. I don’t have anything.”

“Aren’t you hungry?”

Ricardo suddenly directed a question at me.

Startled, I looked up at him.

Those long, narrow eyes.

“No, I’m fine,” I replied with a faint smile.

“Thank you for your concern.”

One of his eyebrows arched slightly.

He seemed about to say something when suddenly, someone burst out from the door at the end of the hallway.

“Hey! What the hell is this!”

A man in a white lab coat shouted as he came into view.

Blue eyes and black hair. A face that looked like it belonged to someone in his mid-to-late 40s, unshaven and worn out.

He looked every bit the overworked doctor as he fixed his eyes on me and barked,

“Get that one in here, now!”





  
    

    Chapter 3


I was dragged into the infirmary in a daze.

The three people who were watching over me followed the doctor as he led the way. A spacious room came into view. It was white and bright, with a desk and several chairs arranged for visitors to sit.

The air carried the cool scent of disinfectant.

The man who had burst out of the room earlier quickly walked over and sat at the desk.

He motioned for everyone entering to sit.

“Samuel? Is something wrong?”

People sat scattered among the chairs. Ami, the only one who didn’t sit, walked over and stood next to me, asking the man in the lab coat a question.

The man—called Samuel—waved his hand dismissively.

“It’s a little hard to explain. It’s not a health issue—aside from the fact that her stomach’s completely empty.”

“If it’s not a health issue, then what kind of problem could it be?”

Ami asked again, her round eyes wide.

“She just had a medical checkup, right? If something came up in the checkup, that means there is a health issue.”

Exactly. A very logical point.

But oddly enough, the doctor shook his head.

“First, get her something to eat.”

The doctor, eyes still fixed on the screen, spoke in a rough voice.

“I’ll explain while showing the images. Get ready to contact Yehyeon.”

“You mean the Commander?”

“You’ll all freak out once you see this.”

What now.

‘What is it this time?’ I grew nervous, listening to the conversation between Samuel and the others. It was already confusing enough to wake up in an unfamiliar place with no memories—now something else was wrong?

Everyone except Ro looked visibly tense.

My insides turned cold.

The sound of the mouse wheel scrolling echoed unusually loudly. The doctor told us to wait as he searched for something on the computer.

Tension tightened my whole body as I bit down on my lip.

I had no idea what the problem was, but if it was serious… what would happen to me?

My sweaty fist clenched tighter.

Then Ami spoke.

“Mr. Hilde.”

Startled, I turned my head.

“Yes?”

“What do you like to eat?”

Do you remember anything? What you used to enjoy? Ami looked at me with her round eyes. In her hand was a phone displaying pictures of various foods.

I dumbly looked between the screen and Ami.

“Ah… I don’t really remember. I’m sorry…”

“It’s okay.”

She answered calmly, tilting her head as she examined my face.

“You don’t look too good.”

“Well, obviously. Would you feel great if you were told there’s something wrong with your health?”

“No, that’s the thing—I'm telling you it’s not a health issue.”

The doctor sighed deeply at Ro’s offhand comment.

Judging by Ami and Ricardo’s unbothered expressions, Ro must spout off-topic comments like this fairly often. I gave a troubled, nervous smile as I looked at Ro, who raised an eyebrow as if to say, ‘What’s that supposed to mean? This is a hospital, and you’re a doctor.’

Exactly. None of this made sense.

Ami then said, “I’ll just order a burger—it’s the safest choice.” I nodded slowly as she tapped her phone screen.

“Take a look at this.”

The doctor’s voice made me turn my head again.

“You guys can read this graph, right?”

He pointed at a hologram window.

‘What is that?’ I blinked at the new projection on display. It showed unfamiliar numbers and terms I couldn’t understand, all clearly presented on the screen.

I couldn’t read any of it.

But the others seemed to understand.

Voices rose around me.

“Huh? Is this really Mr. Hilde’s data?”

“Ah?”

“What is that? What’s it even saying?”

The reactions varied.

The hologram displayed an adult human figure along with multiple graphs. The graphs showed data and technical terms that made no sense to me. Even when I blinked and tried to refocus, I couldn’t grasp what the values were supposed to mean.

Thankfully, Ro looked just as confused as I was.

But Ricardo and Ami… they couldn’t hide the shock on their faces. They fell silent and stared at the graph for a while.


A thick, chaotic silence settled over the infirmary.

The one who broke it was the doctor.

“She’s a reinforced-body type, just like you all.”

“I’m reporting this to the Commander right now.”

“What? Hey, say something that makes sense!”

Ricardo shot up from his seat and headed outside while Ro raised his voice.

“I’ve never seen a Badger like this before! And it’s been years since the war ended—there’s no way there’s an unregistered Black Badger out there! Okay? I might not be a genius, but even I know that!”

“That’s exactly why it’s a big deal. And lower your damn voice! This is a hospital!”

“Unbelievable.”

Ami widened her eyes and muttered to herself.

Still dazed, I turned my head toward them, not understanding a word of what the doctor had said. Ami was standing beside me, silently staring at the hologram display.

Ignoring Ro and the doctor’s bickering, she brightly added,

“Looks like even the HR Director will have to come back for overtime.”

‘What’s a Black Badger?’

And what did he mean by me being a “reinforced-body type”? It hadn’t even been a few hours since I woke up, and I was already being hit with another term I couldn’t comprehend.

And unlike before, it didn’t seem like things were going to resolve easily this time.

I quietly kept my mouth shut and stayed seated among these increasingly agitated strangers.

In a white infirmary. Surrounded by unfamiliar, shocked people. With unfamiliar smells, an unfamiliar environment, and unfamiliar names and terminology.

Suddenly, I felt incredibly hungry and exhausted.

I wanted to forget everything and just sleep.

---

Ricardo returned with a hamburger.

His green eyes curved gently, but the tension radiating from his body was impossible to hide. He entered the infirmary with a paper bag in hand.

“Hilde,” he called casually, addressing me by name.

I turned to look at him.

Gone was the ominous black combat suit he’d been wearing earlier—combat suit, I assumed—and in its place, he now wore a neat shirt and pants.

Surprisingly, the glasses perched on his nose suited him perfectly.

With a pleasant smile, he walked inside the infirmary.

“Burgers are here… You must’ve waited a while?”

“No, thank you very much.”

“Hey. he’s really got a reinforced body.”

I finally accepted the paper bag of hamburgers with my now-unshackled hands, while Ro dangled one leg idly from his chair.

Ricardo glanced down at Ro through his glasses.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I arm-wrestled her myself.”

And I lost, badly.

A few minutes earlier, Ami had uncuffed me and suggested I arm-wrestle Ro. I didn’t expect to win, of course—Ro had a well-built body clearly hardened by physical training.

Naturally, I lost without being able to put up a fight.

But Ami and the doctor didn’t seem interested in the outcome of the match. They were more focused on how my muscles showed no damage at all despite going up against Ro.

Ricardo seemed to be thinking the same thing.

His green eyes scanned my arm.

“Well, well. Things just keep getting stranger…”

“Peanut said he went to report this somewhere, but who knows what kind of report he’s filing this time.”

“Of course. This is an unprecedented emergency, after all.”

Ricardo replied in a voice tinged with an odd sort of amusement.

As I unwrapped the hamburger, the crinkling sound filled the room, and I snuck glances at him to see if it was okay to eat here. I was starving—I hadn’t realized how badly until now.

As if he could read my mind, Ricardo added nonchalantly,

“You can eat here comfortably… That’s why I brought it here.”

“Ah, thank you.”

“You don’t look too good.”

He looked at me as I unwrapped the burger.

“Is it because everyone’s been acting tense, making calls because of this reinforced-body situation? Don’t worry too much. Even if it becomes a problem, it’s not you who’ll be in trouble—it’ll be our higher-ups…”

“Uh… I’d prefer not to cause trouble for anyone, if I can help it.”

“That’s fair. As long as our leadership does its job properly, you won’t have to. Besides, no one outside knows about your existence yet, right?”

Ricardo smiled lightly, then stretched out his long legs and pulled over a rolling chair.

He sat down and waved his hand, as if to say ‘go on, eat’.

“You must be hungry…”

“Thank you.”

I bowed my head slightly and took a bite of the hamburger.

Juices, burger sauce, and crisp lettuce burst in my mouth in a delicious harmony. My eyes widened at the unexpectedly good flavor. It was really tasty. Strangely enough, in the scattered fragments of my memory, burgers had never tasted this good before.

I looked at the packaging, but it wasn’t from any brand I recognized.

Still, I’d eat it gratefully. Even if my sudden appearance had caused some kind of mess, the people around me had continued to treat me with basic kindness. I was truly grateful for that.

Ricardo’s gentle smile deepened.

“How much did Samuel Han tell you?”

So the doctor’s full name was Samuel Han.

I swallowed the bite of burger and replied:

“Not in detail… I was only told that the reinforced body was well-implanted and that there were no physical issues.”

“So like him. Only presenting medical findings… He probably wasn’t sure how much he should say, so he avoided talking about anything outside his field.”

“What’s the problem with telling him more?”

The one who cut in was Ro, still playing a game on his phone. He looked over at us with raised eyebrows.

“We can at least explain what a Black Badger and a reinforced body are, right?”

“Well… true… Explaining it to some extent would probably put both Hilde and us at ease.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate that.”

I politely asked as I picked up a French fry. I’d heard bits and pieces, but each new development raised new questions. I wanted to know what exactly a reinforced body and a Black Badger were.

Ricardo stared at me with unreadable eyes before letting out a quiet laugh.

“Can’t ignore those eyes looking at me like that…”

Thank you.

“To put it simply, you’re like an unregistered handgun with no serial number.”

That was… a very clear explanation.

“People with reinforced bodies are treated like living weapons. So when someone receives one, their personal information gets registered in a central database, and they remain under HQ's supervision at all times. But you? You’re not registered at HQ, and we didn’t even know you existed. That’s the problem. You suddenly popped up in the portal zone. It’s like… a missile that nobody knew existed suddenly appearing in a high-risk area.”

“Ah.”

I got the gist of it.

I didn’t feel particularly different physically… but I could understand why people freaked out after seeing my medical results. A person with a reinforced body was probably more like a missile than a handgun—no one would escalate things to the commander over just a mysterious pistol.

Anyway…

“Why do I have a reinforced body in the first place?”

The lack of memory was driving me mad with frustration.

At my clueless question, Ricardo let out a soft laugh.

“Right? How did you end up with a reinforced body…? It’s such an unexpected situation, I really can’t even guess…”

“Did you get some kind of illegal surgery or something? Maybe the aftereffects wiped your memory clean.”

“Ro… You don’t get such a perfect implantation through illegal surgery. If it had been illegal, he wouldn’t even be in good enough shape to hold a normal conversation.”

“Whoa!”

Our conversation was cut off.

Bang! 

A loud noise rang out as the infirmary door burst open, and I instinctively jumped in my seat. I turned wide-eyed toward the one who threw the door open.

It was Ami—the one with the round, dark eyes. The same Ami who’d gone outside earlier to call someone named Yoon.

What’s going on now?

Ricardo and Ro both raised their eyebrows at her sudden entrance.

Silence fell, the kind that comes with unexpected disruptions. We blinked at one another for a moment, frozen like someone had hit a pause button.

Then Ami spoke.

“Joo’s coming back for night duty!”

Thud!

Ro dropped his phone to the floor.

“He actually got home and is turning around to come back!”

“Holy crap!”

Crash! 

Ro shot to his feet, sending his chair tumbling backward.

The mood shifted. Even Ricardo, who never seemed fazed, echoed in disbelief, “The HR Director?”

Ami nodded frantically at both Ricardo’s question and Ro’s frantic, “No way—seriously?!”

Then she dashed excitedly around the infirmary.

After running around in a frenzy for a bit, Ami finally turned to look at me, still dazed.

“It’s all thanks to you, Hilde!”

she shouted joyfully.

Ro let out a whistle of admiration.

“Man, live long enough and you really do see it all.”

The curly-haired man came over and gave me a few hearty pats on the back.

“Impressive. Not even Yehyeon or his predecessor could pull this off. You’re the only one who’s ever made Joo come back in after clocking out.”

Though he said it jokingly, his voice was full of genuine amusement.

Even Ricardo let out a chuckle.

I just watched all their reactions blankly. I wasn’t really sure what had happened… but someone important enough to cause a stir was coming back to work because of me. Was it really okay for them to be this cheerful about it?

I didn’t say that out loud.

Instead, I just sat quietly, still holding my hamburger, wearing an awkward smile as I waited for Ro and Ami to calm down.

One thought lingered in my head:

‘Just who is this Director Joo?’

I wanted to meet that person as soon as possible.





  
    

    Chapter 4



The HR Director, Joo, didn’t arrive right away.
Before that, Ricardo stepped out to take a phone call. When he returned, he relayed the message from the aide to Ami and me.

 “The Commander and the aide will only be able to see you tomorrow. They asked me to apologize for the delay….”

“Yes,” I answered politely.

Even so, I thought I’d rather not meet such high-ranking people. Someone at the very top always made me uncomfortable. After all, I’d popped up out of nowhere and dropped a problem squarely in their lap. There was no reason for them to look upon me kindly.

It wasn’t like I could avoid them forever.
But for now, I was just grateful I wouldn’t have to face them today. I popped the last bit of hamburger into my mouth with quiet relief.

As soon as Ami saw that I’d finished eating, she spoke up.

 “Hilde, you should stay overnight at headquarters!”

Come to think of it, I didn’t have a place to sleep.
No money. No knowledge of this place. No acquaintances I could turn to. No memories. I had absolutely nothing. It would be hard to find someone with less than me.

What the hell did I do in the past?

I didn’t know whether I’d ever get my memories back, but if I did, I swore I’d never repeat the same mistakes again.

Anyway, I was grateful that they were offering a place to stay.
I bowed my head to Ami.

“Thank you.”

“You don’t have any clothes either, right? Sleeping in those must be uncomfortable. I’ll get you some pajamas. What size do you wear?”

I had no memory of my size.
And as I thought more deeply about it, I realized something horrifying—I didn’t even remember what I looked like.

My stomach sank like a rock.
Can a person really forget their own appearance?

This was… really unpleasant.

I instinctively looked down at my body. I had glimpsed it earlier, but thankfully, I was wearing normal clothes. A white shirt, black slacks, and black dress shoes.

I stared at those for a while before slowly lifting my head.
I must’ve looked pale, because everyone was watching me with concern.

Just like when I’d first opened my eyes, I could feel their eyes piercing into me again.
Even though I was used to it by now, I couldn’t force the words ‘I’m fine’ out of my mouth.

I just stared blankly ahead, unable to control my expression.

“Um…”

They waited patiently for me to continue.

 “If it’s alright with you… um… may I look at a mirror?”

A flash of realization passed over their faces.
They quickly brought me a mirror.

Slowly, I accepted it, deliberately avoiding their gazes as I turned it toward myself.

A stranger’s face stared back at me.
A young face, maybe mid-20s. Bronze skin and stark white hair. Sharp features and golden eyes that made the image even more striking.

Was this… what I looked like?

The reflection felt unfamiliar.
To think my own face, which should have felt so inherently mine, could seem so foreign—it made my insides twist.

Even the few flashes of memory that surfaced were too cliché and fragmented to help me piece together a life for someone named ‘Hildebert Taleb’.

What kind of life had I led to end up in this situation?
I knew the names of countries and foods… but not my own face. That was anything but normal.

I swallowed down the urge to cry out in despair.

Just then, the infirmary door slowly opened.

 “Kang Joo!”

Ro, who had been playing a game on his phone, suddenly jumped up from his bed.

 “Hey! You really came back to work?!”

“Holy sh\t, this is nuts!”

He let out a raw exclamation and raised his phone excitedly.

Everyone turned to look in unison.
Even I, locked in my grief, dumbly turned my head in the same direction as Ro.

Click click click click.

Ro snapped photo after photo of the man walking in. The flash lit up the sterile infirmary like a nightclub.

The man—presumably the HR Director, Kang Joo—entered, completely unfazed by the commotion.

...And he looked perfectly normal.

I blinked at the East Asian man in the black suit.
He ignored Ami’s shout—"Ro! Make sure you get the clock in the photo too!"—and walked straight toward me.

I studied the man who had been strangely talked about like some kind of urban legend.

Tall.
His face looked no older than his mid-20s at most.
Black hair, black eyes. Gentle, round eyes that curved sweetly when he smiled.

His smile was utterly different from Ricardo’s—it was the kind of dazzling smile that looked like it could graciously accept even the dumbest comment from an ignorant person…

The HR Director stopped at a reasonable distance.
To be honest, he looked less like an HR Director and more like a kindergarten teacher.

He smiled at everyone.

 “Hello.”

The HR Director opened his mouth with a light, pleasant voice.

“Has someone shown Hilde where they’ll be sleeping tonight?”

…We haven’t even introduced ourselves yet, have we?

The way he asked so naturally caught me off guard. The others looked just as surprised by the question.

A brief silence settled over the room.

Ricardo recovered first.

“We were just about to do that.”

“Perfect,” HR Director Joo replied with a warm smile.

His smile felt totally different from Ricardo’s. While Ricardo’s grin always had a sly sharpness beneath it, Joo’s was more like a preschool teacher doting on their adorable students.

Maintaining that gentle smile, he turned his gaze to me.

“Wow,”  he said, smiling at my frozen expression.

“You’re really good-looking. I’m very pleased to finally meet you, Mr. Hilde.”

“Ah, yes. It’s nice to meet you too. I’m Hildebert Taleb,” I said, my voice trailing off into the floor.

Not sure what else to say, I just stayed silent.
Whether or not he had been informed about my enhanced body, he continued smiling at me like everything was perfectly normal.

Meanwhile, Ro and Ami continued snapping photos of him enthusiastically.

“Is that really you?”

Ro said, clicking away with exaggerated flashes.

The HR Director smoothly ignored him.

“You don’t have any clothes, right?”

“No, I don’t,” I answered.

“I’ll get you some pajamas and underwear, then. Is there a specific style you prefer?”

...What?

My eyes went wide.

Joo also… completely ignored my reaction.

“I already know your size, since you went through a medical checkup. But I can’t guess personal preferences, so I wanted to ask if there’s a particular style or design you like.”

“No… as long as it fits, I don’t mind.”

I could understand asking about the design, but… style?

“I appreciate you buying them at all. Really.”

“How about this?”

Joo pulled out his phone and showed me the screen.

I stared blankly at an online listing for a set of silky black pajamas.

Just moments ago, Ricardo was calling me an unregistered gun, a missile.

And now the HR Director, who showed up because of a report on a mysterious enhanced individual, was asking about my pajama preferences and offering to buy me underwear.

I was thoroughly thrown off but tried my best not to show it.

My face stiffened from the effort.

Maintaining a blank expression, I nodded.

“Looks great.”

“Right?” Joo beamed.

“That’s fing awful,” Ro muttered after sticking his head over to check out the pajamas.

“Why pajamas at all? Just wear a T-shirt and some shorts to bed. If it were me, I’d toss that crap in the trash the second I got it.”

“Yeah, this set definitely wouldn’t suit you, Ro.”

“Hey! It’s not about me! That pajama set is just ugly, period!”

“What about this for the underwear? Does this seem okay to you?” Joo asked.

‘Please just buy whatever… I beg you.’ 

Of course, I didn’t say that out loud. I just gave a mechanical, awkward smile.

“Perfect.”

Joo’s face lit up like a blooming flower.

“Then I’ll order these two. I hope they look even better in person than in the pictures.”

Of course.

“With your fashion sense, I’m sure they will.”

“Thank you for the compliment.”

“Hey. Are you okay? You look kinda weird,” Ro said, eyeing me.

“Then again, it’d be hard to act normal in front of this guy.”

Ro studied my face from various angles. Ricardo, meanwhile, lowered his head and stifled a chuckle, his shoulders trembling slightly.
Ami also stared at me with wide eyes.

Joo, unfazed by the reactions around him, continued speaking.

“Then I’ll have these delivered to where you’ll be staying. Go ahead and head over to the lounge to rest for now.”

“Huh?”

Ami let out a surprised sound.

“We’re just ending it like this?”

Joo turned his head toward her and smiled brightly.
Straightening up slowly from where he had been leaning to show me his phone, the HR Director explained,

“Of course. At the very least, Hilde, who doesn’t have his memories, isn’t the kind of person to leak secrets or cause trouble. He’s telling the truth—and if we ask him to keep things confidential, he will. So Ami, could you take Mr. Hilde to the executive sleeping quarters?”

“Was that reported to the Commander?” Ricardo asked, crossing his legs.

Joo looked at the green-eyed man and gave him a cheerful smile.

“Naturally. Yehyeon gave me full authority.”

That’s surprising.
What is the HR Director seeing in me that makes him so confident in his assessment? Even I don’t know what kind of person I am.
We haven’t even had a proper conversation or exchanged names.

Well, maybe he reviewed the CCTV footage of me after I fell through the portal. But still, that’s hardly enough time to assess someone’s character.

“Ro, you can go home now.”

No one voiced any complaints.
And none of them seemed particularly uneasy either.

The moment Ro heard the HR Director’s instruction, he left without even saying goodbye.

“Ricardo, you should head out too. You never know when a creature might pop out again—get some rest while you can.”

Ricardo let out a long laugh, lazily stood up, and gave me a pat on the shoulder before heading out.

As I gave Ricardo a polite bow, the HR Director standing beside me turned his gaze to Ami.

“Ami,” he said, locking eyes with her round gaze.

“Please escort Mr. Hilde to the temporary executive bedroom.”

“Yes.”

 Ami replied clearly, then turned to meet my eyes.

“Mr. Hilde, the room’s three floors up. I’ll guide you there.”

I quietly followed behind her.





  
    

    Chapter 5


We soon arrived at the floor with the lounge.

When the elevator doors opened, a scene resembling a hotel lobby unfolded before me. It was a floor devoid of any sense of human presence. Beneath the dim lighting stood elegant ivory sofas. Behind the luxurious lobby, a long hallway stretched out.

Ami, who had stepped out ahead of me, turned to look back.

“Give me your trash.”

She extended her hand toward the hamburger bag I was still holding.

I shook my head.

“No, it’s fine. I’ll throw it away if I see a trash can.”

“There’s one right there.”

Ami pointed at a silver column with her hand.

So that was a trash can.

I tossed the plastic bag I had been holding into it, then turned back to the small woman. Ami was looking up at me with her round eyes.

She was still wearing the same clothes from earlier.

Looking down at someone who didn’t seem a day over twenty—let alone seventy—I said what I’d been meaning to say.

“The hamburger was really delicious. Thank you.”

Ami’s eyes widened even more.

She looked up at me for a moment, then beamed with a smile.

“I’ll get you something even tastier next time.”

She’s a good person.

Maybe she could see the emotion in my eyes, because she let out a bright laugh. Even her laughter sounded childlike. Despite the pistol and dagger strapped around her waist, the youthful aura about her didn’t fade at all.

“Your room is this way. It’s where the upper brass rest when they’re too busy to return home, but it’s always kept clean, so you won’t have any problems.”

“Thank you very much.”

I figured I had this accommodation thanks to the HR Director’s favorable impression of me. As I walked down the hallway, I thought of the man who had come back to work after leaving for the day.
How did he make that decision after only a few words with me?

As I followed Ami, I cautiously broached the subject.

“By the way, the HR Director...”

“You’re wondering how he was able to judge you so quickly?”

Sharp.
I nodded, and Ami turned her head to explain.

“The HR Director has a natural talent for that. Sure, he’s got his flaws, but when it comes to reading people, there’s no one more accurate than him. He has a sixth sense for placing the right person in the right position and knows exactly how to boost someone’s morale. That’s why he keeps his post even though he leaves work on time every day. Even if he leaves a trail of errors in paperwork... Even if he keeps getting into trouble for dating everyone—literally everyone—regardless of gender or age, even during wartime... Oh, and of course, he’s also a very capable fighter.”

That… was a lot to take in.

Eyes wide, I looked at her again, but Ami didn’t elaborate. Instead, she trotted ahead and opened a door at the end of the hallway.

She gestured for me to come in.

Inside was a massive bed. The walls were made entirely of sleek glass. Through the glass, a breathtaking night view sparkled.

I realized then that I hadn’t seen the outside world since I woke up.
I didn’t even know what this world looked like.

I stood still, staring blankly out the window.

Noticing my reaction, Ami let out a small sound.

“You want to see outside?”

“Yes. If that’s okay.”

“Of course it is! I’ll open the top window too—the weather’s nice tonight.”

Ami walked over to the center window and pushed open the top section.
Cool night air rushed in and brushed against my face.

I moved closer.

As I stepped up to the window, Ami took a step back.

“I’ll be around in the morning too. I’ll be on the lounge sofa by the elevator, so just come out whenever you wake up. If anything urgent happens during the night, or if you suddenly feel unwell, there’s an emergency call button next to the bed.”

I nodded and looked out the window.
The wind and scent of the night brushed my cheek.

The smell and breeze stirred my memory.

A flash of a white-haired figure reflected in a nightscape, with the city sprawling endlessly beneath my feet.

Overlapping with my current vision, a memory surfaced, startling me.

I was standing on a rooftop. Looking down at the city spread below, my feet clad in black shoes at the edge.

Beside me stood someone in fluttering white clothing.

“How is it?”
He spoke.

“Isn’t it beautiful?”

I slowly turned my head, watching the trail of car lights vanish from view, replaced by the dark night sky.

And then, a soft voice that was so androgynous it made it impossible to tell the speaker’s gender called my name.

“Mr. Hilde.”

Ami’s voice brought me back to my senses.

“Y-Yes?”

“It’s dangerous to lean out like that.”

She approached me.

Her hand tugged at my shirt, and with surprising strength, she pulled my body, which had been half-hanging out the window, right back in.

I nodded in confusion.

“Thank you.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Of course.”

I carefully closed the window.

The night breeze came to a stop. The coolness faded, replaced by the room’s warmth wrapping around my face. I tilted my head and met Ami’s gaze as she observed me.

A strange room, and strangers all around.

I was an unexpected variable to them—someone who had to quietly sleep in their space.

It stung that I couldn’t recall exactly what that memory was. But if just looking at the night view could trigger something, then maybe, slowly, the rest would come back too.

I told myself to stay calm.

Clearing my throat, I forced a smile.

“Thank you for being so kind to me in so many ways.”

Ami looked up at me intently and then grinned.

She stepped out of the room to retrieve the shopping bag with the clothes Mr. Ju had ordered, and after saying “sleep well,” she disappeared.

---

I slept dreamlessly.

After waking up, I stared at the ceiling for a long time. I had hoped something might have changed if I just closed my eyes and opened them again—but disappointingly, nothing had. I still had only my name and scattered memory fragments.

Lying in the soft blankets, I realized I was hungry. I also remembered that Ami might be waiting at the lounge near the elevator.

I jumped up and checked the time.

9 a.m.

Bright sunlight poured over the bed.

“Ms. Ami.”

Without even washing my face, I threw the door open and ran out to the lounge.

“I’m so sorry! I completely forgot you might be waiting…!”

“Oh, you’re up? Good morning!”

“Hilde.”

The ones greeting me—dressed in pajamas—weren’t just Ami.

Ricardo gave a relaxed wave, his green eyes soft with amusement. I blinked at the man lounging on the sofa.

Does he not need to go to work?

I still had no idea what he did for a living.

I must have shown it on my face, because Ricardo chuckled, resting one arm on the back of the sofa.

“I’m technically at work—got orders to stick close to you today. Not that I’m complaining. Honestly, even without the orders, I was planning to stop by to see how you were doing.”

“Ah… So I’ll be spending the day with you instead of Ami?”

“Drop the ‘Mr.’ stuff, will you?”

“I’m coming too, you know.”

As Ricardo frowned, Ami popped her head up and added in a cheerful tone.

I looked down at her sitting beside Ricardo. She was dressed much more casually than yesterday—white sneakers, light blue jeans, and an ivory sweatshirt.

“Is that okay?”

When Ami asked, I nodded.

“Of course. I’m the one who should be asking for the favor. I’m sorry for waking up so late. Did you wait long?”

“Not at all! And drop the ‘Ms.’ too—just call me Ami. Given the nature of our work, we pay attention to rank, not age.”

“Well… if you both say so…”

Should I stop using honorifics too?

I thought about it for a moment, but then remembered Ricardo only told me to drop the “Mr.”—he hadn’t said anything about speaking informally.

Just to be safe, I decided to take a conservative approach: use their names casually but keep my tone polite.

“Ricardo… Ami. Please take care of me today.”

“Of course. First, let’s get some breakfast. Yehyun said he won’t be free until this afternoon anyway…”

“Brunch! Brunch!”

Ami jumped up from the sofa excitedly.

Ricardo smiled gently beside her, clearly entertained.

“First, you should change out of those pajamas… Though I have to say, they really suit you.”

“Ah.”

I had completely forgotten I was still wearing the black silk pajamas Mr. Ju had bought for me.

I looked down at the sleek fabric and replied with composure.

“The HR Director has excellent taste. Thanks to him, I slept very well.”

A small smile spread across their faces.

Determined not to keep them waiting any longer, I quickly added:

“I’ll get changed and come out right away. Please wait just a little.”

“Take your time.”

“I’ll buy you some new clothes today too!”

Ami said brightly with her clear voice.

I was starting to feel like I owed them more and more, to a point I might never be able to repay...

As I walked back to my room, I recalled everything they had done for me. I didn’t know when I’d be able to return the favor, but real kindness should never be forgotten.

A hamburger set. Pajamas and underwear. A comfortable place to sleep.

If the time comes when I can repay it, I absolutely will.

As I ran down the hallway and flung the door open, sunlight poured in through the open window. I crossed the room—which was far too large for one person—and headed into the bathroom.

I turned on the shower and looked for the amenities. As I moved about in the hot water, I found a shampoo set and a plastic pouch nearby.

Hmm.

It looked like something someone had left behind by mistake.

It was a medicine pouch.

I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. The label had names of medicines I couldn’t understand. Inside the transparent bag were green-and-white and red-and-white pills, each individually packaged and rolling around.

Seems like someone who used this room before left it behind.

I’d better hand it over to Ami or Ricardo—maybe they’ll know whose it is.

I set the medicine pouch somewhere visible and focused on finishing my shower.

---

I noticed something was off just after I finished showering, got dressed, and shoved the medicine pouch into my pocket.

Clunk!

A loud sound echoed through the room.

What the hell?

Drying my hair with a towel, I froze mid-motion.

Blinking, I whipped my head around.

Where did that come from? Was it Ami or Ricardo coming to get me?

I scanned the spacious room but saw nothing unusual. The door was closed, and I didn’t feel any presence inside.

A bed big enough for two. A luxurious mahogany desk and a wall-mounted mirror. Pajamas folded neatly on a chair.

Nothing out of place.

Nothing that could’ve made that sound.

Maybe there was construction outside?

Tossing glances around, I stepped away from the bed. I was planning to head out. My hair wasn’t fully dry, but I didn’t want to keep them waiting any longer.

The sun would dry it off outside anyway. I hung the towel on the chair’s armrest.

And just as I was about to leave—

Thud!

The loud noise stopped me in my tracks.

What the hell now?

Frowning, I turned around.

Where is that sound—

Oh.

The moment I looked at the window, I froze.

Something was stuck to it. It wasn’t some kind of bug. A shadow was covering half the massive window.

The sunlight from behind it made a silhouette that stretched long across the room.

I forgot to even make a sound.

What is that?

What kind of... no seriously, what is that? Is it alive?

A machine? Or maybe in the time I lost my memory, some new species evolved?

But it was far too grotesque for that. It had eight spider-like legs suctioned onto the window. The legs protruded from a torso covered in squirming fur, and on that body sat a horse-like head. The forehead of the horse head was covered in multiple eyeballs.

...Are they filming a horror movie?

The moment I tried to rationalize it—

The window shattered.

Glass exploded in shards as a leg pierced through, coming straight at me.

A black suction cup rushed toward me at terrifying speed, and I shouted in panic at the suddenness of it all.

“What the hell is this?!”

The creature’s leg wrapped around me and yanked me violently toward the window.

At that moment, the door burst open.

“Hilde!”

“Grab the window frame!”

Ami and Ricardo shouted in frantic voices, but before I could respond—

My body was pulled right out through the window.

And I fell.
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