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    "I don't know what to say about this unexpectedly sad news..."



    



    A man I had never seen before expressed belated condolences with a gloomy face, sitting in front of a bowl of seolleongtang.



    



    (tl/n: ox bone soup)



    



    "I'm sorry for coming so late. I should have come earlier, no, I should have at least seen her off on her final journey... I'm so ashamed."



    



    The man, who didn't even make it to the funeral on time and came late, said he was ashamed. His voice broke as he tried to hold back his emotions, and in the end, he couldn't finish his sentence as tears flowed from his eyes.



    



    These tears triggered a wave of grief in me that I had been holding back all this time.



    



    When grandmother was alive, people generously praised her, calling her an angel and saying she would be blessed. But after her death, they only briefly showed up at the funeral and whispered about inheritance, the store, and property. I was fed up with such behavior. Now it seemed that someone had appeared who was genuinely saddened by grandmother's death, and I felt comforted.



    



    ...Or so I felt then.



    



    Yes, that was in the past tense.



    



    That is, not anymore.



    



    "Ah, so you're ashamed."



    



    "...I really am ashamed... Excuse me?"



    



    The man, who had been sobbing, was puzzled by my indifferent response.



    



    "No. You've come such a long way, so there's no need to be so ashamed."



    



    "Still, I should have come earlier. I sincerely regret it."



    



    No, I understand why you didn't come earlier. Your reason for coming only appeared after grandmother died.



    



    "My name is Lee Dongjae. It was more than ten years ago, so I'm not sure if you remember, but I'm greatly indebted to your grandmother. She was the only one who showed me human kindness when I was starving. Thanks to her, I didn't die of hunger. I constantly wished to visit her, wanted to express my respect after I achieved success, to repay her kindness. But I kept putting it off, making excuses about being busy, and now..."



    



    The man, Lee Dongjae, shed tears, making hoarse sounds.



    



    Grandmother.



    



    Yes, grandmother.



    



    Grandmother, who loved everyone and cared for each person.



    



    She said she decided to open a seolleongtang restaurant in a less safe outskirt area because she wanted to feed more people at a low price.



    



    My parents and I argued with her a lot, begging her to move to central Seoul, but we never overcame grandmother's stubbornness.



    



    She said that in places where successful people live, there's plenty of expensive and good food, so who would come to eat seolleongtang? She insisted that her place should be where people desperately in need of food remain, not those who occasionally drop by out of nostalgia.



    



    After the "Great Reversal," they say prices rose at least tenfold in thirty years, but the price of grandmother's seolleongtang remained the same as thirty years ago.



    



    Even at such a low price, she filled the bowl to the brim with seolleongtang, as if worried about not being able to give more. She even brought in people who said they had no money, called it credit, and insisted on feeding them for free. Especially when she saw hungry children, she couldn't just let them go. She always brought them to the store, fed them, and repeatedly urged them to come again when they were hungry.



    



    In this era where a bowl of ramen costs 50,000 won, there's probably no one living in this area who hasn't tried grandmother's seolleongtang, which you can get for just 10,000 won, and there's no one who hasn't received free food from grandmother when they didn't have a penny in their pocket.



    



    That's the kind of person grandmother was, always giving to others throughout her life... so why now, when grandmother has died, are only worm-like scoundrels rummaging around like this?



    



    "...that's why your situation doesn't seem like a stranger's problem to me. You probably don't remember my face from ten years ago, but I can't help but feel that grandmother's grandson isn't a stranger to me. It's too late to repay grandmother's kindness, but I'd like to help you, Roy, instead of her. If you ever face difficulties or feel lonely and hard in the future, call me. Ah, I'm twenty-seven. You're nineteen, right? I saw you when you were very little, but you've grown a lot. Don't feel burdened, just think of me as a close older brother..."



    



    "I remember."



    



    "...Excuse me?"



    



    "I remember you, Mr. Lee Dongjae."



    



    I don't remember those past ten years Dongjae spoke of, but I have ten years of memories that existed only for me. During those ten years, I never, not for a second, forgot Dongjae. If I could, I would have engraved it on my bones - Dongjae was someone I could never forget unless someone smashed my head.



    



    "You... you remember?"



    



    Dongjae asked with a slightly awkward smile at my words.



    



    Of course he's confused, since I said I remembered something that never happened. Those ten years of memories I spoke of are not from the past, but from ten years in the future from this moment.



    



    "I think I know exactly."



    



    My hands holding the tray tensed even more.



    



    "That I am here, at this moment, in this very place."



    



    I was confused, thinking whether all this was a dream, hell, or a flashback. But the moment I saw Dongjae's face again, I gained certainty.



    



    That I am alive and here at this moment.



    



    "My sworn enemy!"



    



    I swung the tray I was holding and hit Dongjae on the head. With the characteristic sound from the tray that I hit hard enough, Dongjae fell backward. But it was just a light tray, so he probably just fell back from surprise rather than from a strong blow. So I decided to give him a real shock.



    



    "You lying scammer, bastard!"



    



    I grabbed the hot bowl of seolleongtang with my hands and splashed it on Dongjae.



    



    "Arghh! What the hell..."



    



    "In the name of love and justice, I won't forgive you!"



    



    I sat on top of Dongjae, who was trying to shake off the hot broth, and hit him on the head with the empty bowl. Unlike the tray, it made a dull thud.



    



    "This is for deceiving my parents about the inheritance!"



    



    Bam.



    



    "This is for selling grandmother's store!"



    



    Bam.



    



    "This is for using grandmother's name for fraud."



    



    Bam.



    



    "And this is for my life."



    



    "R-Roy! Roy, what are you doing?!"



    



    Other customers, who had been watching the sudden chaos in stupor, finally came to their senses and pulled me off Dongjae. Even as customers were pulling me away, I threw the bowl I was holding towards Dongjae. The bowl hit Dongjae on the head with a satisfying thud before falling to the floor.



    



    "Oh my god, what's all this commotion?"



    



    "Is this man okay? Is he... dead?"



    



    Dongjae, who had just been fussing over the hot seolleongtang broth, now lay peacefully with his eyes closed, as if dead.



    



    "Let go of me. I didn't hit him hard enough for him to die."



    



    I shook my hands to stop the trembling and sighed.



    



    "Someone, please call the Management Bureau."



    



    "Why? To turn yourself in?"



    



    What nonsense.



    



    I glared angrily at the customer who said this without understanding the whole situation, then approached Dongjae and grabbed his hair.



    



    "Look at this bastard's face."



    



    "Oh my, what happened to him?"



    



    "His face has aged so much."



    



    "His face must have changed from the experience..."



    



    Madness. I've never heard of someone's face aging ten years from being hit with a bowl. Anyway, realizing once again that he wasn't an ordinary person, I weakly waved my hand.



    



    
      "I meant to report the crime committed by this awakened person."
    

  
     "Fortunately, he wasn't an awakener with combat abilities."



    



    It was said that about 30 years ago, on a day now called the "Great Reversal," the world completely changed. I can't say for sure, as I was born after this, but they said that before the Great Reversal, there were no gates, no monsters, and no awakeners. It's hard to believe, but that's how it supposedly was.



    



    According to records, the day of the "Great Reversal" came suddenly, without warning. For about ten seconds, such a short time, but at the same time not as brief as it seemed, an incredible phenomenon occurred - the whole world stopped for a moment. Walking people, moving cars, cats jumping on fences, birds and planes soaring in the sky, and even water flowing from taps.



    



    Someone hypothesized that this was a kind of buffering during the "synchronization" of Earth with another world, but this was still considered one of the most likely assumptions among many others, and no fact had yet been conclusively proven.



    



    At that time, it was difficult even to survive, let alone figure out the reason "why this happened."



    



    After these ten seconds of emptiness, the world completely changed. Suddenly, space distorted, and from the formed rifts, creatures that had never existed in the world before emerged. They were hostile and aggressive towards all living things on Earth.



    



    Animals, plants, humans, buildings, and everything that existed on Earth were attacked and destroyed, but humans suffered the most. The day of the "Great Reversal" is considered the day when more people died than ever before in human history.



    



    Moreover, some of the most ordinary people awakened new powers within themselves and stood up against the alien creatures. They ran at incredible speeds for ordinary humans, demonstrated enormous strength, spewed fire, and threw ice.



    



    At a time when countless people were dying, the emergence of the awakeners, who united all of humanity, finally brought the Great Reversal to a lull. They say it was a very dangerous period, too fierce and exhausting to describe in a few words, when humanity was on the brink of extinction. All those who couldn't run or move quickly had a 99 percent chance of dying, and for this reason, the mortality rate among the elderly population was so high that for some time it was rare to see older people on the streets.



    



    However, humanity, which possessed better survival skills than cockroaches, somehow managed to survive and adapted to the changed world with better adaptability than cockroaches.



    



    The spatial rifts that let monsters through, at some point, began to exist in a distorted state, as if giving a period of respite, and humanity, after numerous trials and errors, learned to enter these rifts and hunt monsters before they could come out.



    



    Ten years after the Great Reversal, known as the transition period, became a time for humanity to adapt to the changed world and establish new rules.



    



    The distorted spatial rifts, resembling cracks, were called "Gates," the unknown creatures emerging from the gates - "Monsters," people who gained new powers after the world's rules collapsed - "Awakeners," and those among the awakeners who hunted monsters - "Hunters."



    



    "Fortunately, he was an awakener without combat abilities. You understand, if he had turned out to be a hunter, something really serious could have happened?"



    



    Yes, that's right. If he had turned out to be a hunter, my head would have been smashed instead of that bowl.



    



    For an ordinary person to attack an awakener, especially a hunter who directly fought monsters, would be equivalent to wanting to say goodbye to life. After all, hunters were not just people who were a little stronger and fought a little better.



    



    "Yes, you're right. I was only thinking about the item he used, but I didn't think about the consequences."



    



    "These days, there are items that ordinary people can use, but in the case of artifacts from gates, mana is required for their activation. In the latter case, it's one hundred percent an awakener, but it's difficult for an ordinary person to distinguish between items and artifacts. If this happens again, please report it to us first."



    



    "Yes, thank you."



    



    Although I was the complainant about the awakener's crime, I was also the person who committed the assault, so Lee Dongjae and I were both brought to the Awakener Affairs Department.



    



    I said:



    



    "Something like light flickered around his neck area, and I briefly lost clarity of mind. I had a desperate desire to break free. I should have defended myself, but without realizing it, I overdid it."



    



    "What? How was I able to break free from the effect of his ability? Perhaps grandmother left some kind of mental protection item in the store. Our store is on the outskirts, and hunters passing through deserted areas sometimes drop by. We have regular customers, and they sometimes leave us low-value, low-level artifacts as decoration for the store. Maybe something like that worked. Or perhaps grandmother applied something to me in advance while she was alive. She was very worried about me after my parents' death. It's a pity she didn't pay as much attention to her own safety. Sniff-sniff."



    



    Not a single word of what I said was true.



    



    However, I knew that Lee Dongjae was an awakener with a pitiful transformation ability that at best allowed him to create or remove wrinkles, moles, or scars on his body, without any combat abilities. I also knew that the necklace he always wore around his neck was a gate artifact with the ability to charm people.



    



    Not from the first meeting, but I knew that starting from tomorrow, he planned to come every day and slowly charm me using this necklace-artifact, so my words weren't completely lies.



    



    The fact that Lee Dongjae ruined my life hadn't happened yet, but since he came to me, it was sure to happen, so I didn't feel any remorse.



    



    Considering the determination and anger I had accumulated against him for ten years, remembering how Lee Dongjae killed me without saying a word of apology until the very end and even getting angry at me. I think I've already fulfilled my human duty enough by not killing him just upon seeing his face.



    



    I thought I would have to sit in a pre-trial detention cell until the facts were verified, but fortunately, Lee Dongjae's data was already in the Awakener Crime database. It turned out that there had been several victims before me.



    



    [Real name Ko Dongwoo, 42 years old.]



    



    He told me he was 27 and asked me to treat him like an older brother. This uncle, who was more than twenty years older than me, was truly shameless.



    



    Lee Dongjae, or rather Ko Dongwoo, used his ability to adjust wrinkles on his face to commit frauds under different names and ages.



    



    Since so many people were dying due to suddenly appearing gates and monsters, Ko Dongwoo easily found victims by attending funerals. If he noticed a young or lonely mourner, he would make inquiries and then approach, falsely claiming to have had a connection with the deceased in the past, and establish a relationship. Using the charm necklace, he eliminated suspicions and easily secured a place next to the victim, making them emotionally dependent on him.



    



    Then, over time, he would start borrowing small amounts of money under various pretexts. If the victim had real estate or other property, he would find various reasons to make them sell it and cheat with the amount, appropriating part of the money. In the end, even if the victim received a small sum, it still ended up in Ko Dongwoo's hands.



    



    The amount of money going to Ko Dongwoo gradually increased, and at the moment when he realized there was nothing more to squeeze out, he immediately broke off the relationship and ran away. The victim, even being abandoned by Ko Dongwoo, didn't realize they had been deceived and just endlessly waited for his return.



    



    When the residual effect of the charm ability finally dissipated, the victim realized what had happened to them, but by that time, Ko Dongwoo was long gone, having changed his face and name.



    



    If explained like this, it might seem that no one would fall for such an obvious scam scheme and lose all their property, but for someone who actually became a victim, it was inevitable.



    



    A kind person approached you at a vulnerable moment when you were feeling lonely and depressed after losing a loved one. And under the influence of the artifact, a sense of closeness grew quickly, and eventually, you were ready to believe Ko Dongwoo even if he said you could make soybean paste from red beans.



    



    Ko Dongwoo had been deceiving people in this way until now, had deceived me, and would continue to deceive others.



    



    In a way, I even admired how Ko Dongwoo kept on with his fraud without getting caught for another ten years. Although, on the other hand, he was a serious criminal, and for me - also a cursed bastard I wanted to kill.



    



    
      It was frustrating that I couldn't add what happened to me to Ko Dongwoo's list of crimes. On one hand, I was glad that it hadn't happened yet and now would never happen, but on the other hand, I felt sorry.
    

  
    I was released with words of encouragement from the case investigator, saying that I had done a very good deed and that it was dangerous, considering I was an ordinary person.



    



    I trudged back to the store, one foot after the other.



    



    I was greeted by a mess reminiscent of the recent chaos: shifted tables, overturned chairs, scattered bowls, the floor covered in seolleongtang broth. The store doors were wide open, all the customers had disappeared, and amusingly, none of them had paid for their food.



    



    "Even in such things, you can see the level of people in this area. And yet grandmother stayed here until the end."



    



    Even if grandmother were alive and saw this now, she would wave her hand and just laugh.



    



    Are we in business for money? If people ate a good bowl, that was enough.



    



    I knew grandmother would say something like that, even without hearing her.



    



    「People should help each other.」



    



    Grandmother always said.



    



    「Look at the character for "person". Don't you see how one stroke supports the other? We are called people because we help each other.」



    



    As a child, I nodded in response to grandmother's words.



    



    But now I know.



    



    Grandmother was wrong.



    



    Even if we disregard the academic view that the oracle bone script depicting a working person was transformed into the character (人) meaning person in our time.



    



    We are not people because we helped each other and lived together, but because some people took something from others, and some people inevitably had something taken from them by others. Therefore, the strokes didn't support each other, but one stroke unilaterally pressed on the other.



    



    Grandmother's life was a small stroke pressed from below.



    



    She always gave to others and believed in human kindness. Even if she didn't receive immediate gratitude, she said that someday good deeds would return as blessings.



    



    Grandmother was wrong.



    



    The reward for kindness was not a blessing. In the end, only the malice of others remained.



    



    Grandmother's end, my end... as a result, we couldn't avoid the hatred of those around us.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    I thought it was a dream.



    



    I thought that in hell, I was being forced to relive the worst memories of my life, starting from the very beginning.



    



    If it wasn't life and it wasn't death, then maybe it was what they called a near-death experience, I thought.



    



    I remembered Lee Dongjae's face, which I saw with a blurry gaze right before death.



    



    I had been looking for him for almost ten years and finally found him. I even came with a sharp kitchen knife, intending to kill him upon meeting.



    



    But like a fool, I was defeated and killed.



    



    Yes, I deserved to die.



    



    With the determination I had, I should have immediately lunged at him and stabbed him.



    



    I deserve death just for asking stupid questions like "Why did you do this to me?".



    



    And what's the point of listening to his reasons? If the reason turns out to be valid, would I forgive him?



    



    The one who actually deceived me, took my parents' inheritance and all the property left by grandmother, and ran away without even asking for forgiveness. He didn't even express regret or remorse.



    



    Why did I, like a fool, ask him why he did it?



    



    Even remembering this now, I thought I really deserved to die then.



    



    I should have stabbed him to death.



    



    I should have beaten him to death.



    



    I should have torn him to pieces.



    



    I died because like a fool, I couldn't do that.



    



    And yet I came back to life.



    



    When I opened my eyes, I saw grandmother's memorial photo in front of me.



    



    I was confused for a long time.



    



    Was this a dream, hell, or a near-death experience?



    



    With a clouded mind, I conducted grandmother's funeral, spent the day in a daze, and out of habit, cooked seolleongtang and opened the store doors.



    



    Despite ten years passing, the faces of the visitors still seemed familiar to me. Their words of comfort and encouragement seemed like I had heard them somewhere before. Everything seemed familiar, and at the same time foreign, as if I had already experienced this in the past.



    



    So is this a dream or hell, or a near-death experience?



    



    In this still unabated confusion, I met Lee Dongjae, just like ten years ago.



    



    At the moment when I saw Lee Dongjae's face, dropping tears with an expression of overwhelming sympathy and speaking words of concern with such a kind voice, I understood.



    



    I'm alive.



    



    I came back to life to see his face again.



    



    I returned to this moment, to this place, because I wanted to cut this knot that was the beginning of all the vicissitudes.



    



    And I tore it apart.



    



    I cut off the reason that made me blame myself, reproach, get angry, and despair for ten years. I cut the knot without letting it tightly intertwine.



    



    But... strangely, I didn't feel any relief.



    



    Only emptiness and melancholy.



    



    He was ridiculously pathetic and miserable. I didn't want to admit that my life was ruined by such a nobody. It seemed that if I accepted this, I would have to admit that the problem was not with Lee Dongjae, but with me.



    



    "No, I need to admit it."



    



    I really...



    



    "Was a fool."



    



    I always grumbled about why grandmother only gave to others, why she let someone use her, couldn't these people really not afford to buy even one bowl of seolleongtang. But the fool who was used turned out to be me. I wasn't just used, I was stripped bare.



    



    "I really was a fool, a complete idiot."



    



    The words of comfort and encouragement from people who turned away in my difficult time turned out to be just empty sounds.



    



    From small lies to scammers trying to deceive and clean out.



    



    The world was neither kind nor pure.



    



    "Grandmother, people don't help each other."



    



    If someone tried to help, there were always people who tried to deceive the first one. A world where kindness was returned with kindness never existed in the first place. Such is human nature, but grandmother saw the world differently. Incredibly kind, beautiful, and peaceful. Such can only be found in paradise. And paradise is paradise because it didn't exist in reality.



    



    "They won't deceive me anymore. They won't deceive me no matter what. And if after this incomprehensible return, I fall for deception again, I'd better drown myself in a spoonful of water."



    



    And to hell with compassion. I feel most sorry for myself. I have no parents, and now no grandmother. I'm alone in this world, so I should feel most sorry for myself. For myself, I should be in the first place.



    



    If people who never showed kindness only waited for it, I'll scold them. Although grandmother said that one shouldn't expect it first. A life where you only give and receive nothing in return is so futile. It should be "give and take," but my past life ended only on "give." Now it should definitely be "give and take."



    



    No, I'll refuse such a thing. Isn't this a world where people survived, ate, and slept as they could? Living in such a world, is there any point in trying to give something to others or, conversely, to get something from them? You just need to live within your means.



    



    There's no longer a grandmother who would shake her head, tsk-tsking that her grandson has acquired a bad temper.



    



    Well, who would want to die like that?



    



    Parents said so many times that this area is dangerous, what did you expect, doing business here? In the end, as father feared - it all ended badly. If you die like this, leaving me alone... what should I do?



    



    "You promised that you would live with me for a long, long time..."



    



    This happened just a few days ago, but for me, ten years have passed since then, so parting with grandmother didn't become such a big shock. But the sadness remained. No, it felt even stronger. The sadness and loneliness that accumulated at the bottom of my heart for ten years seemed to be making themselves known belatedly.



    



    When my parents died, grandmother hugged me and comforted me, but when grandmother died, there was no one around. The grief and bitterness I experienced ten years ago washed over me again in a wave.



    



    Why, why on this day, why during grandmother's funeral? If I had returned even a week, no, even three days earlier, I could have prevented her death.



    



    I don't know who or for what reason brought me back to the past, but I only felt resentment.



    



     



    



    2



    



     



    



    "Roy, you opened the store. Yes, when you work, you can forget about the heaviness in your heart. You're doing well."



    



    A regular customer, entering through the door, looked around the store and said this, as if proud of me. It's been a week since I reopened the store, taking one day off after grandmother's funeral, and I don't know how much longer I'll have to hear such words.



    



    "Seolleongtang for you?"



    



    The store only sold seolleongtang, so the question was meaningless, but I asked it to say "shut up and just eat."



    



    Kind words are good once or twice, but when you hear similar words of comfort ten, twenty, hundreds of times from every visitor, they start to seem so empty.



    



    I'm tired of it.



    



    They pretended as if they were saying this for my benefit, but weren't they coming here only because there was nowhere else to eat at such a price? Why were they talking about their good deeds as if it would somehow help me?



    



    Hiding my frowning expression, I went to the kitchen and came out with a tray containing a bowl of seolleongtang and a portion of rice.



    



    "I was worried that you would close the store, but it seems you're handling your feelings well."



    



    The concern, which could hardly be called concern, didn't even reach my ears. Although he spoke in a tone as if he was worried about me, in reality, he was one of those who didn't even show up at grandmother's funeral.



    



    "Please eat."



    



    "Wow, the broth is so white! You really learned this well from your grandmother. She has nothing to worry about."



    



    The visitor scooped up a spoon of white seolleongtang broth, tasted it, and nodded.



    



    Who is he to judge whether I learned well or not? Is he a restaurant critic? As if he would refuse to eat if I cooked poorly. Wouldn't these people change their "favorite" restaurant in a second if they found a place where they could simply fill their stomachs at a lower price? Although it's unlikely such a place would be found where they sell even cheaper than here.



    



    Grumbling to myself, I sat down on a chair behind the counter.



    



    
      When values changed, the world transformed in a completely different way.
    

  
    Everything irritated and caused discontent. A fighting energy was bubbling inside me, ready to respond with ten words for every one said.



    



    I didn't understand before why people walked around with frowning faces and instantly got irritated and angry, but it seems this was that very feeling. I wonder how funny I looked, just smiling and saying "what's good is good" in front of them.



    



    It feels like I've encountered an aspect of human nature I didn't know before.



    



    Grandmother, even after death, probably wouldn't have agreed, but I started to think that thirty years of business conducted with a semi-charitable mindset was just a waste of time. For them, grandmother was probably just a naive old lady who was convenient to use.



    



    The store during lunch, as usual, was full at every table.



    



    Although a week had passed since the funeral, nothing had changed except for grandmother's absence. There were still many visitors, and although they threw meaningless words of comfort while waiting for their seolleongtang, after eating they left as if their business was finished.



    



    I used to cry a lot before.



    



    I cried every time visitors said: "Is it hard for you?", "Do you miss your grandmother?", "Hang in there." It seemed that every word they spoke was close to me and reminded me of my grandmother. I thought these were words of understanding and sympathy for my sorrow.



    



    Now I knew,



    



    That these were just empty words of comfort. It's an act of generosity that costs nothing because the words spoken by these mouths were worth nothing. There was no understanding or sympathy anywhere.



    



    If the restaurant continued to operate and the price of seolleongtang didn't change, they didn't care who died.



    



    "Excuse me!"



    



    "Yes?"



    



    I woke up from the call, sitting on a chair.



    



    The menu only had seolleongtang, radish kimchi, and water, it was self-service. Except for the moment of entering the restaurant, ordering, and paying, there's no reason to call a waiter, so I approached with puzzlement.



    



    "Um..."



    



    "Yes. Do you need anything else?"



    



    The unfamiliar face looked about thirty years old.



    



    Large build, dressed in a leather jacket, quite a free style. Judging by the abundance of accessories - rings, necklaces, earrings - he looked like a hunter passing by.



    



    Is he here for the first time? Or had he been here in the past, before I returned in time? With a difference of ten years, it's hard to remember if it's not a regular customer.



    



    Probably yes, this is a new visitor.



    



    If I had seen his face before, I couldn't have not remembered it. Even if I had met him just once ten years ago, it would have been clearly imprinted in my memory. It was a face that's not easy to forget, whether you want to or not, so I was sure I was seeing it for the first time.



    



    You can't help but exclaim: "Wow, whose son is this handsome!" Thoughts come to mind like "His parents must be pleased just looking at their son's face" or "If I had saved the country seven times in my past life, would I have been born with such a face too?"



    



    "Do you want another portion?"



    



    I asked, seeing the empty bowl of seolleongtang, and wondered if he also didn't know that kimchi could be taken for free.



    



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



    



    The man hesitated for a moment, scratching near his mouth with his index finger, then continued with difficulty.



    



    "Cho Roy."



    



    "..."



    



    Why did he call me by name? I was surprised at first, wondering how he knew my name, since this was our first meeting. But then I thought, if he listened carefully, he could easily find it out, as regular customers always addressed me by name as soon as they stepped into the restaurant.



    



    "I'm Sa Gongwoo... Don't you remember? About fourteen years ago... I came here and your grandmother treated me..."



    



    I stared blankly at the face of the man who was asking with an awkward expression, slightly wrinkling his nose.



    



    "Why do scammers always have similar schemes?"



    



    The head of the man who called himself Sa Gongwoo tilted in confusion at my words, spoken with regret.



    



    "Scammers deceive to survive somehow too. But shouldn't they try and develop? Or at least be more diligent."



    



    They say the early bird catches the worm. Apparently, in fraud too, you need to act quickly to succeed.



    



    Look at Lee Dongjae. If I hadn't lived a whole life, hadn't returned to the past, he would have succeeded in one fell swoop, cleaned me out, and run away. And this guy appeared a week later than that man, and even his method of work wasn't original.



    



    "Listen, Mr. Sa Gongwoo. A week ago, someone from the same field already came. The scam with past connections won't work anymore - it's already been used, so no, it won't work. If you want to rob someone, come up with something else."



    



    I clicked my tongue, looking at Sa Gongwoo, who couldn't find what to answer me, just opening and closing his mouth.



    



    He had a decent face and wasn't lacking in figure, but he didn't try at all, and his fraud methods were no different from others. He looked better than Lee Dongjae, but something else was important here - in the ability to persuade, he was completely weak. Judging by that indecision in his voice, he seemed to lack audacity too.



    



    Fraud isn't done with the face, but with the tongue. Add to that audacity and confidence. In this regard, Sa Gongwoo was far inferior to Lee Dongjae.



    



    With current abilities, he probably couldn't even feed himself.



    



    All these accessories were probably just a disguise to look like a hunter. A real hunter, instead of trying to pull off a dubious fraud here, would go and clear another gate.



    



    I don't know if this place has become popular among scammers, or if word has spread that it's easy to find suckers here, but meeting a new scammer after Lee Dongjae only caused me greater disgust with the world.



    



    "No, I'm not a scammer..."



    



    "Yes, yes. In the past, fourteen years ago, as you claim, or at any other time, maybe you really did get food from grandmother. Even in this area, there are plenty of people who ate for free from grandmother, so why wouldn't you have had such an opportunity?"



    



    "No, I understand your suspicions, but I really..."



    



    "But you know what, Mr. Sa Gongwoo. I don't know people like you. I'm not interested in whether you have a connection with grandmother or not. If you really want to repay grandmother's kindness, leave a donation and go. I don't want to think of you as a close older brother and I'm not going to accept your help, so don't stick to me. And if you're done eating, make sure to pay before leaving."



    



    I don't believe in religion. I don't believe in Tao. I don't perform memorial rites. I don't buy jade mats. And I already have a water filter.



    



    (tl/n: It's essentially saying, "Don't try to sell me anything - I've heard it all before!". "Leave me alone")



    



    When I blocked all possible approaches in advance, Sa Gongwoo laughed in confusion.



    



    Maybe he should do something more productive with such a face? No matter how you look at it, he doesn't seem to have a talent for fraud. Being beautiful is fine, of course, but if you ask whether it would help in fraud, I would say no. It's too memorable. Unless the appearance is so ugly as to cause disgust, for fraud it's better to have an ordinary face that evokes a sense of closeness - that's my opinion, which has become almost expert after being cleaned out to the bone.



    



    I was thinking about whether to treat this bastard to a bowl on the head too or report him, but decided to just ignore it, as he hadn't done anything to deceive me yet, but only started a conversation.



    



    My life was miserable, but this man's life was pitiful too. Although, only the victims who fall for his deception will become pitiful. Rather than pitiful, they're worthy of pity. How much does he have nothing to do to try to deceive a guy who's not even twenty yet?



    



    Noticing my judgmental gaze, the man quietly paid and left the store with an awkward smile.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    "Is it time to close already?"



    



    "Yes, as soon as that visitor leaves."



    



    I answered, looking askance at the last customer who was leisurely eating seolleongtang, and a regular visitor handed me money with a laugh.



    



    "Here, you worked well today too. Thanks for the food."



    



    The regular customer patted me on the shoulder, said goodbye, and left, leaving only one visitor at the table in the store. I moved the empty bowls onto a tray and threw them into the sink for washing dishes, after which I started vigorously wiping the tables with a cloth, but at some point irritation took over, and I vented it outward.



    



    "Excuse me."



    



    The man, the cause of my irritation, raised his head and looked at me. His face was innocent, blinking his eyes and as if asking why I was calling him.



    



    "Not 'excuse me', but Sa Gongwoo."



    



    "Sa Gongwoo or So Gongwoo, I don't care. You haven't given up yet? What, have you come up with some fresh way to fool me in this time?"



    



    I was already irritated that he came right before closing, but it was even more irritating that this last visitor turned out to be that novice scammer who came this afternoon.



    



    Maybe he felt offended to give up and leave with nothing? Do I look like such an easy prey that even a novice scammer couldn't easily let go of his intentions?



    



    "I'm really not a scammer."



    



    "Ah, so you really came just to eat seolleongtang? You're just a customer without ulterior motives?"



    



    I approached and plopped down on the chair opposite the man.



    



    Even looking at him again, he was still as handsome. Some might say he would definitely survive with such a face, just using his appearance. Maybe he should go into hosting instead of fraud?



    



    "I'm sorry, but I know what you're thinking."



    



    "It doesn't seem like it."



    



    "I don't want to believe that the seolleongtang was so delicious that you came to eat it for both lunch and dinner. And the fact that you came right before closing, when there are no other visitors left, and that you're eating slowly and just stalling for time, doesn't it mean that you're waiting for me to be alone, right?



    



    "The seolleongtang is delicious."



    



    "Okay, enough. I understand why you're looking for an opportunity to talk alone. Did you want to reduce the psychological distance in conversation? Since I don't believe the story about past connections, you decided to just come first, eat, joke around, and when we become friends - stab me in the back?"



    



    Unfortunately, this was also a method used by Lee Dongjae first. I don't know if he attended some fraud courses, but his repertoire is still obvious, banal, and low-grade.



    



    "You seem to be a novice, so I'll tell you in advance not to waste your time. I don't trust people. No matter how close we become, I will never deal with you with money, and I have no desire to give even a thousand won to someone for free. The only thing you can get here for free is seolleongtang, so go and find another easy target or change your profession. In my opinion, you have no talent for fraud at all."



    



    Hearing my words, Sa Gongwoo put down the spoon he was holding.



    



    "Alright. I'll give up on the story from the past. Choron has become much smarter."



    



    
      "..."
    

  
    I flinched at the name I was once called in childhood. It was an affectionate name used in the family, but after visitors started joking that it sounded more like a dog's name, grandmother got very angry, and at some point, it stopped being used altogether.



    



    "Please don't play with someone else's name, pretending to be close."



    



    The suddenly surfacing old memory spoiled my mood. I looked at him sternly, and Sa Gongwoo raised both hands in surrender, smiling.



    



    "Sorry. I apologize, just don't get angry. But can I ask just one question?"



    



    "Ask quickly and leave. I need to close the store."



    



    "You said this afternoon that someone from the same field came. Did a scammer really come?"



    



    "Yes, he came. He's now in the awakener affairs department. If you don't want the same fate, you'd better think about how to earn money honestly."



    



    "Hmm."



    



    "Honestly, I'm not just worried about my life, but your life seems no less gloomy, so I'll give you advice. You have so little talent for fraud that one can only sigh. Don't try to get easy money, or you'll end up either as a beggar or on prison food. Better think about changing your career."



    



    I didn't say, "Do you think you'll live well by causing pain to others and making them cry?" Criminals somehow managed to live well even after that. They lived comfortably and happily, spending money taken from others.



    



    They say that the beaten one could sleep peacefully, while the beater couldn't sleep?



    



    No. In reality, the beater slept without problems, while the beaten one couldn't sleep due to resentment and pain.



    



    Therefore, it's pointless to tell such people about the sorrow and pain of victims. If they had thought about such things from the beginning, they wouldn't have engaged in such activities.



    



    "But I'm really not a scammer."



    



    Sa Gongwoo said this with an exaggeratedly offended expression.



    



    Although this statement was unfounded, his face looked so sincere that I almost believed it.



    



    I thought that fraud was done not with the face, only with words, but it seems I'll have to reconsider this opinion. With a face like this man's, he could have quite a success in fraud using only appearance. If I hadn't been in a state of maximum vigilance after being deceived by Lee Dongjae, I might have tried to remember a non-existent past connection with Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "Yes, alright. Whether I believe it or not, nothing will change, so let's consider that you're not a scammer. I'm the owner of a seolleongtang restaurant, and you're a customer who came to eat seolleongtang. Agreed?"



    



    I didn't care if he was a scammer, an unknown relative, or even a brother whose existence I didn't know due to separation in childhood. Whoever came and whatever they said, money from my pocket would never come out again. My promise to myself never to give money to anyone again was unshakeable.



    



    Honestly, a person who came to ask for money from a guy left alone after the death of his parents and grandmother is clearly not in their right mind.



    



    I didn't understand this before.



    



    When someone came, cried, and told their sad story, I sympathized too. I considered people I knew since childhood in this area almost family, and thought we should help when they were in trouble.



    



    If Lee Dongjae lured from ten million to a hundred million won from me, the local residents borrowed from several hundred thousand to several million won. The reasons were different, the situations were urgent.



    



    Thinking that money wasn't more important than people, I always solved their problems. I couldn't reject a hand asking for help.



    



    But these people, who were so desperate and sincere, didn't even look back when I lost everything.



    



    "Customer. It's time to close the store now. You've eaten, the misunderstanding is resolved, if you have no more business, maybe you'll leave nicely? I'm very tired."



    



    At my suggestion, close to a threat, Sa Gongwoo's expression strangely changed, as if he had eaten a sour persimmon.



    



    "What's with that expression? What is it? Do you want to say something else?"



    



    "Is that all?"



    



    "What else? What else is needed between a store owner and a visitor? Is there anything left but to pay?"



    



    "..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, with obvious disappointment on his face, took out his wallet and handed over the money.



    



    Paying for food is normal, why does he have such a disappointed expression? Did he expect that after a few phrases we would become so close that I would tell him to leave without paying?



    



    I snorted, thinking what a funny person he was, and grabbed the bill.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    After grandmother's funeral, I pondered what to do next.



    



    Grandmother always said:



    



    「This is my work. I do this because I want to and love doing it. Our Roy should do what he wants himself. Just don't do dangerous things. I'll die from worry before my time. And don't do bad things. Everything will eventually come back to you.」



    



    Then I laughed, responding that grandmother told me to do what I wanted, but put so many conditions.



    



    The seolleongtang restaurant wasn't a family business, and I had no particular desire to inherit it. But I didn't have anything special I wanted to do. I thought I would find some job where I would get a decent salary and be able to provide for myself calmly.



    



    But when grandmother died, out of habit, I started preparing for work and opened the store. It wasn't a decision to continue grandmother's business or unwillingness to close her store. Just like that, without any thoughts, without realizing it myself. When I suddenly came to my senses, I found myself getting up early in the morning, cooking seolleongtang, preparing radish kimchi, and getting ready to open.



    



    Maybe it was due to fear of change, or maybe because I didn't want to acknowledge the reality without grandmother.



    



    Even after I died and returned ten years back, I opened the doors of the seolleongtang restaurant again.



    



    Damn seolleongtang restaurant.



    



    Getting up at the same time every day, cooking the same seolleongtang, feeding the same people, closing the store at the same time. Life without any changes was boring and tiring, but when I returned in time, I felt relief from this constancy.



    



    Ten years of hectic life, when everything went into oblivion. After Lee Dongjae abandoned me in less than a year, leaving me without a penny, I tried to do everything to survive. I tried various part-time jobs, eventually ending up at a monster meat processing factory, where I was engaged in butchering. On my free days, I spent every earned penny searching for Lee Dongjae.



    



    It was a very difficult and tense time. Finally, I found Lee Dongjae, but instead of killing him as I wished, I was killed myself. And here I am, back ten years ago, and immediately sent Lee Dongjae to prison, not allowing him to take anything from me.



    



    To put it nicely, it was a clean reset, where nothing changed and nothing was lost. But I still had those ten years that only I remembered. Ten years when there wasn't a moment of peace for either body or soul.



    



    The memories of these ten years in my head were exhausting me. I had a feeling that I had already lived a whole life, having ridden through it. There was neither desire to do anything nor motivation to undertake anything.



    



    Maybe it's fine like this?



    



    My parents, who worked as researchers in the government, left quite a large inheritance. Grandmother never touched this money, saying it was my share, and never touched it. If not losing it to scammers like Lee Dongjae, not spending it on unsuccessful business, or not losing it in gambling, this amount would be enough to live more or less normally until the end of life without working.



    



    If I said I was going to be idle all my life, my late parents and grandmother would probably clutch their hearts, but I wanted to spend a few years, even if not all my life, thinking about nothing.



    



    Just out of habit, opening the store every day and selling seolleongtang. When there's no desire to do anything, just close and leave for a while, and when I want to again - open.



    



    Isn't that enough?



    



    After all, it's not a store I ran for profit.



    



    Grandmother at least had a kind of mission - to feed as many people as possible. For me now, it was just a suitable occupation to spend the day.



    



    Visitors came to eat at a low price, so even if I close for a few days and then open, the flow won't stop.



    



    To be honest, selling one portion of seolleongtang at such a price left no profit after deducting the cost of ingredients, so it doesn't matter if many customers come or few - I won't earn more or less money from this. If it weren't for the store building and property left by grandmother, this store wouldn't have lasted three months, let alone 30 years.



    



    People probably didn't understand that if you also consider labor costs, the more you trade, the more losses you incur.



    



    Even if closing the store, you need to work until the remaining products left by grandmother are sold. In any case, I currently had neither the desire to do anything nor the need to do anything. If I work lazily and rest, a few months or years might pass. Maybe during this time, I'll get new motivation.



    



    And then I suddenly remembered the face of the scammer who came today.



    



    After Lee Dongjae - Sa Gongwoo.



    



    Not only is the face unique, but the surname is very unusual. Like Lee Dongjae, who didn't use his real name, the name Sa Gongwoo is probably fake too. It would have been better to choose a more common surname. This is what distinguished him from Lee Dongjae, whose face and name were inconspicuous. I said his methods were banal and obvious, but he's strangely unique in useless aspects.



    



    But... has grandmother's restaurant really become a popular place for scammers?



    



    Maybe they came here with the mindset of "I don't know if it will work out or not, but if it does, it will be a jackpot," like when buying a lottery ticket? Maybe I should have reported him immediately, not forgiving the fact that he was a novice? I needed to make him understand that this wasn't a lottery at all, but a flytrap where they were caught immediately as soon as they showed up.



    



    
      I was overcome with belated regret.
    

  
    Damn, this guy came again.



    



    I clicked my tongue, looking askance at Sa Gongwoo, who quietly opened the store door and entered.



    



    For several days in a row, he had been coming at the time when the lunch and dinner shifts were ending, skillfully choosing a moment when there were almost no visitors left, just one or two tables.



    



    At first, I grumbled that this person didn't work at all, but then nodded to myself, realizing that this was his job. I don't know whether to admire his efforts to eat seolleongtang every day for lunch and dinner for a week, or consider it stupidity. The more he did this, the stronger my suspicions became that he really was a scammer.



    



    "Hey. You said you weren't a scammer."



    



    "Hm, well, yes?"



    



    When I approached and spoke, his face brightened for a moment, but then confusion was reflected on it.



    



    "Then are you incredibly rich? An unemployed person with a lot of money? A chaebol's son? Or maybe you received an inheritance?"



    



    "No. I'm a poor orphan who used to come here and eat at grandmother's."



    



    Ah, so you decided to stick to the concept of past connections to the end?



    



    It seems this tactic statistically showed a fairly high level of success. That's why everyone talked about past connections and didn't let go of this idea to the end.



    



    Indeed, when I saw Lee Dongjae, who was crying, spouting such nonsense, my vigilance greatly decreased. Fortunately, it seems I wasn't the only one who fell for such nonsense. Although it wasn't much consolation, as it was proof that I was stupid enough to fall for such a trick.



    



    "You look like that, that's why I'm asking. I wonder why such a person doesn't work, but comes to have lunch and dinner with seolleongtang every day. It seems that contrary to your words about not being a scammer, you have no desire to earn money through honest work at all."



    



    "I'm a very hardworking and diligent person. I'm someone who works hard for the country, giving all my strength. Even now, I've just finished clearing a gate and I'm resting for just a few days. This is just healing."



    



    "You talk about healing, sitting... here. And you even claim that you're a hunter? And you wear all these accessories as proof of your claim?"



    



    This is really a sight, just like an oil painting.



    



    While I was clicking my tongue, someone approached and quietly sat down next to Sa Gongwoo. A man with a huge back and a stern face, without taking his eyes off the table, quietly asked Sa Gongwoo:



    



    "...Ordered?"



    



    "Ah, I was just about to. Two seolleongtang, please?"



    



    "Wow? Today you even came with a friend. What, couldn't manage alone? Do you think I'll be scared if you come with such a big guy?"



    



    Actually, I was a little scared.



    



    What are his dimensions? He looked at least twice my size, and his face was also not one that evoked warmth or closeness. How can you not be scared when he sat with such an emotionless face?



    



    "Do you feel more confident when you brought a big guy with you? First you came with a friendly smile, and when it didn't work, you decided to try intimidation? A scammer and a thug, what can you two do?"



    



    "We will eat."



    



    ...Right. Even scammers, thugs, and crooks have to eat.



    



    The fighting spirit that burst out from tension collapsed in an instant.



    



    Left speechless, I snorted and went to the kitchen, returning with two portions of seolleongtang.



    



    "Roy, calculate."



    



    "Yes, just a moment."



    



    During this time, the last visitor, who should have been the last before my break, finished eating and stood at the cash register. I put the seolleongtang and rice in front of Sa Gongwoo and the big guy, then approached the visitor.



    



    "These guys, are they normal?"



    



    The visitor quietly asked me, furtively looking at the table where Sa Gongwoo was sitting.



    



    Although he probably couldn't do anything, he seemed ready to call the police if problems arose.



    



    "And if they're not? Are they going to rob in broad daylight or stab with a knife? They'll just eat and leave."



    



    Although I didn't put much meaning into my words, the visitor coughed, apparently remembering grandmother.



    



    "Okay, if something happens, don't try to be a hero. Just run outside immediately. Understood?"



    



    The visitor, who whispered advice, glancing at Sa Gongwoo from time to time, fearing he might be heard, left the store.



    



    At this time, people who knew it was break time didn't look in, but occasionally one or two random visitors came in for a late lunch. I couldn't chase away people who came to eat, but if I accepted them, others would definitely come, one after another.



    



    Grandmother often couldn't rest properly, letting hungry people into the store, saying she couldn't chase them away, but I'm not like that.



    



    I quickly hung the  sign and wanted to lock the door, but caught myself and left it wide open. So that I could run out immediately if something happened, as the visitor who just left said.



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who had been coming for more than a week, hadn't caused any disturbances or harm, but today I was confused. How can I be sure that nothing will happen when he came with this big guy? Usually, accidents happened when you let your guard down.



    



    I was cleaning the tables, furtively glancing at Sa Gongwoo's table, who was chewing seolleongtang. Leaving a pile of dirty dishes, I quickly went out to the hall and stood near the store door.



    



    "Roy. Have you had lunch?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo spoke to me, ignoring his companion who seemed to be filling his stomach with kimchi, eating several plates with one portion of seolleongtang.



    



    "I'll eat when I close."



    



    "You must be hungry. Maybe you should have eaten together? Eating alone isn't as tasty."



    



    "Instead of such concerns, don't you think it would be more helpful to come at least ten minutes earlier? Because of you, I've been delaying my break time for several days now."



    



    Sa Gongwoo made a gloomy face in response to my reproach.



    



    "Grandmother said that you shouldn't be cruel to hungry people. Our Roy, you're too cold."



    



    "I'm warning you."



    



    I stomped on the leg of a nearby table with a crash, hearing the words from Sa Gongwoo's mouth.



    



    "Don't you dare even mention grandmother! Grandmother didn't live to be used, giving everything away like a fool, to people like you. For you, we probably look like convenient targets that can be used, but grandmother... grandmother really..."



    



    She gave without expecting anything in return, with a pure heart. Although she said she didn't do it hoping for recognition, did that mean that only demons trying to use her should stick to her?



    



    "I'm sorry. ...I was wrong, forgive me. You can be angry, just don't cry."



    



    "I'm not crying!"



    



    I raised my lowered head and shouted. On Sa Gongwoo's face, which was smiling jokingly, an expression of regret and sympathy flashed for a moment, but immediately disappeared.



    



    Maybe I was mistaken? Perhaps it was just my imagination.



    



    If it had been regret like "Ah, I made a mistake. I stepped on a mine," I would have understood, but Sa Gongwoo had no reason to feel guilt or sympathy.



    



    "If you're really sorry, quickly finish eating and leave. Why do you always come at such an inconvenient time? I can't even close."



    



    "When there are other visitors here, it's difficult to talk to you, Roy."



    



    "This is a restaurant, not a place for conversations, a restaurant! Quickly finish eating and leave."



    



    "Roy, are you going through puberty? Before, when you were very little, you were so kind and obedient. This period is really scary. You've become so prickly."



    



    "I'm not going through puberty!"



    



    "Yes, yes."



    



    "I'm telling you, I'm not!"



    



    "I understand, I understand."



    



    Ah, damn.



    



    I didn't know, but he's a master at teasing. I never considered myself an aggressive person, but at this moment I realized - I am an aggressive person. If I had the chance, I would beat this person half to death.



    



    "I told you that your stories about past connections won't work. You agreed not to do this, so why do you still mention it?"



    



    How do you know so much about me, all for pretense?



    



    Kind and obedient, it seems that among people of this profession, a rumor really spread that it's easy to find suckers here.



    



    Before I returned ten years ago, I really was kind and obedient at this time. However, having lived another ten years, receiving a strong blow to the back and experiencing all sorts of disappointments in people, only anger remained in me. Since that time didn't exist for other people, it's not surprising that they're surprised by my sudden prickliness.



    



    He probably came here, happily thinking he had found an easy prey, but it seems he's quite uncomfortable, as reality didn't match his expectations, and he couldn't even move a finger.



    



    "And I'm sorry I'm so prickly. I became like this after grandmother's death because too many people like you stuck to me. And right now you're making me even more prickly."



    



    "..."



    



    "Close your mouth and eat. I'd like you to quickly finish eating and quickly leave."



    



    I don't know how long he was planning to sit here, having ordered just one portion of seolleongtang. When they leave, I need to eat myself, clean the store, wash the dishes, and prepare for the evening work.



    



    Why were there such tactless people in the world? I'm already angry when he just comes and talks to me, and here he's taken up my rest time, shouldn't he quickly finish eating and leave. Why was he dawdling and trying to start unnecessary conversations?



    



    "Rice... more..."



    



    The big guy, who was silently destroying kimchi despite our conversation with Sa Gongwoo, raised his hand and said quietly.



    



    "You two really..."



    



    Are doing bullshit, such bullshit you're doing.



    



    
      Swallowing the curse that almost burst out, I headed to the kitchen.
    

  
    "Oh-ho, where did you two go? I thought I'd die of boredom here."



    



    The woman lying on the worn-out sofa playing a game on her phone jumped up and greeted Sa Gongwoo entering the office.



    



    "Went to eat at Choron's place."



    



    "With Changgun together?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    As soon as Sa Gongwoo entered the office, he boiled water in the kettle and made coffee. The characteristic rich aroma of creamy coffee from packets spread throughout the office.



    



    "Mm, coffee is best after a meal."



    



    Sa Gongwoo savored the aroma spreading through his nostrils and took a sip of coffee.



    



    "And among coffees, instant from packets is the best."



    



    "Ugh, it smells like an old man."



    



    "Don't insult personal preferences with your narrow views."



    



    "Well, after thirty - you're already an uncle. And you're thirty-two? Definitely an uncle."



    



    "Yeah, and you'll be an aunt in two years."



    



    "Hey, you devil."



    



    Sa Gongwoo skillfully caught the phone flying at his nape. He could have just dodged, but then the innocent phone would have broken.



    



    Yes, the phone is not to blame.



    



    "Changgun! How was the food, was it delicious? You're quite picky about food despite your size. You didn't grumble to his face that it wasn't tasty, did you?"



    



    "Grandmother's seolleongtang restaurant is a hidden gem. Choron has exactly inherited grandmother's skill."



    



    "Gem... I admit."



    



    The huge Changgun shyly gave a thumbs up in agreement.



    



    "Oh, if even Changgun acknowledges the restaurant as a gem, then it must really be an excellent place."



    



    "Delicious."



    



    Changgun nodded, confirming again, and after a short reflection added:



    



    "...A grumpy grandmother's gem."



    



    "What kind of grumpy grandmother's gem? Did they serve scolding as a side dish to seolleongtang? Didn't the grandmother die? Instead of the grandmother, was the child scolding now?"



    



    It can't be that someone dared to scold Changgun right to his face!



    



    Cha Yeseung was about to admire the courage of the seolleongtang restaurant owner's grandson when Changgun shook his head.



    



    "Didn't scold... but feeling like being scolded."



    



    "So, he scolded with his eyes? It's rare for someone to even be able to open their eyes properly in front of your face, Changgun. This guy is really cool!"



    



    Changgun nodded in response to Cha Yeseung's words, who was giggling.



    



    Indeed, it seemed like he was scolding with his eyes. He stared at us so intently the whole time we were eating that I couldn't even raise my head and just looked at the table, consuming seolleongtang. But still, the seolleongtang and kimchi were delicious.



    



    "Changgun ate eight portions of kimchi. In the end, he even ordered another portion of rice and ate just rice with kimchi."



    



    "Yes, he deserved it, deserved it. In such a situation, the fact that he only scolded with his eyes can already be considered great restraint? Does the child have a gentle nature? Otherwise, he would have already been cursing."



    



    "Our Choron is kind."



    



    Sa Gongwoo smiled with a satisfied look.



    



    "Prickly... scary. Calls me a scammer, a thug..."



    



    Cha Yeseung was surprised by Changgun's unexpected statement.



    



    "Calls you a scammer and a thug? What does that mean?"



    



    "Ah, after grandmother's death, it seems some not-so-virtuous people have latched onto him."



    



    "Oh, these guys are always so quick. I don't understand why they so zealously cling to a child who's not even twenty, what money can he have? The world is so cruel, so cruel."



    



    "Money... he had some."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "It seems Choron's parents were talented researchers. They worked for the government, so all rights to their inventions belonged to the state, but they accumulated quite a lot of money from bonuses instead of royalties. And grandmother was quite wealthy too."



    



    "My goodness. Why do such rich people live on the outskirts? Especially in a world where not only monsters are scary, but people too."



    



    "Grandmother was a kind person. She sympathized with people rather than being wary of them. Thanks to her, many learned what warm food is. Me included."



    



    "So what? In the end, she still came to a bad end. Sometimes I think: maybe the most unnecessary creature in this world is human? If we had to designate the most harmful creature on Earth, wouldn't it be humans? Maybe these monsters, which they say appeared suddenly, are Earth's way of cleansing itself of parasites called humanity?"



    



    "There are many evil people, but there are also many good ones. Grandmother and Roy showed me that."



    



    "There are too few good people compared to the evil ones. And evil influence devours the good. In the end, only evil people will survive in this world."



    



    Sa Gongwoo smiled weakly in response to Cha Yeseung's pessimistic words.



    



    "Then it's not surprising that all kinds of parasites stuck to him."



    



    "Well, it's unlikely that bad people approached him knowing exactly that he had good assets. They fleece people whether they have something or not."



    



    How easy a prey must a child under twenty who suddenly found himself alone seem to such people? I was in the gates and couldn't attend the funeral, and when I came a week later, bad people had already latched onto him. He must have been in shock due to grandmother's death, and then this on top. How broken his heart must be.



    



    "He said he reported to the management and they successfully arrested that person, but it seems it was someone who pretended to be an acquaintance from the past."



    



    "Really 'timely'. No, the method is obvious, of course, but why exactly... Oh, this is an ideal situation for this. And you? Weren't you accidentally taken for a scammer?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Sa Gongwoo, scammer. Me, scammer's friend - thug."



    



    Instead of the silent Sa Gongwoo, Changgun explained the situation. Although it was a combination of short words, Cha Yeseung habitually quickly grasped the essence. Her gaze became cold. It was a gaze looking at something pitiful.



    



    "You're considered a scammer? And you still haven't been able to correct this misunderstanding? Then why have you been going there for a whole week morning and evening to eat seolleongtang? What nonsense have you been doing all this time?"



    



    "Hey, how is this nonsense? It's all to become friends..."



    



    "This is nonsense. You should have dispelled the misunderstanding and explained that you're not a scammer, and your connection from the past is real. Why are you eating seolleongtang day and night to become friends again? Are you Kim Chomji?"



    



    (tl/n: Kim Chomji is the main character of a famous Korean story "Happy Day". This character became a symbol of a poor, unfortunate person in Korean culture. In this context, the phrase sounds like an ironic comment on Sa Gongwoo's failure.)



    



    "Hey, how dare you address your elder informally?"



    



    "Shut up, pathetic fool. You can't even persuade one child, although your tongue is well-hung, you just keep eating seolleongtang."



    



    Sa Gongwoo closed his mouth under Cha Yeseung's cold criticism.



    



    "And you're good, you keep going there and eating seolleongtang, even when you're considered a scammer."



    



    Sa Gongwoo began to meaninglessly scratch the old sofa with his nails.



    



    "He doesn't remember you at all? No memories from the past? How you played with him in childhood or did something together? How old was he then? If it wasn't a time when he was very young, he should remember something, right?"



    



    "It seems the child has become more sensitive due to emotional shocks. It seems he rejects people in general, whether strangers or acquaintances, and tries not to show it. By his appearance, he resembles a person who is tired of people, has been burned by relationships and disappointed in the world as if he had lived in suffering for more than ten years."



    



    "And you didn't even try to talk about it? Oh, this is so maddening."



    



    "But still, he's doing well, holding up on his own."



    



    When he was little, he cried a lot and laughed a lot. He was very shy, but as soon as he got used to someone, he immediately became close without any caution.



    



    He was such an obedient, cheerful, and kind child.



    



    I was worried that, raised by grandmother's example, he would only give to others, demanding nothing in return. Now that grandmother is gone, he should think about himself first, but what if he hasn't learned to do that?



    



    I found out about grandmother's death late and immediately ran there, worried. And as it turned out, those devils had already been there. Contrary to my fears, the child was holding up well on his own, but in these short days, he seems to have suffered so much in solitude that he became prickly, like a hedgehog with its spines out.



    



    This sight evoked sympathy, but at the same time, I felt pride and tenderness at how he tried to protect himself.



    



    "Hey, Sa Gongwoo. Wake up. Now is not the time to sit and be moved. I'm telling you, stop just going there and eating seolleongtang. By the way, did you leave your terminal? I saw a call came from that asshole."



    



    "What kind of 'asshole' is that?"



    



    "An asshole is called an asshole, what else? For this asshole, even 'son of a bitch' is too good. It's a pity for dogs to be compared to this bastard."



    



    "Agreed."



    



    Changgun, who was sitting nearby so quietly that he was almost inaudible, imperceptibly nodded in response to Cha Yeseung's words.



    



    "If it's a call from the asshole, then it's time to prepare for entering the gates. A week is already a long rest. I wonder where they'll send us this time. I want to just rest and eat, but there's no money. Although no matter how many gates I pass, I still don't earn like others. There's no money, no leftovers, no satisfaction. My fate is to wipe this asshole's ass until I die. Life is shit."



    



    Cha Yeseung, cursing, sprawled on the sofa.



    



    Sa Gongwoo checked his terminal. As Cha Yeseung said, a call had come.



    



    "Looks like we have to go. Where are the others?"



    



    "Cholsu said he went to look at some singers, and when the call came, I sent the monk to bring him, so now..."



    



    Before she could finish saying "they should come," the office door swung open with a bang, and two men entered.



    



    "I could have gotten an autograph! There were only 672 people left until my turn! Why! Why can't I be happy?"



    



    Behind the young man who was shouting "Waaah," stood a bald man in gray monastic clothes who, with a kind smile, said "Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva" as support.



    



    
      (tl/n: Avalokitesvara is one of the most revered bodhisattvas in the Buddhist tradition, especially in Mahayana. The name Avalokitesvara translates as "The Lord Who Looks Down with Compassion" or "The Lord Who Looks with Compassion." He embodies the compassion of all Buddhas, and it is believed that he helps all living beings seeking liberation from suffering.)
    

  
    "672 people? Could you have gotten an autograph today?"



    



    Cha Yeseung snorted and asked with disbelief.



    



    "Of course! I made it into the first thousand, and so..."



    



    "What number were you?"



    



    "992nd!"



    



    "You barely made it, barely."



    



    "Exactly! I miraculously made it into the first thousand. I had a chance to see Angel Hunter up close, shake hands, get an autograph, and say hello! Oh, how frustrating."



    



    "Angel Hunter, what a name. Do they hunt angels? Want to go to hell?"



    



    "Tsk-tsk, Angel Hunter are four girl hunters who look like angels. It means 'angels and hunters, hunters and angels', you uneducated woman. This is why you shouldn't talk to such ignoramuses."



    



    "What kind of hunters are they if they haven't even entered the gates. And what? Uneducated woman? Ignoramus? Do you want to get uneducated beatings from an uneducated woman today?"



    



    Cha Yeseung jumped up from the sofa and grabbed Park Cholsu by the throat. Park Cholsu's face first turned blue, then white, and he started waving in the air.



    



    "Have fun, have fun."



    



    Since this wasn't the first or second time, Sa Gongwoo shook his head and tapped on the table.



    



    "Alright, sit down. You've already heard about the call, right? I'm sure you all expect that we'll enter the gates tonight or, at the latest, tomorrow. Before we go to meet with 'Head', I have something to say."



    



    When Sa Gongwoo spoke in an unusually serious tone, the team members obediently sat on the sofa.



    



    "After we clear these gates and come out, we'll move to a new office."



    



    "Why?"



    



    The team members who had focused, expecting an important conversation, relaxed upon hearing the unexpected topic.



    



    "We don't only go to Seoul gates, we often travel to uninhabited areas. There's no particular reason to stay in central Seoul. Only I go to meetings with Head, so for you, there's not much difference between Seoul and the suburbs. Our current office is only good because it's in Seoul, but the rent is high and the conditions aren't great. Maybe it's better to rent a more spacious office in the suburbs for this money."



    



    "Since Sa Siju pays for the office rent, I don't care. Amitabha."



    



    Jaeyeon folded his hands and politely replied. When he tilted his head, his shiny bald head reflected the light of the fluorescent lamps. Although it might be possible to get used to this, Sa Gongwoo imperceptibly shifted his gaze to another team member, the pain in his eyes making itself known.



    



    "It's not great here, of course. But there's no guarantee that we'll get a much better office if we move to the suburbs. The area itself is backward there."



    



    "The rent is expensive. The leader needs to save money. ...Poor."



    



    No, I'm not that poor.



    



    Somehow this stung, but since saving money is always good, Sa Gongwoo didn't object to Changgun.



    



    "I don't really care either way."



    



    Since Jaeyeon, Changgun, and Cha Yeseung didn't express any particular objections to moving the office, Sa Gongwoo looked at the last remaining Park Cholsu.



    



    "I'm against it."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Because this is my territory."



    



    It's not at all.



    



    "I can't abandon my territory and go to another place."



    



    Even if you go to another place, no one will notice.



    



    "If we move to the suburbs, your territory will become larger."



    



    "Hmm, that's worth considering. A man needs a wider world."



    



    Not the world, just a district. But Sa Gongwoo didn't want to say more and just nodded.



    



    "Then I'll consider that everyone agrees to move the office. I'll look for a place near the seolleongtang restaurant."



    



    When the true reason was finally voiced, all eyes turned to Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "What? It would be good to live near Choron."



    



    "So that's what it's about. That's only good for you, what's good for us?"



    



    "You'll be able to eat delicious seolleongtang cheaply."



    



    "Seolleongtang is delicious."



    



    Changgun quietly gave a thumbs up.



    



    "If it's a person you have a connection with, it's right to help and care for them nearby. I don't object."



    



    Although Choron is so smart that team members probably won't have to help and care for him much.



    



    "Ha, so this place will become my new territory? I should go there in advance."



    



    "Hold this bastard."



    



    Sa Gongwoo pointed at Park Cholsu, who was already about to jump up and run out. Changgun spread his arms and grabbed Park Cholsu.



    



    "Let me go! Are you challenging me? Khe-khe, I'll have to show you the flame of my pitch-black fire."



    



    "Cholsu, Cholsu, Park Cholsu. I told you not to make sounds like 'khe-khe' out loud. And the flame isn't black, it's red! 'Flame' and 'fire' are almost the same thing! I don't even know where to start correcting."



    



    "I wonder where this came from?" - Cha Yeseung muttered, clicking her tongue.



    



    "I'll go to the meeting with Head, and you behave yourselves. Especially hold this Park Cholsu tightly."



    



    "I'll keep an eye on this. Don't worry and go."



    



    "..."



    



    Somehow it's impossible not to worry. No matter where you look, whoever you see - everyone caused concern, so Sa Gongwoo silently left the office.



    



     



    



    3



    



    "Did he give up?"



    



    It had been about ten days since Sa Gongwoo, who had been coming twice a day for lunch and dinner to eat seolleongtang for a week, suddenly stopped appearing. Since he wasn't a person worth worrying about particularly, at first I didn't pay attention to it, but after a few days I suddenly thought: "Oh, where's that scammer?"



    



    Maybe it was because he had a memorable face, or because of his persistence, rare these days, albeit misdirected. Although he was an unwelcome guest, his presence was definitely noticeable.



    



    Despite the fact that his goal was obvious, when he stopped coming, there was a feeling of emptiness. Although it would be better for my life if such scammers didn't hang around nearby.



    



    "So is this why humans were called social animals?"



    



    Indeed, a useless feature of the species. They robbed each other, used and deceived, but at the same time felt lonely without living in society.



    



    From now on, I will live alone. Except for me, everyone is a stranger. I decided that I would think only about myself, put myself first, live only for myself, but perhaps I won't close grandmother's restaurant, where I have to interact with people, precisely because of loneliness.



    



    Although I really don't want to admit it, this was proof that even I can't escape human nature.



    



    "Life is so meaningless."



    



    Before starting the evening work, I was calmly sipping coffee, enjoying the remaining thirty minutes of my break.



    



    When grandmother was alive, the restaurant doors were almost never closed. Although it was preparation time for work, the doors were always wide open, and people passing by often came in not so much to eat as to drink coffee and chat.



    



    Of course, it's not like that now.



    



    All doors, except for ventilation, were locked. In the apartment on the second floor, everything was tightly closed, from doors to windows, and the back exit of the restaurant on the first floor was carefully blocked. The restaurant door opened only during work hours, and was always locked at other times.



    



    After grandmother's funeral, I calmed down a bit when I replaced the facade glass and the glass door of the restaurant with reinforced glass for protection against monsters. Although it can only stop small monsters, it should be more than enough to protect against people.



    



    And now, behind this glass door that gave me a sense of security, I saw a red-haired man peering into the restaurant, causing me concern.



    



    "What kind of madman?"



    



    His bright red hair, too bright to be natural, attracted attention in a bad way. Moreover, I didn't like his glossy face either, but most repulsive were his eyes, which looked slightly insane.



    



    I stood up and approached the closed door.



    



    "How can I help you?"



    



    "Not working?"



    



    "It's break time now."



    



    I pointed to the sign hanging on the door handle, and the man, after checking it, rolled his eyes.



    



    "Come back in thirty minutes."



    



    Although I had already finished preparing for work, it's necessary to strictly observe the start and end times of work. Besides, I had no desire to let this man, who looked a bit off, into the empty restaurant.



    



    "I said it's break time now."



    



    "Won't you open the door?"



    



    Maybe I should call the police?



    



    If he's crazy, they'll take him away, and if he's just not in his right mind... they'll take him away anyway.



    



    Yes, I should call the police.



    



    I was about to take out my phone when a loud rumbling sound came from behind the door. This was not a deception or exaggeration, the sound was so loud that it resembled thunder, and for the first time, I learned that a human stomach could make such loud sounds.



    



    "I'm hungry."



    



    "..."



    



    Oh, damn. What kind of fate do I have.



    



    Sighing and briefly cursing grandmother who raised me like this, I opened the locked door.



    



    "Oh, will you give me seolleongtang?"



    



    "Yes, yes."



    



    Looking at the back of the red-haired man's head as he happily entered the restaurant, I opened the restaurant door wide.



    



    
      It looks like I'll have to open thirty minutes early. All that's left is to pray to the heavens that this man will eat quietly and leave.
    

  
    "Is this your first time here?"



    



    If I had seen such bright red hair before, I wouldn't have been able to forget it. The man nodded in response to my question.



    



    "We only have one item on the menu - seolleongtang, so that's all I'll bring you."



    



    "Uh-huh."



    



    I quickly went to the kitchen and returned with a bowl of seolleongtang and rice. The man made an admiring "Oh-oh", and since his condition was clearly not quite normal, I generously added water and radish kimchi.



    



    "Oh, a hidden gem, as they said. Khe-he."



    



    Even his interjections are strange.



    



    The man hurriedly mixed the rice with seolleongtang and quickly ate everything, emptying the bowl in less than five minutes.



    



    Looks like he was really hungry.



    



    Quietly burping, the man stood up with a noticeably cheerful expression.



    



    "So you're the owner here?"



    



    "..."



    



    Owner.



    



    Although it's correct, I was silent for a moment, not knowing how to react to such a rarely used choice of words these days.



    



    "I'm Charles Millian Park."



    



    "Uh... yes."



    



    A foreigner? Or a half-blood? But his face looks very much like a pure-blooded Korean.



    



    "Why didn't you open the door right away?"



    



    "Because it was break time."



    



    "And that's why you didn't open the door? Was it a day off?"



    



    Break, break, break, I'm telling you!



    



    Maybe my pronunciation is too much like Konglish? Or, although it's a completely implausible assumption, he didn't know the meaning of the word "break"?



    



    Charles! What's wrong with you? You're Charles Park. You should understand at least the word "break".



    



    "Anyway, the seolleongtang was delicious. Very delicious."



    



    "Ah, yes."



    



    "I came to conquer this area. From today, this is my territory. And I really liked the seolleongtang. I will protect your restaurant, which is now part of my territory."



    



    "..."



    



    I heard that in some areas, thugs went around extorting money under the guise of rent or protection fees. Could this man be one of those gangsters, and he came to announce that he had moved his activities to this area?



    



    Maybe I should have called the police right away?



    



    I regretted it too late, but it was literally belated regret.



    



    "How lucky that there's such a hidden gem in my territory."



    



    Charles Park, who didn't know the meaning of the word "break", was talking about his territory.



    



    If that's the case, why not call yourself Tanaka or Nakamura instead of Charles?



    



    (tl/n: I think Cho Roy was hinting here that Charles was playing his role of a "local authority" poorly, and even a randomly chosen Japanese name would sound more convincing in this context, which would also, minimally, but cover up the lack of knowledge of the word "break".)



    



    "Yes, thank you. That'll be ten thousand won."



    



    "Oh, the price is very low too. Is it because the area isn't very good, and it's on the outskirts, so the food is cheap?"



    



    "..."



    



    Tanaka, no, Charles Park, who said this with a very satisfied face and started rummaging in his pockets, then silently looked at me, and I just wanted to beat him up.



    



    They say when you think it's too late, that's the most appropriate time.



    



    I quietly took out my phone from under the counter and called the police.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    When the last customer of the evening shift left, and I was about to close the door, Sa Gongwoo appeared with a pale face, slightly staggering. He looked exhausted, as if he hadn't even eaten thin porridge, and his pale face resembled that of a seriously ill person.



    



    "Are you done with work? Can you give me something to eat?"



    



    He needed rest rather than food, judging by his appearance. But I appreciated his efforts to get here in such a state and opened the door that I was about to lock.



    



    "I'll give you food only because I feel sorry looking at you."



    



    "Our Choron is so kind."



    



    "Don't pretend to be close and keep your mouth shut. I can easily change my mind and kick you out."



    



    If only I knew why all the customers coming today were so tiring for me.



    



    During the day, a red-haired madman came and upset me, and in the evening, a long-absent scammer returned and spoiled my mood again.



    



    I'm good too, only opening the door to feed such types. If they didn't look so hungry, I would have just said that work was over and sent them away. Although I decided not to pay attention to other people's circumstances anymore, it's still difficult for me to ruthlessly drive away hungry people.



    



    I reheated the remaining seolleongtang and served it to Sa Gongwoo along with a portion of rice. Sa Gongwoo, who had just moistened his dry lips with water, looked satisfied even before he started eating.



    



    "Ah, good. The smell of food."



    



    "What were you doing that you didn't even eat anything? Hurry up and finish eating. I need to close the restaurant."



    



    "Today I really didn't plan to come."



    



    "Intentionally or not, as a result, you're making me extend my working hours again."



    



    Although we were bickering as before, unlike previous times, his voice completely lacked vivacity.



    



    "Just eat."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Sa Gongwoo scooped up a spoonful of seolleongtang broth, made a loud "Kha" in approval, and then mixed the rice with seolleongtang. Then he took a few grains of rice and started chewing slowly.



    



    The person who said he was hungry and asked for food actually couldn't eat normally. His pale appearance really looked more like a sick person than a hungry one.



    



    "...Are you sick?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    I regretted asking, getting an instant answer. But unlike his joking tone, he really looked unwell, and I involuntarily felt instinctive concern.



    



    "Apart from the pale face, you look normal. Do you have an upset stomach? Gastroenteritis, food poisoning, something like that?"



    



    "Just a bit under the weather. But when I see Choron, I feel better."



    



    "If you think the illness goes away just from seeing me, then it's probably just plain pretense."



    



    "No, I really feel bad. It's a pity I can't show you where because it's in an inaccessible place."



    



    "I wouldn't want to see it at all, so you can keep your regrets."



    



    I sharply refused, looking askance at him, thinking he might be trying to make an indecent joke. Sa Gongwoo chuckled, seeing my disgust, and then coughed.



    



    "I guess you tried to find another victim but got what you deserved. I told you that you wouldn't be able to make a living from scamming."



    



    "It's nice that Choron is worried about me."



    



    "I'm not worried!"



    



    Oh, enough, enough talking.



    



    I hit myself in the chest with my fist, feeling a heavy mix of irritation and frustration.



    



    "It seems Choron was doing well without me."



    



    "I've lived perfectly fine for 20 years without you, you know? Who are you that I couldn't manage? On the contrary, I was more at ease when there wasn't a scammer constantly coming here."



    



    "And I was worried all the time. What if something happens while I'm not here? What if gates appear nearby? What if you encounter a blind monster? What if bad people approach again? But it seems you were doing well, and I feel relieved."



    



    Sa Gongwoo seemed to have completely forgotten about the food, he propped his chin with his hand and smiled, staring intently at my face. But his face was still sickly, and I didn't understand what he was so happy about. If this was also some kind of preparation for deception, I could only say that his efforts were praiseworthy.



    



    "If you say we were acquainted ten years ago..."



    



    "Fourteen years ago."



    



    "You're too specific in unnecessary details. Okay, fourteen years ago. Isn't it strange that you didn't show up for all these fourteen years, and now you're worried about me after not seeing me for just ten days?"



    



    "Can we talk about the past now?"



    



    Looks like he remembered well my words not to mention past connections.



    



    "Although I said not to do it, you still keep bringing it up. And right now, I don't particularly want to listen. But okay, go ahead. Tell me what you were doing all these fourteen years that you so zealously talk about, and why you suddenly became so worried about me just now."



    



    "Actually, all this time I was constantly getting news about you. Sometimes I observed you and grandmother from afar. Whether she was healthy. Whether Choron was growing well. I was a bit upset that you were doing well without me, but at the same time, I felt relieved that you were okay."



    



    "Wow."



    



    "When grandmother died, I should have come immediately, but at that time I was in the gates. When I came out and learned the news, I came right away, but I was still very late."



    



    "Oh really."



    



    "I was worried that our Choron would be kind and trusting to everyone, without any caution, but it turned out quite the opposite - you became distrustful of people, which surprised me but at the same time made me happy."



    



    "And what do you want to tell me with this? That you're not a scammer and I should trust you?"



    



    "No, you shouldn't. I'd like you to believe me, but on the other hand, I think it would be better if you didn't trust anyone at all."



    



    "You understand correctly. I don't trust anyone and don't plan to trust in the future."



    



    "Yes, yes. You've grown up well, our Choron."



    



    Sa Gongwoo nodded with a satisfied look, smiling as if he had raised me himself.



    



    Did he want to be believed or not? Was he going to deceive me or not? Was this a long-term plan or just a lack of a plan? It was difficult for me to understand what this Sa Gongwoo was thinking.



    



    "How noisy, just eat. What is this, I can't even close the restaurant. You really tire people out."



    



    "Choron prepared food without even closing the restaurant, so I should eat."



    



    He's struggling to eat the cold seolleongtang, distracted by the conversation. This sight could put off even a casual observer's appetite.



    



    "If you don't want to eat, don't force yourself."



    



    "No, I want to eat. When I was in the gates, I constantly thought about this. Ah, I should eat seolleongtang at least once a day! Is this a seolleongtang addiction?"



    



    "Not funny at all."



    



    Sa Gongwoo laughed "ha-ha" in response to my reproach. Then he started coughing heavily, and before he could cover his mouth with his hand, bright red blood gushed out.



    



    "What, what is this?"



    



    
      The coughing didn't seem to stop, and Sa Gongwoo continued to shake even with his hand covering his mouth. His hand, which was frantically searching for napkins, was stained red. The seolleongtang, into which blood had fallen, turned bright red as if red sauce had been added to it.
    

  
    "Blood, blood..."



    



    "It's okay, Choron. Calm down."



    



    The person covered in blood was trying to calm down the one looking at him.



    



    "Ho-hospital... Ambulance!"



    



    "Everything's fi-khe... fine."



    



    Sa Gongwoo tried to stop me when I took out my phone to call an ambulance.



    



    "What do you mean fine?! Blood is gushing from your mouth! Why did you come to eat seolleongtang in this condition, you need to go to the hospital urgently!"



    



    "The external wounds have already healed, this is all just due to internal damage."



    



    Sa Gongwoo continued coughing, as if trying to spit out blood clots stuck in his throat. With each cough, blood dripped from his hand covering his mouth.



    



    "Then you need to go treat your internal organs! What's the point of treating only what's visible?"



    



    "If you wait, it will pass."



    



    "With such words, you're just putting soybean paste on a wound. You need to get treatment to recover, not just sit and wait. I can't believe there are still such ignorant people in our time."



    



    "I'm an awakener. Do you think this is the first time for me? Really, everything's fine. It's just dead blood coming out while the internal organs are recovering."



    



    For someone to talk about internal restoration, at the very least, his already pale face should stop getting even whiter after each blood-filled cough.



    



    "I should have come tomorrow, not today. Showed Choron such an unsightly spectacle."



    



    "No, now is not the time for such talk..."



    



    "Trust me. Really, everything's fine. Even if I go to the hospital, they'll just tell me to rest. I just need to sleep a little, and..."



    



    Saying this, Sa Gongwoo suddenly spat out a huge blood clot and his head immediately crashed onto the table with a loud thud.



    



    "Hey, hey! Sa Gongwoo! Hey!"



    



    Did he lose consciousness? Or is he already dead?



    



    I carefully patted his back, but there was no reaction, so I tried to lift Sa Gongwoo by the shoulders, but couldn't hold him and his unconscious body crashed back onto the table with a thud.



    



    "Ah, sorry."



    



    At least in this state, you don't feel pain.



    



    "And what should I do? He was coughing up blood and fell unconscious, what should I do with this?"



    



    It's good that the seolleongtang had already cooled down, otherwise it would have spilled all over Sa Gongwoo when he fainted. His whole face and clothes were in complete chaos due to the broth, partially mixed with blood.



    



    Think. No, calm down.



    



    Need to think and calm down.



    



    "No, damn it."



    



    I slapped myself on the cheek, trying to put my tangled thoughts in order.



    



    First calm down, then think.



    



    In order, step by step.



    



    First, calm down. And I calmed down.



    



    "Not yet!"



    



    I'm not calm yet, but I'm calming down. I'm calming down. I must calm down.



    



    Phew, okay, fine. Now I need to think.



    



    Sa Gongwoo spat out blood and lost consciousness.



    



    What needs to be done?



    



    Clean up the mess in the restaurant?



    



    Cleaning the restaurant, leaving a person lying down, is too inhumane and immoral.



    



    Wipe Sa Gongwoo's stained face and clothes?



    



    This is the most meaningless action.



    



    Call an ambulance. Take him to the hospital?



    



    According to Sa Gongwoo, he had problems with internal organs, and it was dead blood coming out while the organs were recovering.



    



    But how could a person know everything about their illness? If everyone knew, why would patients exist at all? Everyone so confidently said "I'm fine," and then just suddenly died.



    



    "Still, we need to take him to the hospital first."



    



    See, when you calm down and think slowly, things progress.



    



    There's no need to panic. Absolutely no need to panic.



    



    Okay. I'm in a completely calm state.



    



    With trembling hands, I took out my phone and called an ambulance.



    



    While waiting, I thought about what to do. Sa Gongwoo looked terrible, so I was wondering if I should wipe off the blood or move him to a more comfortable position, but decided it was better not to touch him thoughtlessly, and stepped away. Instead, I hung the  sign on the restaurant door so we could go out immediately when the ambulance arrived. I put on my outerwear, took my wallet and phone. I paced back and forth inside and outside the restaurant until I saw the ambulance approaching in the distance and waved my hand.



    



    "Here, here!"



    



    The paramedics, who parked the ambulance right in front of the restaurant, came out with a stretcher.



    



    "Where's the patient?"



    



    "There, inside. I left him in the same position he fell in."



    



    "Oh..."



    



    The paramedics sighed briefly, seeing the state of the restaurant inside. They put the unconscious Sa Gongwoo on the stretcher and transferred him to the ambulance.



    



    "Are you coming with us?"



    



    I automatically prepared to go right away, but then thought that a restaurant owner has no reason to accompany a person who lost consciousness in his establishment. But if I just send Sa Gongwoo alone like this, I probably won't be able to sleep. I nodded, saying I would go, locked the restaurant, and got into the ambulance.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    "I can't say he was wrong."



    



    After Sa Gongwoo was taken to the hospital and his identity was verified, it turned out that he was already a patient who had visited the hospital this morning.



    



    As Sa Gongwoo said, he didn't have any particular wounds or illnesses, and all he needed was time for his body to recover. Of course, he won't recover in a day, but after a good sleep, he should come to his senses, and after a week of rest, he'll be able to get up and walk normally.



    



    It was not only surprising that I unexpectedly received official confirmation that Sa Gongwoo was indeed an awakener working as a hunter, but even more surprising was that an awakener's body could recover naturally without any consequences after such severe bleeding.



    



    "Just wasted money for nothing."



    



    As Sa Gongwoo said, we should have just left him alone. I called an ambulance for nothing, went through the emergency department, and even paid for hospitalization.



    



    No. When a person right in front of you was spitting out not a few drops, but several cups of blood, you can't just leave him untouched, even if he said everything was fine.



    



    Although it was in vain, it wasn't the wrong thing to do.



    



    When the shock from the fountain of blood that spurted right in front of me, and the worry about what could have happened if something had gone wrong, disappeared, I felt my strength leave me as if after exhausting work. I looked at Sa Gongwoo, who was sleeping peacefully, calming my irritated stomach.



    



    When he was spitting blood, he was as white as flour dough, but it seems the saying "sleep is the best medicine" is true, as color was gradually returning to his face.



    



    "If you were feeling so bad, why did you come to eat seolleongtang..."



    



    If your body needs rest to recover, then rest, why go where you shouldn't? Why forcibly eat seolleongtang, which you can't even swallow without difficulty?



    



    "How stupid you are."



    



    Although he looked normal. No, outwardly he even surpassed many, so why are his actions so short-sighted?



    



    I thought he had no talent for scamming, but judging by how wounded he appeared today, coughing up blood clots, apparently his hunter abilities aren't much better.



    



    "Hey, Sa Gongwoo."



    



    I lightly poked the back of Sa Gongwoo's hand, neatly folded on his stomach. Even his fingers are beautiful.



    



    This person even has beautiful nails, although it seemed unnecessary.



    



    "Match your appearance, match it. With a face like you could get the whole world, but why is your every action so clumsy? With such a face, you could be at the center of the world without doing anything. I really don't understand."



    



    "Am I that handsome?"



    



    There was a smile in his hoarse voice.



    



    "What? You weren't asleep?"



    



    "Uh-huh, I woke up from the sweet whisper."



    



    Sa Gongwoo blinked his long eyelashes, coughing slightly due to his dry throat.



    



    "Do you want water?"



    



    I brought a glass of warm water and inserted a straw into it. Sa Gongwoo took the straw with his dry lips with difficulty and started drinking water. Then he exhaled: "Ha-ah."



    



    "If you're feeling so bad, stay in the hospital or at home. Did you come to someone else's establishment to cover everything in blood and finally faint? What kind of hooliganism is this?"



    



    "Indeed. I wanted to see Choron so much and came. I should have endured."



    



    "Someone might think we're a separated family."



    



    I didn't think I was such a desirable person for Sa Gongwoo. What deep and painful relationship could we have? If we had one, he would have come long ago. Moreover, before returning to the past, he didn't come at all for those ten years.



    



    I didn't understand why in this life, unlike the previous one, he constantly showed up, but I didn't feel any excitement, just clicked my tongue at his stupid actions.



    



    "Where am I? In the hospital?"



    



    "Although you said everything would be fine, I just couldn't leave you in that state when you were coughing up blood so heavily, and then lost consciousness. Although it turned out to be completely useless indeed. An awakener's body really was a mystery."



    



    Sa Gongwoo weakly chuckled in response to my grumbling.



    



    "Sorry."



    



    "Did you really understand?"



    



    "I'll come early tomorrow morning and clean up."



    



    "Don't talk nonsense, just go to sleep. How do you even take care of your health, that a hunter faints like this? Aren't awakeners superhumans? I'm shocked."



    



    "Awakeners are people too. We also get injured, fall, and die, that's how it is."



    



    "This happens when you fight monsters. But why do you faint exactly in a seolleongtang restaurant?"



    



    "Sorry."



    



    His dejected voice only made me sigh. I waved my hand, thinking there was no point in talking to a sick person.



    



    "But I'm glad that Choron is taking care of me. I think I'll get better quickly."



    



    I lightly slapped Sa Gongwoo on the forehead with my palm in response to these meaningless words.



    



    "That's just your imagination. If you don't rest, you won't recover quickly, so go to sleep."



    



    "I like talking to Choron like this more."



    



    "Stop talking nonsense. I've already paid for the emergency department expenses and one day of hospitalization, so rest well so the money doesn't go to waste."



    



    "Before, when I had a cold and was sick, Choron would say: 'Brother, get well soon', and apply a wet towel. Choron was kind then and is kind now."



    



    "Keep your memories to yourself and close your eyes."



    



    How would I know if I applied a wet towel or a rag? I don't even remember that.



    



    I ran my hand over Sa Gongwoo's eyelids, immersed in his memories, making him finally close his eyes.



    



    "But I don't want to sleep."



    



    "No, you clearly want to sleep. Stop talking nonsense and quickly fall asleep."



    



    There are clearly droplets of sleep on your eyelashes. What "don't want to sleep".



    



    
      I sighed deeply, looking at his smooth face, which seemed to have already improved significantly. Not knowing whether he understood my state or not, Sa Gongwoo, who claimed he didn't want to sleep, fell asleep in less than five minutes.
    

  
    "Is it here?"



    



    "..."



    



    "I'm asking, is it here?!"



    



    "...conversation... I didn't hear..."



    



    "What do you mean 'didn't hear'? You were standing right next to me when I was talking on the phone. Damn, I should have written it down, I trusted my memory too much. Maybe I should call back?"



    



    "This is a hospital. Calls are disturbing..."



    



    "What 'disturbing'? So people in hospitals don't make phone calls at all? They ask not to talk too loudly, but there was no talk about not calling at all. You're so stupid."



    



    Right. You shouldn't make noise, be it a phone or regular conversation. In this sense, these two were already causing inconvenience in all directions.



    



    I woke up to a woman's clear voice coming from behind the hospital room door.



    



    Sa Gongwoo had eaten early in the morning and fallen asleep again, and I was thinking of going to the restaurant to prepare for work. But I got lazy, stretched out on the sofa, and apparently fell asleep too.



    



    When grandmother was alive, the restaurant never closed for a single day. Before returning to the past, I even sold it. And after returning, somehow I didn't feel much enthusiasm for work.



    



    The world won't fall apart if we close for one day, so what's the point? This isn't a world where there's nothing but seolleongtang. If someone dies of hunger because they didn't eat a bowl of seolleongtang once, let them die. The meaning of my life isn't to create a world where no one dies of hunger.



    



    Such thoughts almost extinguished my already small enthusiasm.



    



    I got up from the sofa, stretching my aching back due to the uncomfortable sleeping position.



    



    It seems Sa Gongwoo's colleagues, whom he talked to on the phone before falling asleep, have arrived. I clearly told them the room number, but they still couldn't remember it. Apparently, not only Sa Gongwoo but his colleagues are quite absent-minded too.



    



    "Maybe I should just open the door? Or should I apologize first?"



    



    "You're disturbing..."



    



    "Shut up."



    



    "Here's Sa Gongwoo's name."



    



    "Ah, damn. Why did you only now notice the name plate?"



    



    "Your eyesight... terrible."



    



    "Quiet."



    



    The noisiest person made a remark and knocked on the door.



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Excuse me."



    



    They had been disturbing for a long time, but it seems they didn't realize it themselves.



    



    Hiding my thoughts, I awkwardly greeted the man and woman entering the room.



    



    I was seeing the woman for the first time, but the man who entered after her was the big guy who had recently come to the restaurant with Sa Gongwoo and eaten almost ten portions of kimchi.



    



    "Hello. We talked on the phone this morning."



    



    "Yes. Sa Gongwoo ate and fell asleep."



    



    "Oh, this carefree guy."



    



    The woman glanced sideways at the sleeping Sa Gongwoo, then smiled at me and said, "Thank you for your efforts."



    



    "My name is Cha Yeseung. You've already seen him, right? I heard he was at your restaurant recently."



    



    "Yes, I remember."



    



    With his unusual build and how he destroyed all the kimchi in one visit, it was impossible to forget him.



    



    "His name is Ma Changgun. Because of his physique, he's often misunderstood, but he's just a herbivorous bear. A panda in a bear's skin? Although pandas only eat bamboo. Anyway, his name is Changgun, but he's so shy that he can barely speak properly."



    



    "That's not..."



    



    "Shut up."



    



    The big guy named Ma Changgun tried to timidly object to the woman's words but fell silent due to her rude expression.



    



    "I'm Cho Roy, the manager of the seolleongtang restaurant."



    



    "Oh, I've heard a lot about you. Half of what this Sa Gongwoo says is only about you."



    



    I wonder what he could have said so much about me. I was curious about what they might have heard from Sa Gongwoo, but somehow I didn't want to satisfy this desire.



    



    "It seems this guy still went to the restaurant, although we told him to rest. You must have been so surprised by his visit that you couldn't even close the shop at such a late hour. You could have just left him on the street, he wouldn't have died, but you even brought him to the hospital."



    



    Even if you say so, you can't just leave a person on the street.



    



    Although they're members of the same hunter team, their attitude towards him is worse than towards a street stone.



    



    "Our leader caused you trouble. But he's not a bad person."



    



    He's even the team leader?



    



    "Sa Gongwoo... leader?"



    



    "Though it's shameful to admit, yes, he's the leader."



    



    Isn't their treatment of the leader too rough?



    



    "But he's still better than others. There's just no one else who could be the leader, so we have no choice. Ahahaha."



    



    Are the other team members treated even worse?



    



    "...Ah, yes."



    



    I nodded awkwardly with a sour expression.



    



    "Have you had breakfast? They probably didn't serve food to the accompanying person."



    



    "I haven't eaten, but I don't have much of an appetite, so it's fine."



    



    "Oh, but you need to eat. We should have bought something to snack on. Maybe because all we do is beat monsters, we've completely lost our sense of tact. By the way, why did you choose such an expensive room? They don't really do anything in the hospital anyway."



    



    The woman looked around the single room and exaggeratedly exclaimed, "Wow, what a nice room."



    



    "I was told all the regular rooms were occupied."



    



    "Oh, then you should have just not hospitalized him. He's just sleeping anyway."



    



    "He was unconscious, I couldn't do anything."



    



    "You're really too kind. If you had just left him on the street, he wouldn't have died. If you were worried, you could have put him on a bench in front of the hospital. In the morning, he would have woken up as if nothing happened and crawled home."



    



    Indeed, the attitude towards the leader was quite rough.



    



    Moreover, I was a bit concerned about the woman's strangely familiar face.



    



    We're not acquainted, but her face seemed familiar to me. I definitely had never met her, but somehow, looking at her, I had these feelings.



    



    Judging by how the woman spoke in the spirit of "I've heard a lot about you," although we had never met, it was clear that this was our first meeting.



    



    And yet, why does it seem so unfamiliar and familiar at the same time?



    



    "...What?"



    



    Feeling my intense gaze, the woman tilted her head and asked.



    



    "No, I just feel like I've seen you somewhere..."



    



    "Oh, oh. What's this? Is a child who's not even twenty trying to pick me up? Is that it?"



    



    It's not like that.



    



    I really said this because the face seemed familiar, but it looks like I was mistaken. The woman hit the arm of the silently standing Ma Changgun hard and laughed, "Ohoho."



    



    "Oh, well. I'm often told I look young, but I'm already over twenty-five. The age difference with little brother is not big at all, just a tiny bit."



    



    I wasn't interested in the woman's age, and the age difference seemed not "a tiny bit," but huge.



    



    "Although they say couples with an age difference are trendy now, our little brother is too young. I'm so sorry."



    



    I had never heard that such couples were trendy.



    



    Moreover, she didn't need to apologize at all, but she said "sorry" with a face that showed no signs of regret.



    



    It was an apology without soul.



    



    "Not twenty-five, but twenty-ei... ahem."



    



    "Shut up."



    



    Ma Changgun, who had been silent all this time, didn't finish his sentence before receiving an elbow to the stomach from the woman and collapsing.



    



    "I really thought I had seen you somewhere, but it seems I was mistaken. Since you've come, I think I'll go."



    



    Somehow, I had a feeling that if I stayed here, I would sink into an even bigger swamp of misunderstandings, so I decided to leave. I have no particular reason to stay, and when team members have arrived, there's no need for an outsider restaurant owner to occupy the room.



    



    "Why not stay and see how this guy wakes up? Our little brother will leave, and the leader will be very bored."



    



    I don't know when I became this woman's little brother, but she suddenly switched to informal speech. It seems her misunderstanding alarmingly quickly reduced the distance. As if her reduced distance was transmitted to me, my distance to her doubled.



    



    "No, thank you. Since colleagues have come, I think I can go. I've fully paid the hospital bills, so when he wakes up, he can just check out."



    



    "Oh, what an inconvenience..."



    



    "What inconvenience? Please tell him to pay for last night's dinner and hospital expenses after discharge."



    



    I didn't say I wouldn't take the money.



    



    Hearing my clear words, the woman looked surprised, as if she had heard something unexpected.



    



    "Uh, hmm. Okay, I'll tell him."



    



    I took the outerwear I had taken off earlier, bowed, and left the room. Behind the closing door, I heard the woman saying in surprise, "What was that?"



    



    Is it so hard to understand that I want to be paid for the hospital expenses? If a complete stranger took him to the hospital, isn't that enough? Did they expect me to pay for the hospital expenses too?



    



    Perhaps the previous me could have done so. I would have said that the main thing is that the person is okay, and it's good that nothing is worrying. I wouldn't have even mentioned the hospital expenses. I would have thought that this is what human relationships are about.



    



    "Strange. Maybe I was too cold? He left, offended in the end, right?"



    



    No.



    



    I wanted to open the room door and firmly refute the woman's mumbling coming from behind the door.



    



    "Anyway, being so popular is so problematic."



    



    "You... it's a disease..."



    



    "Shut up."



    



    No matter how you look at it, strange people.



    



    
      I decided to just ignore them, imagining how my head would start to ache if I went back and started to correct the misunderstanding that had occurred.
    

  
    Cha Yeseung.



    



    Definitely, I had seen that face somewhere, but I can't remember where.



    



    One could simply think that it's a common face, or that I had seen her in passing, or that she was once a visitor. But there was something unpleasant about just leaving it at that.



    



    Back home, I sat in my room, long recalling the past.



    



    Most of the people I had met in my 20 years of life were customers who came to the restaurant.



    



    The education system had collapsed long ago, and now that basic compulsory education takes place at home via the internet, I didn't have school friends like in the old days. Due to poor security in the area, I didn't play on the street either as a child or now, so I didn't have neighborhood friends either.



    



    Therefore, the only people I met were restaurant customers, people from nearby shops, or neighbors who dropped by from time to time.



    



    And what about the period after twenty years?



    



    Could it have been a meeting during my wanderings, after I sold grandmother's restaurant and was kicked out by Lee Dongjae, when I was living day to day?



    



    As I rubbed my nose bridge with my fingers, recalling events before returning to the past, suddenly one scene surfaced.



    



    "Yes, that woman."



    



    It wasn't someone with whom I had a relationship or whom I constantly communicated and met with.



    



    Once, just once. A woman I had never seen before somehow contacted me and arranged a meeting.



    



    "XXX has died. I want to meet to give you what he left behind."



    



    When Lee Dongjae abandoned me, I didn't even have money for food or a place to sleep. I was in a situation where I could die on the street at any moment, let alone think about revenge. I had no one to turn to for help, and no one offered their help.



    



    I wandered around the area where my grandmother's shop used to be, looking for old acquaintances, but there wasn't a single person who offered me a helping hand; everyone just clicked their tongues seeing how I had gone bankrupt in a year.



    



    People my grandmother had helped, people who had borrowed money from me after grandmother's death, people who had eaten free meals promising to pay me back when their situation improved - none of them even pretended to know me. They didn't even look back, as if afraid I might cling to them.



    



    To survive, I looked for unfamiliar day labor. Without any skills. The only thing I could do was physical labor.



    



    That's how I lived day to day until I ended up at a monster meat processing factory. The job was to butcher and process monster carcasses used for food. I never wished that I would directly touch them, although I saw them every time in the restaurant.



    



    At first, I did simple work - moving monster carcasses from the factory to the workshop and packaging the butchered meat. The labor intensity and daily pay were not much different from a laborer, but since housing and food were provided, I had no other choice.



    



    Only after two years was I first given a knife in my hands, and they acted as if they were passing on a family secret. They made me not butcher the meat, but just trim the fat, and they scolded me several times a day.



    



    The call from the unknown woman came about six years later, when I had already passed the stage of messing with fat and started learning real butchering.



    



    「"Are you Cho Roy? Your grandmother ran a seolleongtang restaurant. She died about seven years ago."」



    



    Maybe she was trying to remind me of past connections? Now I had nothing left that could be squeezed out of me. I thought this was a person with very belated news when the woman asked:



    



    「 Do you know XXX?」



    



    I don't remember the name she mentioned then. I only remember that it was a person unfamiliar to me.



    



    Hearing my answer that I didn't know, she was silent for a moment.



    



    「 He said your grandmother helped him in the past. He left a message saying he wanted to pass on his belongings to you after his death... He has died. If you name a convenient time, I'll come to hand over the belongings.」



    



    It was unexpected, but the woman's extremely official and dry voice made me think that she was, at least, not a scammer. If she had been one, she wouldn't have spoken so dryly, at least to evoke sympathy.



    



    The woman I met at the appointed place was thin and nervous. She had an unhealthy complexion, like a sick person, and looked very emaciated, as if poorly nourished.



    



    I heard her name when we greeted each other, but again, I don't remember it. At that time, I didn't have the mental strength to pay attention to a completely unfamiliar woman or an unknown deceased man.



    



    「 I came, but I don't know who XXX is.」



    



    The woman had an ambiguous reaction to my words.



    



    「 I don't know what a completely unfamiliar person wanted to pass on, and I don't understand the reason.」



    



    「 Do you remember that there was an orphanage near your grandmother's restaurant? XXX was from there. He said that until he came of age, he often ate at your grandmother's restaurant and was close to you. He said those were the warmest and happiest memories.」



    



    「 If those were such warm and happy memories, it seems he never came once.」



    



    Everyone said so. I received great help, I will never forget this kindness, I will definitely repay it someday. They said so to my face, but left and never returned.



    



    「 XXX had not very good circumstances.」



    



    The woman quietly sighed and wrinkled her nose.



    



    「 The government bound awakened from state orphanages with contracts. Unfortunately, the orphanage where XXX lived was run by the state. As soon as he awakened, he was taken into a government hunter team. They fed, sheltered, and raised him on state money, so now they demanded he work it off. In fact, it was almost a slave contract. It was a forced contract with no right to choose, and the contract term was calculated based on the time spent in the orphanage, so XXX was supposed to be bound for about fifteen years.」



    



    「 Was he kept in confinement? Raised and sent only to gates? Kept locked up without personal time?」



    



    No matter where he was, it's not a reason to never visit the restaurant once.



    



    「 Although they talked about a contract with the government, we were treated differently than official state awakened. There was neither glory nor wealth. People say that for one trip to the gates, they earn at least a month's living, but we didn't have that. All rights to the gates belonged to the government, and all monster by-products or obtained artifacts were also taken by the government. Our daily life was to be sent as the first advance group into spontaneously appearing gates or to replace in urgent gates when someone dropped out. We were hired workers who didn't know when we would die.」



    



    「 ...」



    



    「He said he couldn't come to grandmother and you because he didn't know when he would die. Roughly speaking, he could come to say hello today, and tomorrow news of his death could come. He thought it was better to just forget and live on, and that he would come to meet when the contract term ended. Sometimes he came and watched from afar. He smiled, happy that you were doing well, and with each passing year, he was happy that only a few years remained.」



    



    「 I didn't live very well.」



    



    Look at me now. Can this be called a good life?



    



    Hearing my words, she smiled an ambiguous smile, as if laughing and crying at the same time.



    



    「 He died before you became like this.」



    



    「 It was more than six years ago.」



    



    「 Yes, about then. He said that at that time you looked normal. No, you looked like you could manage, although you were saddened by grandmother's death.」



    



    「 How could he know that...」



    



    「 XXX came to the restaurant when he heard about grandmother's death. He was very worried about you, left alone, and regretted not coming earlier despite the circumstances. But he returned without even speaking. He said that surprisingly, you looked quite good.」



    



    「 He... saw me together with the scammer?」



    



    「 Yes. If he had known it was a scammer, he wouldn't have left. But then neither you nor XXX knew about it. He smiled, saying it was for the best. Although he seemed to grieve a little, he said it was good for you.」



    



    It wasn't good. Rather, it was very bad.



    



    「 After that, he often came to see how you were doing, but at some point learned that you had sold the restaurant. And moved to a safe area. He said with relief that it seemed you had found stability, maybe because there was someone you could rely on nearby, and that it was good that there was a good person next to you.」



    



    「 He... continued to watch me until the restaurant closed?」



    



    「 Yes. On days when he wasn't entering gates, he always came to look at you. Although he said he was ashamed to appear so late, after so many years without contact. But he was satisfied just seeing that you were living well.」



    



    Tears that I thought had long dried up started flowing.



    



    I thought that after grandmother's death and losing all property to the scammer, I was left completely alone, with nothing. When I learned that there was a person who worried about me and watched over me, even when I didn't know about it, my heart trembled.



    



    
      I couldn't understand whether this feeling was joy, gratitude, resentment, or sadness. But the heart that I thought had died began to beat slowly again.
    

  
    「 But if he died more than six years ago, why only now...」



    



    「 In the last gates we entered... we were on the verge of total annihilation. Team members died first, XXX risked his life to clear the gates, but he didn't survive either. Only I barely made it out. And even then, I wasn't in the best condition, was in a coma all this time and only woke up about a year ago.」



    



    「 Ah...」



    



    「I had a lot of things to settle, and I needed time for rehabilitation as my body had stiffened. And it was difficult to find you. In the end, it took me half a year to hire people and track you down.」



    



    「I didn't have a permanent residence. If you conducted an investigation about me, then you probably know what happened to me and how I lived.」



    



    「These are the things XXX left for you.」



    



    The woman pushed towards me the box she had been holding nearby.



    



    「This is money he saved and some artifacts. They're not rare, but not cheap either.」



    



    「Is this his inheritance?」



    



    「XXX's inheritance couldn't pass to you. When we die, all our property is confiscated by the state. This is what he secretly accumulated, saving bit by bit.」



    



    Saving secretly?



    



    Seeing my look, the woman coughed and scratched her cheek.



    



    「We risk our lives and get paid little, what else could we do? We had to save in secret. We were always close to death. We had to think about what would happen after our death, about those who would remain. The fact that we don't have family doesn't mean we don't have dear people. Since the government won't give compensation if we die, we hid what each of us saved in places known only to us. And decided who to pass it on to after our death.」



    



    「...And it was me?」



    



    「You were the only family XXX had left.」



    



    Family.



    



    I thought I was alone in this world, but it turned out there was a person who considered me family. But now they say even he has died.



    



    What irony.



    



    He considered me family on his own, although I didn't even know about it. Although we once had a relationship, he never contacted me or visited me all this time, so I forgot about his existence. And yet, hearing the news of his death, I felt lonely again.



    



    「There's not much cash, but if you sell the artifacts, it's enough for a room in a safe place. When I was passing on the belongings of other team members, I thought we did the right thing by secretly saving.」



    



    The woman said this as a joke and laughed weakly: "Ha-ha".



    



    「...」



    



    「I'm sorry it's so late.」



    



    Her serious voice sounded in my ears.



    



    "Yes, ...that woman."



    



    Due to her different manner of speech and atmosphere, her face changed over 7 years, and moreover, her thin and sickly appearance, I didn't immediately recognize her, but when I recalled my memories before returning to the past, there were definitely similarities with her current face.



    



    If so, wasn't the person this woman was talking about the deceased Sa Gongwoo?



    



    I remembered how Sa Gongwoo had been coming to me all this time.



    



    I understood a little the nature of regret and sympathy hidden under his face when he jokingly denied my accusations of fraud and reproaches.



    



     



    



    4



    



     



    



    I saw a figure wandering in front of the restaurant door.



    



    Checking the time, Sa Gongwoo slightly shook the locked door, then pressed his face against the door, examining the inside of the restaurant. Noticing that I was calmly observing him, he waved his hand in greeting.



    



    When I just looked at him without much reaction, he folded his hands together as if praying. He seemed to be begging to open the door.



    



    Usually, he came when I was already closing, tiring me out, but today he came even before opening. I wish this man would understand that it's tiresome both before and after working hours.



    



    I quietly sighed and opened the locked door.



    



    "Choron, good morning."



    



    Feeling my emotional gaze, Sa Gongwoo awkwardly greeted.



    



    "Do you see the working hours written here?"



    



    "I see."



    



    "Then come back in an hour."



    



    When I tried to close the open door again, Sa Gongwoo hurriedly inserted the toe of his boot into the gap.



    



    "I didn't come to eat. Can we just talk a little?"



    



    Maybe he wants to thank me? Or apologize? Or maybe he came to pay the hospital expenses?



    



    I silently looked at Sa Gongwoo, then nodded, inviting him in. When I stepped away from the door, Sa Gongwoo's expression, which had been making a pitiful face with lowered eyebrows, brightened.



    



    "Would you like a cup of coffee?"



    



    "My stomach is still empty."



    



    How nice it is to drink coffee on an empty stomach when you've just gotten up in the morning. I don't know if it's good for health, but I really liked it. It seems Sa Gongwoo didn't share this opinion.



    



    "Then, maybe tea?"



    



    "What's this? Choron, why have you suddenly become so nice to me? Are you worried about me because I was sick?"



    



    "Your words make me reconsider this. Just drink water."



    



    I wanted to at least pretend to welcome a guest, but his tongue ruins everything.



    



    I narrowed my eyes and looked at him askance, but Sa Gongwoo just smiled happily.



    



    "Choron, have you had breakfast already?"



    



    "What time is it? It's almost lunchtime."



    



    It's absurd to skip your own meal while preparing to feed others when there was a business to make a living. Of course, I'm not opening the restaurant to make a living, but just out of habit, but I decided and am doing this to satisfy my basic needs.



    



    In other words, I went to the market early in the morning and had a hearty breakfast of pork belly with fresh vegetables.



    



    "And why do you still have an empty stomach? Weren't you told to eat well and rest for a week?"



    



    "I'll eat seolleongtang. A little later, when the restaurant opens."



    



    "Really, you take such poor care of your body."



    



    Isn't physical strength important for a hunter, not just ability? And he looked so emaciated.



    



    "What did grandmother say? She said that food is the most important thing. Whatever a person does, they should be full, not skip meals, and come to eat. Don't you remember grandmother's words?"



    



    "I remember."



    



    "A person who said he was indebted to grandmother doesn't even listen to her words."



    



    "Grandmother grumbled exactly the same way. She said to go around having eaten."



    



    "...Wait."



    



    I stood up and went to the kitchen. I poured a bowl of boiling seolleongtang, put a portion of freshly cooked rice, and placed it all on the table closer to the kitchen.



    



    "Sit here and eat."



    



    "You said it was still early."



    



    "Just eat."



    



    I put a screen behind the chair so that no one would think we were already open if someone came. Seeing this, Sa Gongwoo quietly laughed and moved to the table.



    



    "Choron, you're very much like grandmother. Still so kind and caring to others. But don't do this in the future. The more exceptions you make, the more tired you get."



    



    "Even when I give food, you still complain. Just eat faster."



    



    I sharply replied, embarrassed because I understood the meaning of his words. Sa Gongwoo nodded and obediently began to eat seolleongtang with rice.



    



    I sat opposite and carefully examined Sa Gongwoo's face.



    



    Yesterday, just in case, I searched for the album.



    



    Although in an era when people usually took photos on mobile phones, they rarely printed photos, grandmother had a habit of choosing several photos from those taken during the year, printing them, and keeping them in an album every year.



    



    She said that an album full of photos would become a valuable memory in itself.



    



    Back then, I thought it was incomprehensible sentimentality, but now, remembering that it was the only thing that allowed me to see the already vague faces of my parents, I understood that grandmother was right. Although in most photos I was small in the center, held by my parents, I used these photos to remember their fading faces.



    



    For the first time in a long time, I took out the first album and, looking at the photos of my parents, grandmother, and myself as a child, I cried and laughed. After being immersed in old memories for a long time, I remembered why I had taken out the album and started looking for photos from when I was about five years old.



    



    It was about a year after my parents' death when I was living with grandmother. He said it was fourteen years ago, so it should be around that time.



    



    As if confirming this, it was hard to find a smiling face in the photos from that time. I was either crying or looking depressed. Maybe that's why there were fewer photos from the age of four or five than in other years.



    



    Flipping through the few available photos, I thought bitterly: "Ah, there's nothing." I hoped that there might be photos left, since he said he played with me, but maybe we were just acquaintances who sometimes ate together. There was no reason to specially photograph someone who just ate for free a few times.



    



    Thinking I had hoped in vain, I quickly flipped through the album, but suddenly stopped. I found a photo of a boy who was smiling widely, holding little me on his knees and looking at a tablet together.



    



    In photos that were obviously taken by grandmother, little me was holding the boy's hand and smiling, or sleeping in his arms, or eating together with him.



    



    This boy, whose image was buried in the deepest recesses of my memory due to my young age, seemed both unfamiliar and familiar.



    



    [6-year-old Roy and 19-year-old Gongwoo]



    



    Under the photo, I saw a brief note written in grandmother's handwriting.



    



    19-year-old Gongwoo.



    



    He was a handsome older brother even as a teenager.



    



    Although he looked smaller, thinner, more tired and nervous than the current Sa Gongwoo, his facial features, which hadn't changed much, made me think he was very handsome from the beginning.



    



    
      Indeed... he existed in the past. Somewhere in my life, there really was a person named Sa Gongwoo.
    

  
    It was surprising. I felt a little joy, a little regret, and a little resentment.



    



    When did he start being with me? And when did he stop being with me?



    



    I was curious to learn about the time spent with Sa Gongwoo, which definitely existed but which I didn't remember, and about the time when we weren't together.



    



    When I realized that the boy, so similar to Sa Gongwoo that there could be no doubt, hadn't forgotten grandmother and me, remembered and longed from some point in my past that I didn't remember until the present time, I felt an inexplicable heaviness.



    



    I wanted to ask.



    



    What memories do you keep? Why did a person who was so close that grandmother left photos suddenly disappear? If you remembered and missed all the time, why didn't you come? If you thought of leaving me everything you had, why didn't you think of appearing before me?



    



    If I had broken a little earlier... if Lee Dongjae had abandoned me a little earlier, before your death... would you have noticed me, unlike those who turned away from me?



    



    Although I put one photo in my pocket, showing little Sa Gongwoo and me, and I had countless questions for him, in the end, I couldn't take out the photo.



    



    Because if asking about the past, he probably has a reason why he can't speak first, and if asking about the future, it's something that existed only in my memory and these events haven't happened yet.



    



    Instead of taking out the photo or asking questions, I silently watched Sa Gongwoo, who was calmly eating.



    



    "Choron. Why are you looking at me with such a sad gaze?"



    



    "It's not a sad gaze, but a pitiful one. A gaze at a pitiful person who can't even eat properly. Grandmother said that the most pitiful person is one who can't eat."



    



    "Grandmother really did say that sometimes, but I feel like it wasn't quite in such a negative sense..."



    



    I looked at Sa Gongwoo, who was smiling with an indefinite expression, saying that it was more sympathy than such a negative scolding, and put a piece of radish kimchi on his spoon.



    



    Eat.



    



    Understanding the meaning of my gesture, Sa Gongwoo obediently put the kimchi in his mouth and started chewing.



    



    "Does this happen often, like yesterday?"



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who was eating with a better complexion than yesterday, carefully chewing his food, made a stupid sound and blinked.



    



    "Getting injured, coughing up blood, fainting... does this happen often?"



    



    "Well no, it just happens sometimes."



    



    What's the difference between "often" and "sometimes"? If "often" is seven out of ten, then is "sometimes" four out of ten? In the end, it still means that it happens frequently.



    



    "It's a job where you have to pay with your body, nothing can be done about it."



    



    Seeing my worsened expression, Sa Gongwoo awkwardly smiled and made an excuse that wasn't an excuse.



    



    "But now the mortality rate isn't as high as before."



    



    "That was too long ago. If it's happening now, then it's a problem."



    



    He said that before, they just threw bodies in first.



    



    In the beginning, when almost nothing was known about gates or awakened ones, when gates opened, they gathered people called awakened and just sent them there. It was like they were trying to capture gates with numbers, like in China.



    



    They say that in most cases, not only awakened ones with physical abilities were sent into gates, but also research or production-type awakened ones, just giving them some kind of weapon. Many said that the life of newly awakened ones without money, connections, or pull was like the life of a fly.



    



    Now, research is conducted on awakening abilities, and gates can be pre-measured for internal magical power to roughly estimate their difficulty. But even so, the internal environment of gates and what monsters will be there remain unknown, so the danger level is still high.



    



    "They say you're the team leader."



    



    "Huh? Yes, right?"



    



    "What kind of uncertain answer is that?"



    



    If you're the leader, then you're the leader, and if not, then not. Why is the answer in the form of a question?



    



    I looked at him askance, as at a strange person, and put another piece of kimchi on his plate.



    



    "The team members..."



    



    At the moment when I was about to ask if they were good people and if they could be relied upon, a faint sound was heard from somewhere.



    



    "Hm?"



    



    "What?"



    



    "No, some kind of sound... There! Again!"



    



    The sound was so faint that it could have been missed if not listening carefully, but it definitely didn't come from outside the restaurant. I looked around thinking "What is it?", and then leaned down and looked under the table.



    



    "Ah... this."



    



    Sa Gongwoo put down his spoon and unzipped the half-zipped leather jacket. Something small poked out from the gap.



    



    "...What is this?"



    



    "A gift for Choron."



    



    "..."



    



    "Picked it up on the way."



    



    "Take it back."



    



    In response to my calm and resolute answer, the kitten confined in Sa Gongwoo's jacket meowed "meow".



    



    "Why is it even in there?"



    



    "Surprise?"



    



    "This is crazy."



    



    The kitten, as if wanting to participate in the conversation, continued to meow "meow-meow".



    



    "It's amazing that I haven't noticed it until now."



    



    "It was sleeping all this time. Probably woke up hearing us talk."



    



    "Okay, enough. Who even brings animals to a restaurant? Remove it from here immediately."



    



    "But it's a gift?"



    



    "What kind of kitten can be a gift! And it's still small. Return it to its mother cat!"



    



    The kitten, which was no bigger than a fist, clearly hadn't been weaned yet.



    



    "It has no mother. The mother and other kittens, seemingly its siblings, died, and only this one was squeaking nearby. I thought of Choron and brought it."



    



    Sa Gongwoo proudly told about an act that definitely couldn't be praised. No, it was a kind of rescue act deserving praise, but still...



    



    "And why did you bring it to me?!"



    



    "If left there, it's the same as telling it to die..."



    



    "A very sad situation, but no means no!"



    



    Seeing my angry shout, Sa Gongwoo made a gloomy expression.



    



    "Master, please take care of me."



    



    He said, gently taking the kitten's small front paws and shaking them slightly, speaking in a gentle voice as if in a puppet show.



    



    "No. Take it back."



    



    "Nyaongi will be by the master's side so he won't be lonely, and will reliably protect you."



    



    Yeah, right, protect. I don't know what he was going to protect from, but I'd rather kill it myself than wait for it to grow up and protect me.



    



    "Let Sa Gongwoo, who picked it up, take responsibility!"



    



    "I can't. When I enter gates, it's a minimum of a week. During this time, there's no one to take care of it, and even if there was someone, I can't ask about this every time I enter gates."



    



    "Then why are you creating problems you can't be responsible for! Why are you dragging me into this and making me endure a headache! This is a restaurant. I can't keep it here even because of hygiene."



    



    "Meow-meow," the weak cry was pitiful, but a kitten in a restaurant is absolutely unacceptable.



    



    "Do you think I haven't had a dog or cat until now for no reason?"



    



    "Exactly."



    



    Sa Gongwoo nodded, scratching under the kitten's chin with his finger.



    



    "A person who understands this..."



    



    "You wanted to have one. You were very upset when grandmother said you couldn't."



    



    "..."



    



    "She said you couldn't because of the restaurant, but probably she thought it was too hard for you to take care of someone when you were little. Loving and caring are different things. Grandmother was a kind woman. She probably thought that even an animal is a life, and it's better not to have one if you can't take proper care of it."



    



    Honestly, if we had gotten an animal, we would have kept it at home, not in the restaurant, so the reason "can't because of the restaurant" wasn't very convincing. Back then, I just thought: "If grandmother says no, then it's no."



    



    I purely gave up on this idea after grandmother's rare decisive refusal and forgot about it. I didn't think that now I would have the opportunity to have an animal.



    



    "Both then and now, it's difficult to take care of it. I have to be in the restaurant all day, how can I keep it?"



    



    "People who keep animals don't spend 24 hours a day with them. Your home is right above the restaurant, so it's enough to just occasionally look in and check if everything is okay."



    



    A baby who has barely opened its eyes finds it difficult to survive alone in this world. It will die of hunger or be eaten by a wild animal or monster. Sa Gongwoo seemed to think that if instead it lives in a safe house and regularly gets food, it can live at least a little longer.



    



    "But still, it's so small, leaving it alone at home somehow..."



    



    "How long are you going to keep it close? Even dog and cat lovers don't hug them 24 hours a day. It will be tiring for them too if constantly cuddling and squeezing. During the day, you can leave it alone, and in the evening be together."



    



    "Hmm."



    



    Noticing that I had softened a bit, Sa Gongwoo quietly moved over to me and put the kitten in my hands. The kitten was so small and fragile that it easily fit in my palms.



    



    Feeling that the warmth from Sa Gongwoo's body had disappeared, the kitten started meowing "meow-meow".



    



    "But... why is it whining like this? Is it hungry?"



    



    The kitten with fluffy fur was warm and soft.



    



    Looking from above, its body looked tiny, with a big head and small torso. Very tiny paws and claws. Round ears and tail.



    



    
      Although I resolutely said I couldn't keep it, I feel my heart softening from its cuteness.
    

  
    I admit it.



    



    Honestly, my heart has already melted halfway, no, more than halfway.



    



    "Maybe... it's not hungry? I fed it a little on the way."



    



    "Really? But why is it whining? Maybe it's being fussy because it woke up? By the way, I don't know anything about cats. What should it be fed?"



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    "Should it be fed cat food? Or can it not eat food yet? Maybe we need to buy cat milk? What did you feed it before this?"



    



    "Hmmm..."



    



    "Sa Gongwoo. Are you sleeping with your eyes open? Why did you suddenly go silent?"



    



    "Ahem."



    



    "No, answer me. Hey, you."



    



    "Ha-ha."



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    "Oh, what a Beauty. Who is our Beauty such a cutie like?"



    



    When I gently tickled the spotted belly with my finger, the kitten lying on its back started wiggling all four paws.



    



    When I first brought it, I was very worried if I could properly raise a nursing kitten. But judging by the fact that its small teeth have already grown well and it chews well, fortunately, it seems the nursing period has already passed.



    



    I searched videos and the internet for information on what's needed to raise a kitten, and urgently bought a cat litter box, litter, food, canned food, treats, and other necessary things at the store to create basic conditions for keeping a cat.



    



    I thought it was some unexpected trial in my life, but after a few days, I became so attached to it that now I don't know what to do from adoration, even when it's just breathing.



    



    "Beauty. Brother has to go down again to take care of business."



    



    Her name is Beauty.



    



    She has gray-brown fur with clear spots and stripes on her forehead. Her bright eyes, red bean paste-colored nose, and small face demonstrated outstanding features. Looking at the kitten, which showed such incredible cuteness that it made me tremble, this name came to mind automatically.



    



    It was actually a bit difficult to determine the sex, but according to the method of determining sex found on the internet, if there are no testicles, it's a female.



    



    So Beauty. Following my surname, "Cho Beauty."



    



    Indeed, one couldn't think of a more suitable name.



    



    "I'll be back after the lunch shift, so be a good girl while I'm gone. Understood? Don't be sad that you're alone. Don't be upset, I'll be back soon. You can play with the toys by yourself, right?"



    



    I understand that I'm acting foolishly, but I'm sad to leave the little kitten alone. I want to carry her in my pocket, but if I'm not going to serve her fur as a garnish to a bowl of seolleongtang for customers, then that's out of the question.



    



    "Oh, I want to not open the restaurant, I want to stay with Beauty."



    



    She's cute when she sleeps, and cute when she moves. Cute when she yawned, cute when she ate food, even when she pooped - also cute. Even just watching when she's doing nothing, how she breathes, it's so cute, interesting, fun, and captivating that I can't take my eyes off.



    



    "Beauty. Brother is leaving. Really leaving? I'm really going?"



    



    The kitten, who was playing on the floor, not paying attention to whether I'm leaving or not, came running when she heard the sound of putting on shoes.



    



    When she runs on her short legs, it seems she still heavily controlled her body, and sometimes she got out of rhythm. I couldn't hold back a smile looking at her clumsy run.



    



    "Oh-oh, you can't go out the door. Our Beauty is so pretty that someone might steal you. Go play with toys and scratch your nose. Brother will be back soon."



    



    I carefully pushed away the fist-sized kitten and closed the door, afraid of hurting it. Although my heart is breaking from the "meow-meow" sound behind the door, it's soon opening time, and I don't have time for further affection.



    



    "Ah, I want to rest. I really want to just do nothing and rest, looking only at Beauty."



    



    Going down the stairs, I deeply thought about whether I really need to work today.



    



    Can't throw away the already cooked seolleongtang, so need to sell it quickly, and maybe skip the evening shift?



    



    Thinking about what's left of life if you live it so tensely, I saw someone's back.



    



    Freely flowing black hair, a beautiful nape confirming the saying that even the nape of handsome people is beautiful, broad shoulders, an impressive back in the shape of an inverted triangle, on which one just wanted to spread a blanket and lie down.



    



    The owner of this familiar figure was peering inside the restaurant.



    



    If the door doesn't open, one can simply understand that it's not yet working time, but he pressed against the glass door, putting his palm to his forehead to better see the restaurant from inside - a perfect image to complain about him.



    



    "What are you doing?"



    



    "Oh!"



    



    When I quietly approached from behind and asked, Sa Gongwoo jumped in surprise and turned around.



    



    "Why are you peeking into someone else's restaurant?"



    



    "What peeking. The restaurant door is locked, Choron is not visible, I was worried if something happened."



    



    "Instead of such worries, just come at opening time. Do you think I don't know when to open the restaurant?"



    



    I pushed Sa Gongwoo aside and opened the restaurant door. He stepped aside and quickly followed me inside.



    



    "Were you at home?"



    



    "Yes, well... for a short while..."



    



    I couldn't bring myself to say that I had prepared everything for work and went up briefly to look at Beauty.



    



    "Did you have breakfast?"



    



    "It's already lunchtime, your question is a bit late."



    



    "How's the kitten?"



    



    "Well, probably fine. I feed her and let her sleep, so she should be fine."



    



    I answered indifferently, as if I'm not at all worried about the cat, just feeding and putting her to sleep out of pity. I didn't want to talk about how I love and spoil her, after insisting that I wouldn't keep her at all, because it seemed like a loss for me.



    



    Sa Gongwoo smiled meaningfully in response to my words. It was a very unpleasant smile.



    



    "I wonder how she's doing. Won't you really show her?"



    



    "She's at home, so it's inconvenient now."



    



    "If we go up briefly and look..."



    



    "I have no desire to let strangers into my home, so wake up!"



    



    He's been trying to infiltrate my home under the pretext of the cat for several days now, but it's useless.



    



    "Am I a stranger to you?"



    



    "Of course, a stranger. Who else?"



    



    "...Indeed. A stranger."



    



    After a short silence, Sa Gongwoo smiled bitterly and nodded.



    



    "Why are you making such a gloomy face?"



    



    I didn't say anything bad, but somehow I feel guilty.



    



    "You're right. You can't let just anyone into your home."



    



    When you say this with such a face, I feel like I've done something wrong!



    



    "If you're so interested... a cat tower should be delivered today, why don't you come and assemble it."



    



    And you can see the kitten too, if you want.



    



    After these casually thrown words, Sa Gongwoo's face, which was gloomy, brightened.



    



    "Then let's do that? Assembly is quite a complicated matter. Choron shouldn't deal with this. Awakened ones are best suited for such physical work. You probably don't know yet, but awakened ones are very good at any physical work."



    



    "Just do your job and don't interfere."



    



    It seems another person similar to you has appeared.



    



    Like Sa Gongwoo earlier, I saw a person shaking the closed restaurant door, then pressing his face against the glass, peering inside, and sighed.



    



    "Either the area has become strange, or suddenly many strange people have appeared."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "It seems there are more and more people who ignore the stated working hours."



    



    I slightly moved Sa Gongwoo, who was standing leaning against the wall between the hall and the kitchen, and went out to the hall. There were about ten minutes left until opening time, but I decided to just open.



    



    "Welcome."



    



    "Long time no see."



    



    Charles Park, who said this with feigned seriousness, frowning his eyebrows, looked unhealthy today too.



    



    If this was our first meeting, I would have called the police, but unfortunately, it wasn't the first meeting, and after a joint visit to the police station, I roughly understood Charles's situation, so I couldn't treat him harshly.



    



    "Do you remember that we only have one dish on the menu?"



    



    "Of course."



    



    "Will seolleongtang do?"



    



    "Good choice."



    



    Although there's not much to choose from. I just decided to leave everything as is. I've long understood that it's easier to just accept this than to try to explain something to him.



    



    "Do you know each other?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who was pressed against the wall and furtively peeking into the hall, grabbed my arm and asked when I returned to the kitchen.



    



    "Not that we're closely acquainted... it's the customer's second visit?"



    



    "What? You scolded me for coming before opening, but you let him in so easily?"



    



    I looked back at Charles, who was sitting as if huddled in the farthest corner of the hall.



    



    "He... just leave him be."



    



    "And what does second time mean? I don't remember him coming here, actually he's my tea..."



    



    "He's sick."



    



    "What?"



    



    "What?"



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "What were you about to say just now?"



    



    "No, wait, what do you mean 'he's sick'?"



    



    "He has mental problems."



    



    On the day I called the police due to non-payment, the person who came as Charles's guardian was a pleasant-looking monk. He apologized repeatedly, paid the food bill, and took Charles away. He also left his contact number in case this happens again in the future. Judging by his habitual actions, this was clearly not the first such case.



    



    I thought the monk must have it very hard.



    



    
      Taking care of a stranger, not showing the slightest displeasure, although he's not even a relative. Maybe that's why he's a religious person?
    

  
    Although they say that society has stabilized to some extent after the Great Changes, the world was still one where gate breakthroughs occurred, monsters could appear at any time and place, and the house you live in could collapse in an instant. It was a world where it wouldn't be surprising at all to die tomorrow if you're particularly unlucky, and so most people lived with the goal of just surviving day by day.



    



    It became a natural phenomenon that elderly people without children, children without parents, and the weak with physical and mental disabilities were isolated and cast aside. Religious figures calling for altruism became rare, and social warmth faded. Orphanages and nursing homes managed at the state level were purely formal, and volunteering or donations from religious or private individuals were rare.



    



    And yet, like our grandmother and that monk, they still existed. People who thought of others and helped them.



    



    "It's such a good thing. But I don't like that I think about the meaninglessness of their actions."



    



    "What's good, and what's meaningless?"



    



    "Nothing. Just talking to myself."



    



    I put the seolleongtang and a bowl of rice on a tray and brought it to Charles.



    



    "You came again without having breakfast, right? Since customers have come, you sit down too and eat."



    



    "No, I'll eat a little later."



    



    Sa Gongwoo refused as soon as I finished speaking.



    



    "What nonsense. Customers will start coming soon. Eat quickly before it gets crowded."



    



    "No. I'll eat a bit later."



    



    "Then go out and sit. Why are you standing here and interfering?"



    



    "No, I'm very good here. I like it. Even though I see Choron's face now, I still miss it."



    



    He's talking nonsense, really.



    



    I looked askance at Sa Gongwoo, who was talking nonsense, and tried to drive him out to the hall, but at that moment the restaurant door opened and several people entered.



    



    "Cholsoo! I told you to go ahead and order, why are you eating here alone?"



    



    "Welco... me?"



    



    The person who entered the restaurant and addressed Charles was Cha Yeseung, whom I had once seen in the hospital. Behind her entered Ma Changgun - the kimchi villain, and the monk who was Charles's guardian.



    



    I tilted my head, looking at this group of seemingly completely unrelated people, and went out to the hall.



    



    "Hello, little brother."



    



    "Hello."



    



    "Give us food. We're hungry."



    



    "Are you all together?"



    



    "Yes. These are our team members that we're ashamed to show. You saw Changgun last time in the hospital. This is Monk Jayeon, and this guy is Cholsoo."



    



    "..."



    



    "Nice to see you again. Amitabha."



    



    "Ah, yes. Amitabha."



    



    I reflexively folded my hands and bowed in response to the monk's greeting.



    



    "So... the monk is also a hunter?"



    



    "Though unworthy, I strive for the good of the world."



    



    "Ah, yes."



    



    A Buddhist monk, who is forbidden to kill, hunts monsters. Is this some kind of radical part-time job?



    



    "Do you two know each other? What's with the exchange of glances, as if you know each other?"



    



    "We met once."



    



    "What? What? Everyone except me has already eaten seolleongtang here? Am I the only one who came here for the first time?"



    



    Although our first meeting was not at the seolleongtang restaurant, but at the police station, it seems other team members didn't know about this yet. When I looked at the monk, he kindly smiled and laughed.



    



    "By the way, why can't I see our team leader? Didn't he come here? I thought since he disappeared first, he's already here. Where did this person run off to?"



    



    Your team leader is over there.



    



    Instead of answering, I turned my head and looked towards the kitchen, and Sa Gongwoo, who was hiding behind the kitchen wall, appeared with an expression that's hard to describe in words.



    



    "Why did you come out from there?"



    



    "How noisy you are. Don't make such noise in someone else's establishment, just eat and leave."



    



    "It's strange to hear this from a person who freely walks around the kitchen of someone else's establishment."



    



    That's what I wanted to say myself.



    



    I gathered Sa Gongwoo and the noisy company, or rather, the company including the noisy Cha Yeseung, at one table and took their order.



    



    "Is everyone eating? Should I bring for the number of people?"



    



    "Yes, that would be good. Changgun, despite his appearance, is very picky about food, but he praised this place so much, saying it's very delicious here. I really wanted to come here."



    



    "For such a glowing review, you never came here again."



    



    "...Sca..."



    



    Ma Changgun, meeting my gaze, barely parted his lips and uttered only the syllable "sca".



    



    Sca? Does he want scallops?



    



    Indeed, a statement worthy of the kimchi villain.



    



    "Scary, he says. He wanted to come eat again, but Sa Gongwoo always quickly disappeared, so he was scared to come alone. He's shy and embarrassed around strangers. He does everything that absolutely doesn't suit his size."



    



    "Scary?"



    



    "They say you called him a thug and scolded him for eating only kimchi. Said this was a restaurant with a scolding grandmother?"



    



    "That's because he ate too... Wait, when did I scold?"



    



    I sharply asked Ma Changgun, not believing my ears, and the large man shrank, diligently avoiding my gaze.



    



    Indeed, as Cha Yeseung said, he did everything that absolutely didn't suit his physique.



    



    "Monk."



    



    I glanced at Ma Changgun, who was inconspicuously keeping his distance from me, getting water and kkakdugi (kimchi), and then approached the monk and quietly called him.



    



    "Should I remove the meat?"



    



    I didn't know if a monk could eat seolleongtang, but since he came, I was going to serve him too. I thought a little about what to do with the meat that's put in seolleongtang, and decided to ask anyway.



    



    To my question, the monk answered with his usual warm smile, so quietly that only I could hear.



    



    "Please put it on the bottom."



    



    "...Ah, on the bottom... We don't do toryeom. Then I'll put it with rice in a clay pot."



    



    I nodded, trying to hide my trembling pupils.



    



    I went to the kitchen, prepared seolleongtang and bowls of rice for the number of people, and specially for the monk, put a few pieces of meat on the bottom, pressing it down with rice on top.



    



    "This is heavy, let me."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who had followed me at some unknown time, stood at the kitchen entrance and took the tray from my hands.



    



    "Tell me honestly."



    



    "...What?"



    



    "When Charles came. You purposely didn't come out to the hall? Because you didn't want to say he's a member of your team."



    



    "..."



    



    "If other team members hadn't come, you wouldn't have said anything until the end, right?"



    



    "...Ahem."



    



    "Is it true that the team leader pretended not to know a member of his team?"



    



    "I didn't pretend... There just wasn't an opportunity to say."



    



    "There were many opportunities to say? Anyone would understand that you just pretended not to know him?"



    



    "...Eh, the seolleongtang will get cold. Let's go quickly."



    



    It seems the opinion of "team members they're ashamed to show" is shared not only by Cha Yeseung, but by all team members. Indeed, everyone has something shameful to show in public. The funny thing is that each excluded themselves and considered only other team members shameful. In my view, they're all birds of a feather.



    



    I went out to the hall, took the tray from Sa Gongwoo and placed stone bowls of seolleongtang in front of each person.



    



    "Wow, looks delicious."



    



    "The famous seolleongtang..."



    



    "The broth looks amazing!"



    



    In response to Cha Yeseung's noisy admiration, Ma Changgun quietly raised his thumb in agreement. The monk checked under the rice with a spoon and smiled softly, and Sa Gongwoo looked at his team members, made an expression as if he had a headache, and focused on eating.



    



    "So you're all on the same team?"



    



    "Yes, that's right. Did you make this kkakdugi, little brother? It's really delicious, as Changgun said."



    



    "Do you have more team members? Or is this all?"



    



    "These five are all. Little brother, don't you sell kkakdugi separately? If you did, I'd like to buy some."



    



    "No, we don't sell it."



    



    "Oh, what a pity."



    



    Cha Yeseung muttered that a business selling kkakdugi (kimchi) instead of seolleongtang could also be successful, but after Sa Gongwoo's remark to just eat quietly, she pouted and concentrated on the seolleongtang.



    



    I looked over the people who had quieted down, busy eating, and looked at Charles, who had neatly emptied his bowl of seolleongtang and was now sitting, huddled in the corner, with earphones in his ears.



    



    Charles.



    



    I think his surname was Park?



    



    "By the way, that person..."



    



    The people who were eating with appetite simultaneously raised their heads at my words. I wasn't addressing anyone in particular, but I didn't expect everyone to pay attention to me at once, and I was a bit taken aback.



    



    "Who?"



    



    "The one who came first. Is he also a team member... ?"



    



    Both Charles Park's manner of speech and his behavior. In general, he had many aspects that slightly went beyond the norm. Can such people be hunters, or do they hunt in a team with such people? This was a question that felt like concern about the future of this team.



    



    "Ah, Cholsoo?"



    



    "Not Charles, but Cholsoo?"



    



    "What Charles. Cholsoo."



    



    "Charles something Million? William? He said Park."



    



    "Eh, this guy. He behaves like this in this area too... I always say I'm so ashamed I can't go anywhere with him."



    



    Cha Yeseung sighed, chewing kkakdugi.



    



    "Park Cholsoo."



    



    "Charles Park. Then what's Million? Millian? What is it?"



    



    "Milyan Park Cholsoo. Try pronouncing it rolling your tongue."



    



    "Milyan Park Cholsoo."



    



    (t/n: the joke is that this name was changed to sound more "prestigious" or "foreign", but resulted in a ridiculous and funny combination. The pronunciation of this phrase, especially with an exaggerated "tongue roll", creates a comic effect as it sounds unnatural and absurd to Korean ears.)



    



    I quietly tried to pronounce it rolling my tongue, and when my face twisted, Cha Yeseung giggled.



    



    I admit it.



    



    Up to this point, I admitted partially, but now I admit one hundred percent.



    



    
      Indeed, these are people one would be ashamed to show anywhere.
    

  
    At first glance, it was clear that this was a gathering of people who were obviously not in their right mind, and those who seemed normal at first glance, but upon closer acquaintance turned out to be not quite normal. I wondered if such people were deliberately gathered, or if this was a side effect of the hunter profession. I began to worry about the future of those who had to enter gates and hunt with such team members, no... I began to worry about Sa Gongwoo's future.



    



    Moreover, if I recall the words of Cha Yeseung, who came before returning to the past...



    



    "Little brother! Hey, little brother!"



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "Why are you standing like a statue? Are we eating too well? Admiring?"



    



    It seems I was too lost in my thoughts, standing right next to the customers. I came to my senses when Cha Yeseung patted my arm, and shook my head.



    



    "Ah, I was just lost in thought for a moment. Sorry. I'll step away. Enjoy your meal."



    



    "No, you can watch us eat. By the way, can we have more kkakdugi?"



    



    "Yes, you can take it from there."



    



    "Delicious, very delicious. Changgun praised the kkakdugi so much that I even scolded him for it, but now I understand - it perfectly complements the seolleongtang. This needs to be eaten hundreds and thousands of times. It's so delicious that you can't scold for eating a lot."



    



    "...Eat in moderation."



    



    It seems the kkakdugi will run out right after opening.



    



     



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



     



    



    『Nom-nom, delicious? How cutely our Beauty eats.』



    



    Roy's smiling face filled the field of view.



    



    Actually, I hesitated for a long time before deciding to observe Cho Roy's face like this. I gave the cat to Roy, but separately from that, I pondered whether I could "look at him like this".



    



    I shouldn't. Of course, I shouldn't, but...



    



    I can't always be around, and Roy probably wouldn't allow it either. After several days of deliberation, I eventually justified myself, deceived and compromised, telling myself it was inevitable.



    



    Ah, what trash I am.



    



    Although I was tormented by self-deprecation, seeing Roy's expressions that he didn't show me, I thought that maybe being trash wasn't so bad after all.



    



    『Were you hungry? You're eating so well. Wow, if you eat like this, our Beauty will grow up quickly.』



    



    I wonder if Cho Roy knew?



    



    Did he know that he himself was cuter than the cat when he made such an expression, as if not knowing what to do from adoration, and spoke in a slightly childish voice.



    



    Sa Gongwoo secretly smiled, thinking that only he knew how Cho Roy looked at this moment, unless you put a mirror in front of him.



    



    He said "cat, cat," but secretly he had already given her a name. Even the way he pretended nothing was happening was cute.



    



    But Beauty... So the cat is female?



    



    For a moment I had doubts, but I didn't remember checking. Thinking that I would need to come again sometime and check, Sa Gongwoo intently watched the visible image of Roy, as if imprinting it in his memory.



    



    『Why is Beauty staring so intently at brother's face today? Suddenly noticed how handsome brother is?』



    



    In response to Roy's joke, the cat meowed "kyang," as if answering. Although it was just a cat sound, Roy laughed joyfully, as if it was something pleasant.



    



    『You've eaten, now play. Brother needs to prepare for evening work, so he's busy again. So busy that I think, why all this... Beauty, maybe brother should go on strike? I think, for what wealth and glory am I doing this, really digging the ground, no, digging grandmother's account to run this business, but is it worth wearing myself out... now I wonder, why am I even doing this at all.』



    



    Roy sighed, complaining like a person who suddenly lost all motivation, but then stood up, making an "usha" sound as if trying to cheer himself up.



    



    『But since I decided to do it, I have to do it. Sometimes I think, why rest, then I think, why work. Beauty, are you the same? Brother's soul is too complicated. I want to work in moderation and rest in moderation. Why is there no meaning of "in moderation" in this cursed restaurant work?』



    



    Ignoring Roy's complaints, the field of view suddenly rose, apparently the cat had climbed the cat tower. Looking down, I saw Roy raise his head and meet my gaze.



    



    『Did you like the cat tower? I'm glad I didn't make it in vain. You even climb to the very top well. Beauty, you're a brave cat, aren't you?』



    



    Roy reached out, stroked the cat meowing "kyang-kyang" and left the room.



    



    Follow him.



    



    I mentally transmitted this to the cat, who was licking and grooming her fur. The cat jumped up, leaped off the cat tower and ran on her short legs.



    



    The world from a low perspective seems unfamiliar, but fresh. Everything looks big and tall.



    



    The cat walked around every corner of the house with her small paws. She inspected the living room and even peeked into the master bedroom, which used to be grandmother's room. Nowhere was Roy, who had just disappeared, to be seen.



    



    Not finding Roy, the cat started loudly meowing "kyang-kyang" and wandering around the living room.



    



    『Beauty. Brother is here. I haven't gone downstairs yet.』



    



    Hearing the voice from the bathroom, the cat started constantly meowing in front of the bathroom door.



    



    Do cats always meow so constantly? It seems this will be too noisy to keep. If she meows like this 24 hours a day, will Roy be able to rest normally when he needs to? Maybe I was wrong to give him a cat? Maybe I should have looked for a quiet pet that doesn't whine?



    



    While I was briefly lost in thought, the bathroom door suddenly opened.



    



    『Why is Beauty crying so much today? Scared that brother disappeared? Brother needs to wash quickly and go downstairs again. If you wait quietly, I'll give you a treat.』



    



    It seemed to be a familiar situation, the cat obediently sat in front of the bathroom. In the cat's eyes, clear as glass marbles, a dazzling naked body was reflected.



    



    Twenty, no, nineteen. Despite being almost an adult age, still a small build. Especially the white skin that hasn't seen the sun. Unlike me, clean skin without a single scar. A body with no muscles at all, so obviously soft to the touch everywhere. Smooth lines from shoulders to chest, waist and hips. Light fuzz on the body and between it, a visible small pink piece of flesh that undoubtedly has never been used.



    



    "Oh!"



    



    Sa Gongwoo sharply inhaled and coughed loudly.



    



    "...What's wrong?"



    



    "What, ahem, what? Why? What?"



    



    Cha Yeseung, who was sleeping sprawled on the couch, sleepily opened her eyes and looked around. Sa Gongwoo quickly interrupted the shared vision, awkwardly coughed and tensed up.



    



    "I just asked why such a sigh... Eh? Why such a violent reaction? Strange."



    



    Cha Yeseung squinted and stared intently at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "You're the strange one. Stop talking nonsense, if you have nothing to do, go home and sleep there. When entering gates, everyone complains they want to rest, but when there's time to rest, why does everyone come to the office?"



    



    "Lying at home or in the office is the same! But if you lie at home, you're unemployed, and if you lie in the office, you're getting paid! It's much nicer to be a salary recipient than unemployed!"



    



    "...Agreed."



    



    Ma Changgun, who was lifting dumbbells in the corner of the office, quietly supported Cha Yeseung's words.



    



    "Don't talk like office workers when you don't even get a salary. Everyone, disperse!"



    



    "What's with the sudden dismissal? And these unexpected lectures. Suspicious, very suspicious."



    



    "Are you still not awake?"



    



    "No, really suspicious. Your expression right now is just like..."



    



    "Again trying to make me look strange."



    



    "Yes, exactly that expression. When was it? Last time when I brought snacks to your dormitory. Cholsoo, who was enjoying his personal time in the room, was caught red-handed by me and sat with exactly the same expression."



    



    "Khe, annoying girl. I can't believe you still remember that."



    



    "Look how he talks to his older sister. No manners at all. Should rip out that tongue. Come here, pup."



    



    "You devil! Evil of society!"



    



    Park Cholsoo, who was sitting on the opposite couch reading a comic book, jumped up with a shout and ran outside. It seemed he was running not so much from anger as simply not wanting to get his just deserts.



    



    "Eh, when will he become human."



    



    Cha Yeseung clicked her tongue and turned to Sa Gongwoo. Under her piercing gaze, Sa Gongwoo awkwardly coughed and turned away, looking out the window.



    



    "You probably weren't watching porn in the office."



    



    "I'm an extremely rational person with normal moral principles..."



    



    "Mr. Sa, are you wearing the ring artifact you got in the previous gates?"



    



    "..."



    



    "You gave up your personal share to get this trash that's not even worth its money. What's its effect?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Taming."



    



    Instead of the silent Sa Gongwoo, Ma Changgun quickly answered.



    



    "Yes, taming. Recently Mr. Sa gave a cat to the younger brother from the seolleongtang restaurant, right?"



    



    "...Ah, I'm feeling a bit hungry, maybe I should go eat?"



    



    "It's only been two hours since lunch. Sit down, bastard."



    



    "Not hungry, but, on the contrary, feeling heavy. I'll go for a walk."



    



    "If you run away, I'll take it as an admission and tell everything to the younger brother from the seolleongtang restaurant."



    



    Cha Yeseung threateningly said to Sa Gongwoo, who was trying to leave inconspicuously. Sa Gongwoo, who had already stood up, obediently sat back down.



    



    "Although you can't control the tamed animal or monster like a puppet, you can give commands: attack, hide, run, go in a certain direction, come back. But it doesn't give new abilities or make them stronger, so it's no more than the level of a well-trained dog. Taming, which is almost useless in combat, is most useful for reconnaissance. The reason is..."



    



    "Shared vision."



    



    "Changgun, correct."



    



    Ma Changgun, who was usually silent and seemed slow-witted, seemed particularly talkative today.



    



    "In this sense, team leader Sa."



    



    Cha Yeseung called Sa Gongwoo in a serious tone, lowering her voice.



    



    "What did you see?"



    



    "I'll exercise my right to remain silent."



    



    "Even if you remain silent, you won't be able to escape my sharp intuition. Judging by the fact that your face is red, you're coughing and trying to distract, you... saw something indecent."



    



    
      "...!"
    

  
    "Ah, you were peeking at someone's private scene and..."



    



    "Hey, you! How can such a thing come out of a woman's mouth!"



    



    "What's wrong with masturbation! What does it have to do with being a man or woman? Is it a privilege only for men? Did you rent this right? Want to fight me like girls?"



    



    "Okay, let's do it. Do as much as you want. Equally, until you get tired."



    



     



    



    "Are you sexually harassing me right now? Ah, I should file a complaint."



    



    "Hey, you little bitch."



    



    When Sa Gongwoo made an irritated expression, Cha Yeseung giggled.



    



    "Crazy idiots. How did it happen that there's not a single normal person among you?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo ran his hand over his face as if washing it and sighed deeply.



    



    Reality is too heavy.



    



    Although hunting in gates was hard, everyday life with team members was almost as hard.



    



    "Peeking secretly is good, but be careful so that the little brother doesn't notice. And when you share vision, your eyes lose focus, and you look very stupid, so don't do it on the street. Better do it when you're alone. And if you feel like it, you can enjoy the sight yourself too."



    



    "Today one of us two will die. Tomorrow someone will definitely be on the memorial table."



    



    When Sa Gongwoo rolled up his sleeves and stood up, Cha Yeseung, sensing trouble, jumped up and leaped over the couch. Using the couch as a shield, Cha Yeseung shouted with an offended look:



    



    "Ay, why? It's advice, advice!"



    



    "I'm just worried! I can't always be around, and Choron has become very sensitive lately and wary of those who hang around! So I just wanted to make sure everything was okay, even in this way! I just wanted to check because if something happens, I need to run to help right away! Did you misunderstand my good intentions?"



    



    "Yes, yes. You worry, check, protect and enjoy it at the same time. In a word, you're a pervert-voyeur."



    



    "It won't work. I'll have to fight a girl like girls do. Today I'll throw away all my principles."



    



    "Whyyyy. I told the truth, so whyyyyyy!"



    



    Cha Yeseung screamed and jumped out the window. Sa Gongwoo, feeling the gust of wind, called out: "Ma Changgun."



    



    "Get ready to set the memorial table tomorrow."



    



    Saying this, Sa Gongwoo followed Cha Yeseung through the window.



    



     



    



    5



    



     



    



    'Yes, that really happened.'



    



    As if waiting for a break, I remembered old events, looking at the person entering the restaurant right after the last lunch customer left.



    



    "Mr. Cho Roy?"



    



    "Yes, I'm Cho Roy."



    



    "My name is Park Gonyeong. I'm Yoon Seungkyu's lawyer."



    



    Last time I just blinked my eyes, not understanding what was going on. I didn't know who Yoon Seungkyu was, and I didn't understand why a lawyer suddenly appeared.



    



    If he had said it was the culprit of the incident with grandmother, I would have understood immediately, but this lawyer didn't explain everything simply and in detail.



    



    I didn't understand then, but now, thinking about it, I suppose the purpose was probably to establish psychological superiority. It was clear even from the arrogant and businesslike expression on this person's face standing in front of me now.



    



    "Yoon Seungkyu. The man who killed grandmother, right?"



    



    "It was an accident."



    



    It wasn't an accident, but a crime, but I didn't point this out, as the lawyer's word games hadn't even begun yet.



    



    "Currently, Mr. Yoon Seungkyu is experiencing strong feelings of guilt and suffering. He shows signs of psychological instability and is struggling to cope with daily life."



    



    I remembered the past, looking at the face of the lawyer who began to prepare the ground and speak.



    



    At that time, I was in such a state that tears welled up in my eyes at the thought of grandmother. I shouted at the lawyer, bursting into tears:



    



    "Why do something you'll have to apologize for later? What did he do wrong to kill our grandmother? Because he hit grandmother and ran away, our grandmother couldn't even get to the hospital and died on the spot. And now that he's been caught, he's supposedly repenting? If he repents, why send a lawyer? Where is this person's family, why is a lawyer coming? Grandmother said that if a child makes a mistake, it means the parents raised them poorly. If it's this person's mistake, it's also his parents' mistake, so where are his parents? Does he really think he did something wrong? Money? Who's asking for money? We don't need your money, bring back our grandmother!"



    



    The lawyer, who silently watched me, too excited to talk, crying and shouting, said he would come again later and left.



    



    A few days later, the lawyer came again, this time with people who introduced themselves as the criminal's parents. They said they truly deeply regret, that it's all their fault for raising their son poorly, that if I say to beat them, they'll accept the beating, if I say to kneel, they'll kneel. And this middle-aged couple, without waiting for my words, burst into tears and knelt down, bowing their heads.



    



    Is this the feelings of parents caring for their child?



    



    I had no desire to forgive the one called the criminal, but separately from that, I felt uncomfortable looking at his parents.



    



    In a restaurant where customers could come at any moment, to make a couple the age of my parents kneel and look down on them? Although I didn't ask them to do this, if someone else saw this scene, I would definitely be judged. A situation where I become the bad guy if I don't forgive them.



    



    The lawyer standing aside as an observer and exerting pressure, the middle-aged couple kneeling on the floor and crying, and me, still immature.



    



    I couldn't handle the pressure created by this delicate confrontational situation. When I came to my senses, as if led by the situation, I had already written something like an agreement or petition stating that the criminal repents and asks for lenient punishment.



    



    The criminal, emphasizing that his actions were not intentional, that he repents sufficiently, and that he reached an agreement with the deceased's family, did not receive a long sentence despite killing a person. Moreover, he claimed insanity and received a reduced sentence.



    



    I regretted my stupidity. But the regret didn't end there.



    



    The criminal was released from prison in less than six months. His release was justified by deteriorating health and exemplary behavior. Release for exemplary behavior after less than six months of imprisonment is a reason that even a passing dog wouldn't believe.



    



    I found out later, but the father of the criminal Yoon Seungkyu was the head of a fairly well-known guild operating in the metropolitan area. Although it wasn't one of the best guilds in Korea, it was a guild of the level "Ah, that guild?", which many could recognize, falling slightly short of major guilds but definitely above the level of small and medium guilds.



    



    There were times when power belonged to the military, there were times when state power prevailed, there were times when the influence of businessmen was strong, but the final point of power became the awakened, and among them - hunters.



    



    Although they said society had stabilized, the world was still under threat from monsters, and gates continued to appear. It was a world where an entire region could be destroyed by monsters if hunters didn't act. Ordinary people naturally became cautious towards hunters, trying to please them and not irritate them.



    



    Probably, Yoon Seungkyu's father had the greatest influence on his early release.



    



    Moreover, the middle-aged couple who came with the lawyer, knelt down and cried, weren't even Yoon Seungkyu's parents. The lawyer hired actors for money and put on a show in front of me, and people who had nothing to do with the case got paid for acting out a tearful scene in front of me.



    



    If the released Yoon Seungkyu hadn't come specially to laugh at me and mock me, I wouldn't have even thought to figure out the real state of affairs and would have remained deceived to the end. I would have thought he was serving his sentence in prison, not even suspecting that he was free and enjoying life.



    



    "Let's sit down first."



    



    I told him to sit anywhere free, and I cleared the table where the last customer ate. I stacked the plates, put them in the sink and brought a glass of water.



    



    "Ah, thank you."



    



    "This is for me. If you want water - it's self-service here. There's a water filter there, drink if you need to."



    



    I demonstratively drank cold water in big gulps, and for the first time, an expression appeared on the lawyer's face.



    



    "Ahem. First of all, let me express my deep condolences for the unfortunate incident."



    



    "Indeed deep condolences, as I feel."



    



    I responded with an ambiguous wordplay to words that didn't feel sincere.



    



    "I understand the painful feelings of the deceased's family. Having lost a close person, you must be very upset. Mr. Yoon Seungkyu also blames himself, repents and deeply realizes his responsibility for this incident."



    



    "Then he should diligently serve his punishment. Although I don't understand why he blames himself, repents and realizes responsibility only after he's been caught."



    



    "All this time, Mr. Yoon Seungkyu's condition hasn't been the best either. Due to the previous incident, Mr. Yoon Seungkyu also received psychological trauma and couldn't lead a normal life."



    



    "You keep saying 'incident, incident', but it's not an incident, it's a crime. Usually, they say 'murder', not 'murder incident'. I don't think an educated person like you doesn't know this. Maybe you're less educated than you seem?"



    



    "...It seems my visit has caused you unpleasant feelings, Mr. Cho Roy."



    



    
      "No. I'm not bothered by your visit, but by your word games. Don't beat around the bush, say what you want to say. Briefly, clearly and concisely."
    

  
    I emphasized "briefly, clearly and concisely," tapping my fingers on the table as if in rhythm. The lawyer, who had been silently looking at me, put on an obviously business-like smile.



    



    "You're very different from what I heard."



    



    "It seems you conducted reconnaissance before your visit. Of course, it's easier to attack that way. And what did they tell you? That I can't speak harshly to others, can't refuse if someone asks for something, easily give in if someone shows tears, and immediately open my heart if someone whispers pleasant words - an easy prey for deception? Didn't they give advice? For example, to pretend to be miserable or win my heart with sympathy?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Grandmother lived like that. She always smiled and treated people with kindness, regardless of what they said behind her back. I was raised that way too. But this killer destroyed everything. He changed my life, my character, my values. When I say it like this, it seems like he did something really great."



    



    "Yoon Seungkyu deeply regrets that..."



    



    "Whether he regrets it or not - it doesn't concern me. Everything has already happened, grandmother died, I was left alone. It's just you and me here. Let's get to the point."



    



    I don't want to listen to empty words about repentance. Moreover, what's the point of repentance spoken not by the person himself, but by a lawyer? Even if he sincerely repented, it wouldn't bring back my dead grandmother.



    



    And I guarantee that this bastard doesn't repent. If he were capable of that, he wouldn't have killed a person in the first place. He wouldn't have run away after hitting and wouldn't have sent a lawyer immediately after arrest to negotiate an agreement.



    



    "Don't you have a point? Did you just come to look at my face? Or to bring superficial apologies?"



    



    "My client wants to reach an agreement."



    



    This client is probably not Yoon Seungkyu.



    



    Most likely, the lawyer's client is Yoon Seungkyu's father, the head of a well-known guild.



    



    Perhaps due to public opinion, Yoon Seungkyu's father never appeared personally. Moreover, his name or the guild's name were never mentioned anywhere. Yoon Seungkyu's father retreated into the shadows and acted only through the lawyer, so much so that if Yoon Seungkyu, upon release from prison, hadn't come to me to laugh and tell everything, I would have never known anything till the end.



    



    He wanted this case to be resolved quickly, quietly, and cleanly.



    



    He blocked information so that his name and the guild's name wouldn't become known to the deceased's family and the public, and at the same time used his influence to achieve the mildest punishment possible, and probably forced the police and prosecution to remain silent.



    



    Now I understand that from his point of view, an agreement with the deceased's family was unnecessary but necessary.



    



    It was necessary to silence the deceased's family as quickly as possible to reduce contacts with the criminal and naturally reveal less information about him.



    



    "Yoon Seungkyu's side is ready to provide maximum compensation to Mr. Cho Roy. You lived with your grandmother, right? Living alone in such a remote area can be dangerous, if you want, we can arrange a move to the city center..."



    



    "Uncle."



    



    At my address, the lawyer's eyebrows twitched for a moment.



    



    "Do you think we live in such an area because we don't have money?"



    



    "..."



    



    Probably, my words seemed strange to him. After all, it's usually thought that if a person has money, they live in the center of Seoul, and the less money, the further from the center they have to live.



    



    I stood up from the chair, taking it in my hands, staring intently at the lawyer who momentarily fell silent, trying to understand my intentions. Without taking my eyes off him, I forcefully threw the chair at the front window.



    



    "What..."



    



    The glass, which should have shattered, remained intact, and the chair bounced off with a dull thud and rolled across the floor.



    



    "This is reinforced glass for protection against monsters. Recently, I spent 200 million won to completely replace it. On the stairs leading to the second floor, the latest protective door is also installed and locked. I couldn't live peacefully, worrying about what kind of madman might do what. In this lousy area, in a building that could collapse at any moment, I installed such things, and you still think we live here due to lack of money?"



    



    "..."



    



    "I've lived here for fifteen years. My grandmother lived here twice as long as me. And all this time we lived normally, without problems, nothing happened. The only bad thing that happened to us was committed by that killer you came to defend."



    



    "If you name the desired amount, we will try to satisfy it as much as possible."



    



    Sensing that reality was very different from his expectations and the situation, the lawyer wiped the smile off his face and spoke in a business-like tone.



    



    "We will also pay for the replacement of protective glasses and doors."



    



    "..."



    



    "Do you want an apology? If you don't mind, Yoon Seungkyu's family would like to come together next time and offer an apology..."



    



    "No."



    



    "Are you not willing to agree?"



    



    "I said no apologies are needed. Why should I listen to obviously insincere apologies with clear motives? Besides, how can I be sure that the people who come as family are really his family and not strangers? Will they bring a family relationship certificate and IDs?"



    



    "..."



    



    The probability that the killer's parents would come in person, even upon reconsideration, was 0%. Most likely, they would hire actors for money again. I had no desire to see completely unrelated people kneeling before me again.



    



    "Agreement... Yes, agreement. I agree."



    



    In any case, there won't be a fair sentence, and even if there is, he won't serve the full term. It's clear that he'll be out in less than six months, whether I agree or not. Moreover, if I don't agree, it's unknown what methods Yoon Seungkyu's father will use to harass me.



    



    He sent a lawyer, and even after refusal, sent actors pretending to be parents to kneel. What's next, I don't know, but they might resort to force. I could be beaten on the street by strangers, another robbery could occur, or a sanitary inspection could come to the restaurant.



    



    "Compensation amount... Maybe let's take about 5 billion won?"



    



    "Are you naming this amount without thinking? Or do you really intend to receive this amount? Maybe you mean negotiating the compensation amount?"



    



    For the first time, the lawyer seriously reacted to my words.



    



    "Grandmother's life is not a bunch of lettuce at the market, what negotiations can there be here. It seems you're bargaining for a human life."



    



    "It seems to me that Mr. Cho Roy is trying to profit from compensation."



    



    "You're very much mistaken. I don't need your money. I have enough to live well without it. 5 billion? No, even if you offered 10 billion, I wouldn't exchange it for grandmother. You can not give money, better bring my grandmother back alive, can you?"



    



    "Even if you go to court, you won't be able to get such an amount. At best, it will be 100 million won."



    



    Ha, 100 million.



    



    100 million for killing a person.



    



    For these people, another person's life is worth only that much. They think that the lives of people who run such a run-down restaurant in this lousy area are worth a maximum of 100 million.



    



    They probably thought that deceiving an inexperienced child would be as easy as picking their nose, but what now?



    



    Since I've already been deceived once and returned, I'm left with only a negative feeling, and now, even if not the killer's parent but his grandfather came and knelt, I wouldn't care at all about others' opinions, and even if he cried and repented, I have no desire to understand the criminal's feelings.



    



    "Money is a relative concept. It changes depending on the person, situation, and time. For me, it's money I don't necessarily need to receive, but for your client - money he wants to give. For an ordinary person, 5 billion is an amount they might not be able to save in a lifetime, but for a hunter, it's an amount that can be earned in a month."



    



    "Mr. Cho Roy. Contrary to your words, it seems you have no intention of agreeing..."



    



    "Uncle. I'm not finished speaking yet. Even if you have something to say, listen to me till the end. When I'm done, your desire to say something might change."



    



    The lawyer made a sound that was either a smirk or a snort and crossed his arms. He nodded, leaning back in his chair, as if saying "continue."



    



    He looked as if he was watching the game of a young man not yet twenty. It doesn't matter whether he really considers me insignificant or is trying to pressure me in this way.



    



    I just mumbled words that came to my mind, words I couldn't say before, words I went over dozens and hundreds of times, thinking that if I could go back to that time, I would say exactly this, regretting why I didn't say a word then.



    



    "I have one more condition for the agreement. That this killer doesn't come to this area after release. That we have no chance of meeting. That I can't even see him from afar. That he doesn't exist within a 100-meter radius of me. And even if by some miracle we bump into each other on the street, that he doesn't show in any way that he knows me."



    



    "This is ridiculous."



    



    "No. It's not that ridiculous. Even if we reach an agreement, it's still murder, and it would be normal if he served several years before getting out. But my intuition tells me that this bastard will get out earlier."



    



    "..."



    



    "If I didn't know, that would be one thing, but if he gets out early and deliberately catches my eye? Even if I agreed to the settlement, if I see this killer again sooner than I expected, I'll get angry. Then I'll start investigating the situation, asking people, and the case they wanted to quietly settle will surface again, and naturally, people will become interested in this case."



    



    "It's good that you think deeply and worry, but aren't you going too far? Soon you'll start predicting events decades from now."



    



    
      "It would be good if it were decades from now, but unfortunately, it seems to me that this will happen within a year. If my assumptions are correct, at some point your client won't be able to avoid attention either. Considering all this, isn't it better if I just quietly, slowly, gradually forget about this, no, I can never forget, but at least live without remembering this killer? Shouldn't your client welcome my words in such a situation? Am I not right?"
    

  
    "Mr. Cho Roy. Excuse me for saying this, but do you know how many people die every day? We live in a world where someone around us dies every day. Yesterday someone died in the house across the street, today someone in the neighboring house. Death has become commonplace. Do you think that in such a world, someone will be interested in your grandmother's death?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "What?"



    



    "Yes. I think they will be interested."



    



    The lawyer let out an incredulous chuckle in response to my confident answer.



    



    "An elderly woman died on the outskirts of the city. It's news that will be forgotten in 5 seconds. But if you add something interesting before and after this story, won't the situation change? You know, looking at what hunters have been doing lately, they're very similar to politicians. They commit all kinds of crimes, but always end with phrases like 'for peace, for civilians'. However, ordinary people look at hunters as celebrities. They welcome them, envy them, want them to be morally clean. It's strange, when politicians do something wrong, people say: 'Are there any clean ones among politicians? They're all the same.' But when hunters make mistakes, they are strongly criticized. If some dirty deed surfaces, it's discussed again and again, and they're pursued for life."



    



    "Why suddenly talk about hunters?"



    



    "Just came up in conversation."



    



    I shrugged indifferently, and the lawyer looked intently at my face. It seemed he wanted to somehow understand what was hidden behind my expression.



    



    "...Do you know my client?"



    



    "And who is your client?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Listen. Don't try to probe me. Just decide whether you'll agree or not. I've stated my two conditions, and as I've already said, I'm not going to compromise or bargain, so don't try to be clever."



    



    More important than the money for the agreement was that I never see that bastard killer again. It can't be said that he served a lawful punishment by sitting only a few months, but I couldn't take personal revenge either. Unlike this bastard killer, whose father was the head of a well-known guild, I was just a nobody.



    



    If I could live the rest of my life without seeing him, if I could live without hearing his name and not seeing him, unless I specifically look for it - that would be enough.



    



    After ten years of living with grief, anger, and a sense of loss due to grandmother's death, only resignation remained. It could be called escape. I wanted to find peace.



    



    "I'll make a call for a minute."



    



    The lawyer's face changed after my words and he went out of the restaurant. He talked on the phone for a long time, covering his mouth with his hand and watching me through the glass.



    



    "We accept Mr. Cho Roy's conditions."



    



    Said the lawyer, returning after the conversation.



    



    "You say it as if you're doing me a favor. I don't care whether you accept them or not."



    



    "Please name the account for the transfer. I'll transfer the money right away."



    



    Despite my sarcasm, the lawyer continued the business without changing his expression. I named the number of some unused bank account, and he made a transfer from his phone, gesturing for me to check.



    



    "5 billion won as compensation. And an additional 500 million won for replacing the glass and installing a security door."



    



    As he said, the account showed a receipt of 5.5 billion won. The sender was listed as lawyer Park Gonyeong, it seems his client wanted to hide his identity until the end.



    



    Although he probably didn't expect to get a signature today, a pre-prepared agreement appeared from his bag. At the same time, we argued about whether to include phrases like "I ask for leniency" or "I don't demand punishment" in the lawyer's tricks.



    



    I agree to a settlement, but I don't ask for leniency. I won't sue, but that doesn't mean I absolve him of guilt. In any case, whether we include such phrases or not, Yoon Seungkyu will probably get a light punishment. That's why I didn't want to write phrases with such subtext.



    



    After long arguments and nervous battles, the lawyer, sighing, put the signed agreement in his bag.



    



    "With this, the agreement is completed."



    



    "Seems so."



    



    "Whatever you know, Mr. Cho Roy, it's better to keep your mouth shut. That's why my client willingly paid compensation."



    



    "I would advise you to worry more about shutting the mouth of that bastard killer than about me. And if you want me to be silent, I hope you remember my second condition. I hope that in the future, neither this bastard killer nor anyone associated with him who might remind me of him will catch my eye."



    



    "Your words have changed."



    



    "And whose pocket did the money for the agreement come from? It's unlikely to be money from that bastard killer's account. I wonder if he ever earned money with his own hands? Probably, he hasn't earned not just 5 billion, but even 50 won. The fact that this bastard went unpunished after murder is thanks to his parents and connections, right? Therefore, I'll probably be allergic even to the sight of your guild's emblem. Maybe you should make this area a forbidden zone for your guild? Anyway, even if gates open here, your guild won't have to come here."



    



    "...What guild?"



    



    "You can continue pretending you don't know. But remember that I said it clearly. I don't know anything about personal affairs or inevitable circumstances, so don't say anything else later."



    



    "We got what we wanted. There's no more need to consider Mr. Cho Roy or follow you. Are you okay with that?"



    



    "Why? Do you want to put me in an uncomfortable position? Maybe we should both become uncomfortable?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Or are you going to commit another murder?"



    



    "You're saying scary things."



    



    "In a world where people suddenly enter restaurants and commit murders, killing one ordinary person to shut his mouth is a trifle, isn't it?"



    



    "Once again, I ask you to be careful with your words."



    



    "Don't forget that you too are among the people associated with this bastard."



    



    The lawyer nodded in response to my words about not meeting again and stood up.



    



    "I wish you all the best."



    



    "Oh, don't say such greetings. Somehow it sounds like you intend to make everything bad for me. Your people must be very rude."



    



    I exaggeratedly shuddered and made a grimace. The lawyer gave me a warning look and left the restaurant. I silently watched his receding back.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    The restaurant after closing fell silent.



    



    Moonlight dimly illuminated the dark room of the restaurant.



    



    Having finished cleaning and turned off the lights, I was sitting in the empty restaurant when I suddenly remembered about the soju that grandmother used to hide.



    



    Although the restaurant didn't sell alcohol, grandmother sometimes sat alone in the restaurant after closing and drank a glass or two of soju. When I came down to the restaurant, expecting grandmother who didn't come, the sight of her back, sitting alone and drinking, seemed so sad that it was difficult to talk to her.



    



    Grandmother never told me that she was having a hard time or was sad. She didn't even show it. How could she not have felt tired even once, having lost her son and daughter-in-law, raising a small grandson alone and running a business with rude customers? But grandmother never showed me that.



    



    It was for my sake. Because if she broke down, I would have faltered too. For my sake, grandmother was always there, unchanging and constant. Swallowing her sadness, loneliness, and difficulties alone.



    



    It seems that even at a young age, I felt that I shouldn't interfere with grandmother's time. I sat, huddled in a corner, watching her back for a while, and then quietly went up home and pretended to be asleep. Then grandmother, having finished her short rest, would come up and sit by my bedside, stroking my forehead.



    



    "Our Choroni, how good you are. Whose grandson could be so good and beautiful."



    



    Her rough hand long stroked my forehead and cheeks. Although her hands were wrinkled and rough, I really liked feeling their warmth.



    



    I thought I would learn to drink from grandmother when I turned twenty. I thought that then grandmother would no longer drink lonely alone, and we could sit across from each other and share this time.



    



    I sit in the same place where grandmother sat alone, tilting a glass of soju, and I too alone fill a glass. My silhouette is probably similar to grandmother's silhouette, which looked so lonely and sad.



    



    I tilted the soju bottle, half empty, apparently left after grandmother drank. With a gurgling sound, the clear liquid filled the small glass. I twirled the glass in my hand and carefully brought it to my lips. Fearlessly tipping it back in one gulp, I felt the sharp smell of alcohol instantly spread in my mouth and nose.



    



    "Ugh."



    



    I almost spit it all back out. Reflexively swallowing the liquid, I regretted not spitting it out immediately.



    



    "Khe, ugh..."



    



    After gagging, I opened my mouth wide and took several deep breaths in and out. The smell of alcohol in my mouth was so strong that it was difficult to breathe.



    



    "Ah, I couldn't drink soju after all."



    



    I remembered too late that I wasn't a soju lover, but a beer lover.



    



    Although I said I would learn to drink from grandmother when I turned twenty, my first experience with alcohol was much later than planned. I remember it was about a year and a half from this moment, at a company dinner at the monster processing plant. That's when I first tried soju and realized it wasn't to my taste.



    



    "Come to think of it, grandmother drank this strong stuff well."



    



    
      How many glasses did she drink? Was grandmother a strong drinker?
    

  
    With a start, I quickly went to the kitchen and prepared a fried egg. Although the smell of alcohol usually dissipates quickly, the residual taste of soju in my throat stubbornly persisted and didn't want to disappear.



    



    Only after I quickly ate the fried egg could I breathe a sigh of relief.



    



    "Even if I try again, it's still not to my taste."



    



    Although I had returned to a younger and stronger body, my throat still rejected soju. Feeling cold sweat breaking out, I wiped my cool forehead with my hand.



    



    "Was grandmother having such a hard time that she drank this?"



    



    Or maybe she unexpectedly liked soju?



    



    "I wanted to create an atmosphere, but it didn't work out."



    



    I meaninglessly twirled the soju bottle and refilled the empty glass.



    



    "Grandmother, forgive me, although I'm not yet twenty, but there's very little left. Even though my body has become younger, my mind has lived to thirty years. Besides, I've been through so much. I've experienced both the bitterness and sweetness of life."



    



    This can be called compressed experience, I suppose.



    



    I tipped back the glass of soju into my throat again and grimaced, making a "khe" sound. Looks like I'll have to prepare a few more fried eggs.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    "Uaaaa!"



    



    Ma Changgun blocked with his shield the huge claw that whistled through the air.



    



    "Ah, this damn scorpion. So much trouble."



    



    Cha Yeseung, who had quietly snuck up from behind but was thrown back by the tail strike, grumbled irritably.



    



    It was a scorpion, but the scorpion glowing before them was the size of a dump truck.



    



    The shell, clearly tougher than steel, wasn't even scratched by blade strikes, and the swinging claws were as sharp as a legendary sword, seeming able to easily tear human flesh even with casual contact. The sting at the end of the tail was huge and sharp like a spear, and the saliva that the scorpion occasionally spat out was poisonous, making it even more problematic and irritating.



    



    "Oh, damn. You spit too? I used to chew gum and spit too, you know?"



    



    Cha Yeseung easily dodged the tail that whistled through the air and cursed again: "Daaaamn".



    



    "Don't retreat, witch. Use your Dark Blade."



    



    "Where would I get such a thing, psycho?"



    



    "Useless. Nothing to be done. I'll have to use my Mega Strike Ultra Power Bomber."



    



    "And in such a situation, you can say such things?"



    



    "Cry, fire dragon. Ultra Mega Bomber!"



    



    The fire that appeared from Park Cholsoo's hands covered the scorpion. The flame that enveloped the shiny black shell, finding nothing to burn, fizzled out with a hiss.



    



    "Damn it."



    



    Cha Yeseung quietly cursed, watching the attack which, despite the spectacular presentation, didn't do any damage. It's okay. She didn't expect anything anyway. Calming herself in this way, Cha Yeseung slightly concealed her body again and started waiting for an opportune moment.



    



    "Aim for the gaps between segments! Cut off the tail first."



    



    It was a decent strategy, but not a particularly useful advice.



    



    Ma Changgun was fully occupied blocking the attacks of the scorpion's huge claws with his shield, and Park Cholsoo specialized in fire attacks and wasn't strong in swordwork. Cha Yeseung used semi-invisibility and high mobility, so she used a dagger rather than a long sword.



    



    In the end, Sa Gongwoo found himself in a position where he had to both shout and execute the strategy himself.



    



    "Monk!"



    



    At Sa Gongwoo's call, Jayeon began to strike the wooden percussion instrument he was holding.



    



    "Om somani somani hum harihana harihana hum harihana banaya hum anaya hok baabam baara hum batak. Om somani somani hum harihana harihana hum harihana banaya hum anaya hok baabam baara hum batak. Om somani somani hum..."



    



    The sound of the percussion instrument resonated with the mantra. An invisible energy enveloped the giant scorpion, and its strength and movements slightly weakened.



    



    Sa Gongwoo easily jumped back, dodging the tail falling from above. The spear-sharp tip of the tail thunderously plunged into the ground. Sa Gongwoo ran up the stuck tail, infusing mana into the sword he held in his hand. The sharp long sword transformed into a huge axe.



    



    Reaching the junction of the tail and body, Sa Gongwoo grabbed the axe with both hands and struck with all his might at the gap between segments. The axe blade, filled with mana, flashed brightly. The tail, cut off like tofu in one strike, fell to the ground with a crash.



    



    Kiiiiiik.



    



    The giant scorpion let out a piercing cry and turned around. It swung its claw towards Sa Gongwoo, who had fallen to the ground along with the tail. Although Sa Gongwoo hastily blocked the strike with the axe blade, his body flew into the air like a sheet of paper.



    



    "What are you doing? Attack. Cholsoo, shoot fire, fire!"



    



    At Cha Yeseung's command, Park Cholsoo shot a fireball at the tail's cut site. Ma Changgun threw aside his shield and grabbed the giant scorpion, which was writhing and raging, with his bare hands, fixing it in place.



    



    "Oh, really, come on, die already, die!"



    



    Cha Yeseung, having climbed onto the scorpion's head, began furiously stabbing its eyes with her dagger.



    



    Kiiik like kgurururuk.



    



    The giant scorpion menacingly waved its claws like a shaman dancing with knives. Cha Yeseung and Ma Changgun recoiled from the scorpion.



    



    "Mr. Sa, where did he go?"



    



    "Just now... swoooosh..."



    



    "After he flew off, not a peep?"



    



    He could have crawled back already, how dare he slack off? What a jerk.



    



    Cha Yeseung exhaled, blowing her bangs off her forehead, and patted Ma Changgun on the shoulder.



    



    "After that, it should have died already. But it's unlikely to die so easily, right?"



    



    "...Uh-huh."



    



    "When you notice it's weakened, flip it over. We can't do anything because of the shell."



    



    "...Uh-huh."



    



    "Go, Ma Changgun!"



    



    Cha Yeseung slapped Ma Changgun on the back, sending him forward. Picking up his shield, Ma Changgun timely deflected a flying claw. At the moment when the giant scorpion staggered, he threw aside the shield and grabbed the scorpion's claw with both hands.



    



    "Uuuu..."



    



    When he strained his strength so that veins popped out on his reddened face, the body of the giant scorpion, which had been wobbling before, flipped onto its side. The legs of the giant scorpion twitched as if trying to stand up again.



    



    "Hey, is it normal for a scorpion to have twenty legs? How many do they usually have, not counting the claws?"



    



    "...Four?"



    



    "Psycho. Insects usually have at least six legs, you know?"



    



    "Scorpion... arthropod..."



    



    "So it's not an insect, but an animal?"



    



    "A scorpion has four pairs of legs."



    



    Jayeon gave the answer, passing by Cha Yeseung and Ma Changgun who were seriously discussing meaningless things, and climbing onto the chest of the giant scorpion.



    



    "Oh, monk. You're so smart!"



    



    "It's just common knowledge."



    



    "Oh, man of common knowledge."



    



    Instead of replying, Jayeon took in his hands a pair of iron clubs that hung on the sides of his belt. And began to pound the chest of the giant scorpion as if beating a drum.



    



    "Sometimes I wonder if it's okay for a monk to do this."



    



    "Yeah... usually..."



    



    Cha Yeseung and Ma Changgun, exchanging quiet whispers, parted ways. Cha Yeseung followed Jayeon onto the scorpion's chest, while Ma Changgun interfered with the movements of the claws, which were still menacingly swinging even when the scorpion was flipped over. Meanwhile, Park Cholsoo persistently continued to show the giant scorpion what his fiery butt was capable of.



    



    "Magic stone!"



    



    Cha Yeseung, who had cut the skin on the chest, weaker than the shell, and was rummaging in the innards, pulled out the magic stone from the body of the giant scorpion. The movements of the giant scorpion, which had been resisting until the last moment, ceased.



    



    "Oh, damn. I really almost died."



    



    Cha Yeseung, who had fallen onto the chest of the giant scorpion as if collapsing, suddenly jumped up.



    



    "While others were barely standing and struggling, where was that person who still hasn't shown up? Mr. Sa, you've been slacking off lately. We need to re-educate you. Where are you! Where are you!"



    



    The team, which had descended from the scorpion with groans, headed in the direction where Sa Gongwoo had flown off. In the distance lay Sa Gongwoo with a torn stomach, bleeding profusely.



    



    "Mr. Sa. Are you okay? Not dead?"



    



    "It seems... this is my limit. It's good that you're all safe. If I die, pass on what I've accumulated to Choron."



    



    Sa Gongwoo breathed heavily and smiled sadly.



    



    "He's rich, right? I think the money Mr. Sa has saved up will hardly help him much. Most likely, it will be at the level of his monthly pocket expenses."



    



    "..."



    



    "And the artifacts you've collected are just junk too."



    



    "It's not junk! Ugh..."



    



    "Don't torment Mr. Sa like that. We need to let him focus on healing."



    



    "Oh, looking at how he's lying and resting, it drives me crazy."



    



    "If it were others, they would have died already. Only because it's Mr. Sa, he's still alive. I understand that Ms. Yeseung scolds him out of guilt, because every time we place a great responsibility on Mr. Sa, but now let's let him rest."



    



    As Jayeon said, in every battle, Sa Gongwoo always took on the heaviest role. Unfortunately, his awakening ability was body regeneration, so relying on this, he behaved even more recklessly.



    



    "No, do you think you're a game character? Why do you exchange damage with the monster? At least dodge sometimes."



    



    "If someone hears, they'll think I'm deliberately taking hits."



    



    "Okay, while Mr. Sa is recovering, the rest of you take a little rest too. I'll help Mr. Sa with recovery."



    



    Jayeon, attaching to his belt his iron clubs from which monster fluid was dripping, began to strike the wooden percussion instrument. A clear sound rang out: tuk-tuk-tuk-tuk.



    



    "Namo donphan manwolsegyo sibiisangwon yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul yaksayorebul..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo's stomach, which had been regenerating at the speed of a crawling ant, now recovered at the speed of a crawling turtle. This meant that now the recovery became barely noticeable. Sa Gongwoo, relaxing and lying comfortably, looked at the sky inside the gate.



    



    "I miss Choron."



    



     

  
    "I miss Choron."



    



    "Looks like you're upset that you can't engage in perversions while entering the gates."



    



    "Watch your tongue."



    



    "Sorry. It must be hard for you without the ability to peep."



    



    "..."



    



    The comrades comfortably settled next to the silent Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "Will we be okay in this state?"



    



    "..."



    



    "We've barely held on until now, but if there's still no reinforcement, it's the same as telling us to die."



    



    Although they say the era of capturing gates by numbers has passed, at least ten people are needed for a team to function normally. Moreover, in Sa Gongwoo's team, the problem is not only in quantity but also in the fact that people have gathered, each of whom has some kind of flaw.



    



    It was Sa Gongwoo who somehow managed to lead these people, not letting them die. Everyone knew this and was grateful, but everyone also understood that in this state, they have no future.



    



    "You probably know, but... there will likely be no reinforcements."



    



    "Damn it."



    



    "Changgun and I only have a few years left on our contract. The 'Head' would prefer us to naturally perish in the gates before this term expires, rather than wait for us to work out the contract and leave."



    



    "Cholsoo and I don't have very outstanding abilities, so we don't have much to lose whenever we die, and monk Jayeon..."



    



    "If it becomes known that a killer instead of imprisonment is working as a hunter for the government, it will create problems for the government, so my existence is like a bone in the throat."



    



    "But it was self-defense, wasn't it?"



    



    "But killing is killing. Moreover, for one who serves Buddha, it was unacceptable."



    



    In response to Jayeon's calm words, Cha Yeseung let out a disappointed groan.



    



    "I don't want to die like a dog. If we die in the gates, our records will disappear, like others."



    



    "That was the contract, nothing can be done."



    



    "But it's an unfair contract!"



    



    "No matter how much you shout about it now, nothing will change."



    



    "Well done, Sa Gongwoo. Lick that bastard's ass all your life and die."



    



    Sa Gongwoo chuckled in response to Cha Yeseung's curses, but then grabbed his stomach. The wound that was slowly healing had already slightly closed during the conversation, but still hurt when moving.



    



    "I'm hungry..."



    



    Ma Changgun, lying on the ground, said, clutching his rumbling stomach.



    



    "Oh, this glutton."



    



    "Seolleongtang..."



    



    "Oh, I want to eat it too. When we get out of the gates, shall we go to the seolleongtang restaurant?"



    



    "What seolleongtang at such an early hour? Do you have the patience to wait until opening time?"



    



    "Maybe thanks to Sa Gongwoo's connections, they'll open for us a few hours earlier?"



    



    "At this time, the seolleongtang won't even be ready yet."



    



    "Instead of seolleongtang, I'd even agree to simple rice with any side dish. Judging by the kkakdugi, he's good at cooking. Surely everything will be delicious."



    



    "If you want to get scolding instead of seolleongtang, go ahead. Choron has been good at scolding with his eyes lately."



    



    "You said he was kind! Kind and gentle! Where is all that? There was only anger in his eyes."



    



    "He's still kind. Just... he's become a bit more determined."



    



    This is called inner growth.



    



    Apparently, just thinking about it made Sa Gongwoo break into a soft smile, and Cha Yeseung showed him the middle finger.



    



    "It's time to go out. They'll be wondering why we're not coming out when the gates have already opened. Has your stomach healed more or less? Need to go to the hospital?"



    



    "No, by the time we get to the dormitory, it should be recovered."



    



    "Okay, then let's go out. Everyone, get up!"



    



    The five-day forced march was over.



    



    They couldn't eat, sleep, wash, or rest normally. They didn't even have the strength to worry about their dirty and smelly appearance, physical and moral strength were at the limit. They even got injuries from the last boss, a giant scorpion, but the thought that it was all over gave them the strength to somehow make it home.



    



    After reporting to the gate management staff and completing the gate closing procedure, they got into the team car. Ma Changgun, receiving the keys, sat behind the wheel and drove the car.



    



    Sa Gongwoo was grateful that he, as the wounded, was seated in the back seat, but Park Cholsoo and Cha Yeseung, sitting on the sides, were bickering and irritating him. Jayeon, sitting in the front seat, was tapping a wooden clapper and reciting prayers, saying he would remove fatigue while Ma Changgun was driving. Given his enhancement abilities, the fatigue should have passed, but somehow Ma Changgun looked even more tired.



    



    "Come to work after lunch and start with writing the report."



    



    "May he die!"



    



    "A report is an inanimate object. It won't die. Go to sleep."



    



    After dropping off the capricious Cha Yeseung at her home, they then dropped off Jayeon.



    



    "Now it's quiet."



    



    The car became peaceful when only Park Cholsoo, who had fallen asleep at some point with his forehead against the window, and the initially silent Ma Changgun remained. Sa Gongwoo checked his already slightly recovered stomach and began to slowly stretch his stiffened body.



    



    "Ahem, maybe I'll take a little nap too."



    



    Sa Gongwoo furtively looked at the sleeping Park Cholsoo and Ma Changgun driving, then unnaturally loudly muttered and closed his eyes.



    



    He directed mana into the ring on his finger. He felt a thread of consciousness connected to his mind.



    



    When his eyelids lifted, a completely different space opened before his eyes.



    



    I wonder if Roy is sleeping?



    



    The cat, who was sleeping soundly and woke up, mewed "kyang" discontentedly.



    



    Let's sleep again a little later, but for now, let's go look at Roy.



    



    Sa Gongwoo gently persuaded the cat, as if currying favor. Under the sleepy gaze, the sleeping Roy is visible. It seems he moved the cat tower closer to the bed. Because of this, only the hair of the sleeping Roy is visible.



    



    Come closer.



    



    At Sa Gongwoo's command, the cat stretched, extending its two front paws forward, then wiggled its behind and jumped high in place. The cat's small body, flying through the air, softly landed on the bed.



    



    "Oof!"



    



    Cho Roy, who was sleeping covered with a blanket, woke up, clutching his stomach.



    



    Ah... kitten.



    



    In response to Sa Gongwoo's short sigh, the cat loudly meowed "kyaaang".



    



    "Beauty..."



    



    Roy, suddenly injured in his sleep, called the cat in a hoarse voice.



    



    "Is this an assassination attempt? How did you hit my solar plexus so accurately?"



    



    Even a small cat, jumping on the chest, must have dealt a significant blow, but Roy, not angry, hugged the cat.



    



    "Maybe you'll bring me a glass of water before I die?"



    



    Of course, this was impossible. Roy seemed to understand this too, as he said it without much hope on his face.



    



    "My head hurts. I want to drink."



    



    Roy, who was whining lying on the bed, got up with difficulty. He was rubbing his eyes with his hands and getting up with difficulty, apparently really wanting to drink.



    



    By the way, his face after sleep looked more swollen than usual. I wonder what he ate before going to bed?



    



    When Roy lowered his feet from the bed and stood up, his eyes widened. He blinked slowly a couple of times, as if checking something, then his lips trembled. Sa Gongwoo closely watched Roy's moving lips through the cat's gaze.



    



    Huh? Eh?



    



    "...Gates?"



    



    Gates?



    



    The cat sharply turned its head with a keen gaze. In the direction where Cho Roy was looking, nothing was visible. No, a lot was visible, but it was just a normal view of the room, nothing like gates.



    



    "G-gates."



    



    But Roy's reaction wasn't false. His clear eyes seemed to have fully awakened from the shock, and they definitely didn't belong to a person seeing hallucinations. The tense body, trembling lips, Adam's apple nervously swallowing saliva, tense jaw - all physical reactions indicated that Cho Roy was in a state of extreme shock and tension.



    



    Kyang.



    



    Even at the cat's meow, Roy didn't turn his head. Instead, he moved his hands with difficulty and picked up the small cat, pressing it to his chest. Fixing his gaze on emptiness, Roy slowly stepped back and left the room. Without even thinking to put on shoes, he ran out barefoot through the front door and started descending the stairs, but suddenly stopped.



    



    For a while, he paced on the stairs, as if thinking about something, then turned around. In the cat's field of view, which Roy was holding in his arms, the wide-open front door is visible.



    



    "Changgun. When will we arrive approximately?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo momentarily interrupted the shared vision and asked Ma Changgun.



    



    "Hmm... in eight minutes?"



    



    "Sorry, but drop me off in front of the seolleongtang restaurant. Drop me off and go with Cholsoo to the dormitory."



    



    "...Okay."



    



    Being very silent, he didn't even ask why.



    



    The car entered a familiar area.



    



    Fortunately, when they moved the office, they also moved the dormitory closer. If it had been the old dormitory, they would have had to drive a long detour.



    



    "Drop me off here."



    



    "We haven't arrived yet..."



    



    "It's okay. Running will be faster. Go and rest."



    



    "...Okay."



    



    Sa Gongwoo got out of the car and headed towards the seolleongtang restaurant. When he directed the slightly recovered mana to his legs, his running speed exceeded that of the car. He ran at a speed that would surprise an ordinary person and quickly reached Roy's building.



    



    It seems he hasn't left the building yet, maybe still on the stairs?



    



    At the moment he was about to press the doorbell, the weak thread of consciousness connecting him to the subordinate creature broke. This wasn't like the death of a subordinate from a physical blow or forced cancellation of taming. It was like the temporary disconnection he felt when entering gates.



    



    When he left a subordinate creature on Earth and entered gates, the consciousness connection with the subordinate didn't work, as if he was in another world. Scientists used this phenomenon as evidence that gates are a kind of wormhole connecting Earth to a completely different universe, but this was just one of many unproven hypotheses.



    



    In any case, the current situation was very similar to when he couldn't observe Roy through shared vision while in gates. And this means...



    



    "Could it be... really gates?"



    



    
      Sa Gongwoo sharply raised his head and looked at the second-floor window, from which no sound was coming.
    

  
    Thanks to the power of fried eggs, I emptied half a bottle of soju to the last drop.



    



    However, my state was not at all clear.



    



    Consciousness alternated between white and black, the body cooled then returned to normal, nausea and dizziness were replaced by calmness - in general, a complete mess.



    



    Deciding to clean up the mess on the table tomorrow, I somehow made it home. On the way, I lost time at the security door on the stairs, then couldn't open the front door and lost time again. Since the buttons today seemed to be running away from my fingers, I even regretted installing another door.



    



    "Uaaa."



    



    Entering the house, I collapsed in front of the shoe cabinet. As soon as I thought this was my space, strength left my body. I somehow made it home, even crawling, but once inside, I relaxed, and everything suddenly became unimportant.



    



    Hearing my voice, Beauty came out of the room and approached, meowing. Pyak, or kyak. It sounded more like a bird's cry than a cat's meow. Lately, she's developed a bit and started making a "kyang" sound, a little, just a little closer to a cat's meow.



    



    "Beautyyy."



    



    Beauty came closer and nuzzled her face into mine, sniffing. When I exhaled "phew", Beauty, wrinkling her nose, stepped back and bared her teeth.



    



    "Does oppa smell strongly of alcohol? Or are you angry because my breath smells bad?"



    



    I reached out to hug her apologetically, but today Beauty dodged my hand. Apparently, the smell of alcohol is unfamiliar to her. Forced to give up on this idea, I stood up.



    



    "Oppa will brush his teeth and come back. And then I'll hug you."



    



    I slowly undressed and entered the bathroom. Brushed my teeth, washed my face and took a shower. Alcohol was still in my system, so it was difficult to maintain balance, but I somehow managed to finish washing.



    



    I felt refreshed, but my body became even more sluggish and tired. Despite brushing my teeth so diligently, the influence of soju in my throat didn't want to disappear. My mouth was dry as a desert, desperately wanting moisture. But when I drank water, it tasted like soju. Truly an incomprehensible phenomenon.



    



    I took a jar of honey from the cupboard and prepared a cup of honey tea. It was so sweet that my lips stuck together, but I felt the smell of soju in my throat was slightly neutralized. This is why they say you should drink honey water after drinking. After rinsing my mouth, sweetened with sugar, with water, I finally returned to the bedroom.



    



    "Beauty, come here."



    



    I lay on the bed and patted the spot next to me, and Beauty jumped up onto the bed. She habitually settled between my neck and shoulder, curling up, and began to rub against me. The soft fur and weak but warm heat gave a sense of calm.



    



    "It's good that I have Beauty."



    



    If I didn't even have this little cat, this night would really be lonely.



    



    "You get wounds from people, heal from animals. It seems humans are the kind that only harm."



    



    In response to my words, Beauty meowed "kyang-yang".



    



    "Despite all the talk about intelligent beings, in the end, people also live by the law of the jungle. The strong live, trampling the majority of the powerless. How is capitalism different from communism? In the end, it means that there are people above people. It's just a pitiful excuse. Beasts living only by instincts are much more honest."



    



    The ball of fur in my hand is so soft. When I carefully tickle her little body with my finger, the rough tongue licks my cheek. It felt almost like consolation.



    



    "I just want to live quietly. You can call it ignoring, you can call it escape. In the end, these are the right words. I knew that no matter how much I resisted, nothing would change, and it would only become harder for me, so I just ran away. I compromised with bad people and ignored grandmother's death. Telling myself 'it won't work anyway'. Blaming the cursed world."



    



    And even after such a compromise, I worry that they will torment me again, and I pray that they leave me alone.



    



    I too was the bottom stroke in the character for "human". The bottom stroke supporting bad people. A stroke that is pressed and pressed until it breaks under this pressure.



    



    "Maybe the extinction of humanity is inevitable. After all, the extinction of humanity doesn't mean the end of Earth. There's nothing more harmful and destructive than humans themselves. Maybe Earth is trying to destroy humanity before humanity leads it to an end."



    



    It would be better if everyone died. In response to my muttering, Beauty meowed "kyaong", as if agreeing.



    



    "First, the poor and powerless people will die. Then good people will die. In the end, only the bad and strong will remain, but someday they will die too."



    



    Maybe then it will become a little calmer?



    



    "I hate people. I'm tired of them. I'm exhausted by them."



    



    And I'm afraid.



    



    In response to the quiet whisper, the warm body burrowed deeper into my neck. As if saying, don't worry and sleep. I rubbed my teary eyes with my fingers and closed them. Darkness swirled dizzily.



    



    Perhaps due to the alcohol consumed, sleep quickly overtook me. I thought I could sleep like this until morning, without any thoughts.



    



    "Oof!"



    



    I fell asleep as if in a faint, but woke up from a strong blow to the solar plexus. It not only hurt, but the sensation of momentarily being in the afterlife and returning caused cold sweat. Hearing a loud "kyaaang", I lowered my head.



    



    "Beauty..."



    



    I hugged Beauty, who was crying with an innocent face.



    



    It seems I'll have to return the cat tower to its previous place. I moved it closer to the bed, thinking that since we're far apart during the day, at least at night we'd be close, but this was a mistake.



    



    Beauty, who should have been descending the tower step by step, constantly jumped from the very top onto the bed. The problem is that she didn't care whether someone was on the bed or not. Somehow it seems she even enjoys jumping more when I'm lying down.



    



    "Is this an assassination attempt? How did you hit my solar plexus so accurately?"



    



    It seems I even momentarily saw the face of my late grandmother.



    



    Without exaggeration, I really think I saw grandmother's face...



    



    Maybe it was a dream? Although I just woke up, the dream is already blurry. Due to guilt or longing, I want to see grandmother even if only in a dream, no matter why.



    



    "Maybe you'll bring me a glass of water before I die?"



    



    Probably because I fell asleep after drinking, my throat is parched. My eyes are swollen and won't open, my body is stiff as if the joints have frozen, and I don't even want to move a finger. It would be great if Beauty could bring me water at such a moment, but of course, that's impossible.



    



    "My head hurts. I want to drink."



    



    I want to drink, but I don't want to move.



    



    I tossed and turned lying on the bed, but in the end, thirst overcame laziness. I got up from the bed with difficulty. My blurry gaze is unfocused. Something dim, foggy and swaying...



    



    Swaying?



    



    Is this a dream?



    



    I slowly blinked several times with eyelids heavy from sleep. Even rubbed my eyes with my hands. But the fluctuation before my eyes didn't disappear.



    



    "G-ga..."



    



    An oval, transparent accumulation of light, swaying blue-green in color. Resembling blue flame or white mist, this...



    



    "Gates?"



    



    It looked like the gates I once saw.



    



    Why did this suddenly appear in the middle of my bedroom, when it definitely wasn't there before I went to sleep?



    



    "G-gates."



    



    The shock wiped away sleep as if by hand.



    



    What should be done when gates appear? Should I report it? No, first I need to run, don't I?



    



    But I was so shocked that I couldn't move a finger or foot. I know I need to run, but I feel that even my brain has frozen to the point where I've forgotten how to move my body.



    



    Kyang.



    



    A weak cry brought me to my senses. I felt around and picked up the small body. It's still smaller than my two hands, but the warmth of this little body makes me feel safe.



    



    I remembered again that I need to run.



    



    Without taking my eyes off the gates, I slowly retreated backward. Although a gate breach is unlikely to happen right now, it's unknown when a monster might jump out. In the worst case, a monster could appear right now. Regarding gates, humanity couldn't be sure of anything.



    



    I struggled out of the bedroom and opened the front door. The gates disappeared from view, but it was clear they still existed in the same place. Not even thinking to put on shoes, I quickly ran down the stairs.



    



    One step, two steps, three steps.



    



    The descent speed gradually slowed until at some point I stopped. My heart was still pounding, but the cold that crept into my feet brought me to my senses a little.



    



    Was this... really gates?



    



    I saw the appeared gates with my own eyes. News on TV often reports the appearance of gates in some area, and ordinary people often photograph or video gates and post them on the internet, so they're easy to find even indirectly.



    



    The gates I had seen until now, although varying in size, had almost the same shape.



    



    I remembered what existed in the middle of the bedroom.



    



    An oval, transparent accumulation of light, swaying blue-green in color.



    



    In normal gates, there was neither blue nor white light. Only an unnatural distortion, and that's all. They looked like a broken mirror, a fluctuating water surface, or as if crumpled polyethylene was overlaid. Gates that created ripples similar to a haze or mirage only intensified their distortion over time.



    



    Then... what was in the bedroom?



    



    It looked like gates, but had too many differences. First of all, it didn't emit that unpleasant feeling that was felt from just looking at gates. Although I was scared and ran out, now thinking about it, I felt a mysterious attraction.



    



    Attraction.



    



    Yes, it was calling me. That's why I couldn't immediately descend the stairs. After long hesitation, I eventually turned around and climbed back up the stairs I had descended.



    



    Slowly, unhurriedly, carefully. Step by step I entered the house. The blue-white glow still existed in the same place.



    



    "...What is this?"



    



    What is this thing?



    



    
      When I instinctively reached out and touched the fluctuating blue-white object, everything before my eyes turned white.
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    Who would have thought that the situation of "opening my eyes and finding myself in an unfamiliar world" could be so common.



    



    A dazzling white light flooded my vision, it seemed as if I was about to go blind. This lasted for a very short moment. A second? Maybe even less than a second, like a flash of lightning. In this brief instant, the landscape before my eyes completely changed.



    



    A wide field, blue sky.



    



    Everything I saw was pure green.



    



    Although the shape was different, were these still gates? If I had entered gates, such a drastic change in surroundings made sense. What will happen now? A finale where monsters kill me?



    



    I couldn't hold back a chuckle at the absurdity of the situation.



    



    The sudden appearance of gates in the house was already absurd, and now this unintentional entry into them.



    



    Come to think of it, I was too careless. Instinctive attraction? I, who was deceived by Lee Dongjae and gave away all my fortune, speak of some attraction.



    



    "Damn."



    



    To my curse, which now came out naturally, the cat in my arms meowed "kyang". Only then did I realize that not only I, but Beauty too had ended up here.



    



    "Beauty, I'm sorry. Because of my stupidity, I dragged you into the gates too."



    



    Kyang-kyang.



    



    "Yes, let's die together."



    



    Myang-myang-myang-myang.



    



    Somehow this sounded like an extremely negative reaction. Although she doesn't understand human speech, it seems Beauty instinctively doesn't want to die with me.



    



    "Nothing can be done! Since we entered the gates, whether we like it or not, we're now one unit."



    



    But were gates such a quiet and peaceful place?



    



    On the wide field, only green grass swayed, no movement was visible. Monsters can't have the courtesy to wait until people who entered the gates adapt. Maybe they're invisible monsters? Or gates with plant monsters? In any case, the chances of survival for an ordinary person like me were 0%.



    



    "But the landscape is really beautiful."



    



    Ahead a wide steppe, behind a dense forest with unknown trees.



    



    Literally wild nature.



    



    It was said that after the Great Changes, when the main source of energy became magic stones extracted from monsters, environmental pollution significantly decreased. The number of people, the main pests of Earth, also decreased by more than half. It would seem that now we could live in harmony with nature, but monsters that could appear at any moment and in any place prevented this.



    



    Previously, it was said that even in cities there were many places where you could enjoy nature, but now, when the few remaining humans united against monsters and created city boundaries, only buildings were in sight, and within the boundaries there were no places where you could see wide nature. Except that hunters sometimes went beyond city boundaries into uninhabited zones to clear gates, but for ordinary people this was unthinkable.



    



    I too was seeing such a wide and green field with my own eyes for the first time. Such a dense forest, such a green-green steppe, such fresh and at the same time heavy clean air.



    



    I paused for a moment, taking a deep breath in and out.



    



    If this is the last landscape I'll see in life, it's not so bad. Of course, when after some time a monster attacks me and I'm dying, my opinion will probably change. It's a bit disappointing that I didn't live long after returning to the past. I feel sorry for Beauty, who accidentally ended up here, sitting in my arms.



    



    "Well, dying in such a beautiful place is better than being deceived by people, tormented by people, betrayed by people and stabbed by people..."



    



    Kyang-myang-myang.



    



    Cries the kitten who isn't even two months old.



    



    "I'm sorry."



    



    I apologized, gently scratching Beauty under the chin.



    



    I at least lived to thirty years old, but if I had to die without living even two months, I would feel offended too.



    



    "Although the probability of death exceeds 99%, maybe for Beauty's sake, let's try to aim for at least 0.0000000001%?"



    



    Myang-myang.



    



    Beauty responded energetically, pricking up her ears.



    



    "To get out of the gates, you need to pass through them. Even if monsters appear, I won't be able to defeat them, but... are there no monsters here at all?"



    



    Maybe they're hiding in the forest?



    



    I turned and looked at the forest. Although the trees grow densely, the forest doesn't look dark and gloomy, just lush and beautiful. It seems too many phytoncides are released, which even calms the soul.



    



    "But it's still scary to go there. Right?"



    



    The forest is the only place where monsters could be. But come to think of it, is there a reason to specifically look for monsters? Even if I find them, the end will be terrible. If the end is death anyway, maybe just enjoy nature a little longer?



    



    "With such a beautiful landscape, it would be good if there were no monsters. Right, Beauty?"



    



    Ayeong.



    



    "Beauty answers well and is very smart."



    



    Ayeoong.



    



    When I gently scratched her cheek, Beauty started to lightly bite my finger, and then suck on it. Perhaps it wasn't an answer, but a signal that she wants to eat.



    



    "Beauty, are you hungry? To feed you, we need to get out of here. Oppa doesn't need food, but I'd like to drink some water. Come to think of it, we came in here without even drinking water."



    



    When I realized this, my throat went dry. The fresh air magically cured my hangover, but thirst still remained. If I die here, in the end I'll have to drink water from the Sandochon River.



    



    (Note: In Korean mythology, it is believed that the deceased must cross the Sandochon River on their way to the afterlife. Cho Roy ironically hints that if he doesn't drink water soon, he'll be able to drink from the mythical river of the dead.)



    



    I want to go home.



    



    If these gates are so peaceful, maybe they'll peacefully send me home?



    



    "What needs to be done here..."



    



    While I was looking around, gates appeared in front of me as if by magic. These were the same transparent blue gates that I saw in the room.



    



    "...Really peaceful gates? So you can exit?"



    



    Although I didn't understand why an exit suddenly appeared, I quickly stepped inside, thanking the gates for their generosity.



    



    As when entering the gates, a white flash blocked my eyes.



    



    "Choron!"



    



    I took just one step, but everything around changed. A familiar bedroom and a familiar face.



    



    "...Sa Gongwoo?"



    



    Although I pretended everything was fine, the tension that had been binding my body all this time disappeared. Feeling relief, I hugged the person in front of me.



    



    "Choron-ah."



    



    "Hyung!"



    



    Beauty luckily jumped out of my arms, and Sa Gongwoo accepted me into his embrace. When his arms tightly wrapped around my waist and back, I really felt that I had safely returned.



    



    "Gates..., I woke up and there were gates..., I just slightly touched, and there was such a flash..., I thought it wasn't gates, but when I entered, it turned out to be gates..., there were only me and Beauty, I thought I would die..."



    



    Without realizing it, I started sobbing and speaking incoherently, and Sa Gongwoo patted me on the back.



    



    "Choron must have been very scared. It's okay, it's okay."



    



    Sa Gongwoo's hands, saying this, were trembling even more.



    



    "I thought I didn't care whether I lived or died..."



    



    Actually, I was afraid. I wanted to live. I didn't want to die. I felt lost and hopeless. Like when grandmother died, and I was left alone. Like when Lee Dongjae abandoned me, and I was left alone again. Loneliness, which had become a trauma, tried to engulf me.



    



    "It's okay. It's okay, Roy. I'm here. I'm beside you."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, hugging me tightly, whispered in my ear. Pressed against his chest, I could feel his heartbeat.



    



    Why can't people live alone? Suddenly such a thought came to me. Why do people find comfort and relief by relying on others?



    



    I don't like that contrary to my determination to live completely alone, in difficult moments I instinctively want to rely on others. Nevertheless, for the first time in a long time, the embrace of another person felt so warm that I wanted to cry.



    



    "But, you, Sa Gongwoo..."



    



    "Call me hyung, like before. I liked it when Choron called me that."



    



    When I called Sa Gongwoo, sniffling, he gently rubbed my earlobe and whispered in a soft voice. Feeling a bit awkward, I pulled away from his embrace.



    



    "But why are you here?"



    



    No matter how you look at it, this is my house, my bedroom. It's good that I returned alive, and it's good that I found comfort in Sa Gongwoo's embrace, but the problem is why Sa Gongwoo is here at this time and in this place.



    



    "Uh..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo couldn't easily answer my question and dragged out his words. I glanced behind his back. I noticed the wide open window and the absence of the protective grill, which had disappeared somewhere.



    



    "...A thief?"



    



    "No!"



    



    "A looter?"



    



    "Really, no."



    



    "But you ripped out the window of someone else's house and secretly entered?"



    



    "No, this... No matter how much I rang the doorbell, there was no answer..."



    



    If you ring the doorbell at such an early hour and there's no answer, wouldn't it be natural to think the person is sleeping, not to rip out the window and break in?



    



    He mumbled excuses that he had no choice because to enter through the door, he needed to pass three doors - the door at the entrance to the building, the security door on the stairs, and the apartment's front door, but this didn't change the fact that he ripped out the window of someone else's house and illegally entered.



    



    "Mr. Sa Gongwoo, have you gone mad?"



    



    "I was just worried about Choron..."



    



    "When people are worried, they usually call the police, don't they? And! Although something really special happened today! Isn't it normal that there was no answer to the doorbell at such an early hour?"



    



    "There were no signs of life to be heard, and it was too quiet..."



    



    "It's normal that no signs of life can be heard from outside the building! Are you a god? Can the Awakened hear the breath of sleeping people on the second floor from inside the apartment?"



    



    
      He must have really gone mad. This is not normal.
    

  
    "What are you going to do with the security grill, with the security grill! What's the point of installing a security door if you rip out the window along with it and break in anyway!"



    



    I hit him on the back with my palm, scolding, and Sa Gongwoo squirmed like an octopus.



    



    "Roy, it hurts. I really didn't come with bad intentions. I was worried about Roy, ah, forgive me just this once. Ouch, bone. You hit a bone."



    



    "You know, I start believing you, then the belief disappears. Understand? How many times have I thought I shouldn't trust people, but then I want to believe them again, and then my faith in humanity disappears again! And you're a human!"



    



    "Choron!"



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who had been pretending to groan in pain until now, suddenly grabbed my wrist.



    



    "What, what is it. What? What's with that look? Are you dissatisfied? You don't repent, do you?"



    



    "Choron-ah, ...hyung is in pain. Hyung is injured."



    



    "..."



    



    "I just returned after passing through gates, and I'm a bit hurt. Look, there's even blood?"



    



    Only then did I notice Sa Gongwoo's haggard face.



    



    His face was pale, like that time when he was coughing up blood, it was covered in monster fluid in places, apparently he had only hastily wiped himself, his leather jacket was torn and looked like a vagrant's, and under the jacket a torn T-shirt was visible, covered in dried dark red blood.



    



    "You've really gone mad. Why are you injured again! Let me see. How badly are you hurt? How badly, that you have so much blood?"



    



    When I tried to lift his T-shirt, Sa Gongwoo grabbed my hand, stopping me.



    



    "I've already been treated. But I'm a bit dizzy and slightly nauseous. And when you hit me, it hurts."



    



    Although his pain was probably not a lie, it was partly clearly an exaggeration, and I wondered whether I should ignore it or not.



    



    "How can a hunter be so fragile? Why do you come out injured every time you enter gates? Even if it's a job where you risk your life. If you continue like this, you'll only suffer in old age."



    



    "Ah, I'm dizzy."



    



    Ignoring my words, Sa Gongwoo, pretending to be sick, inconspicuously leaned against me, and I pushed him away.



    



    "Are you in pain? Are you dizzy? I'm the one who's going to get dizzy now, really."



    



    "..."



    



    "I have so much I want to say to you, but because of you I don't even know where to start."



    



    "Let's start with the gates."



    



    While I was pondering where to start - with the security grill, illegal entry, or body care, Sa Gongwoo suggested a topic. And then I realized that for a moment I had forgotten about the most important thing.



    



    "Having come to this point, I'm not sure if this is really the most important thing."



    



    "It's important. It's an important and serious problem."



    



    It seemed he was just trying to change the subject.



    



    Ignoring my suspicious look, Sa Gongwoo put on a pretend serious expression.



    



    "You're saying gates appeared? In this room?"



    



    "Yes. I woke up and they were here."



    



    "When gates appear, you should first run away and report it."



    



    "I was going to do that, but what appeared... was a bit different from usual gates..."



    



    I decided not to mention the strange attraction I felt. I didn't want to boast about my intuition.



    



    "How were they different?"



    



    "They shimmered with white-blue light. It looked like flame and at the same time like a haze. They were very... beautiful."



    



    "You're saying they had color?"



    



    When I nodded, a wrinkle appeared between Sa Gongwoo's eyebrows.



    



    "I wasn't going to enter the gates, just out of curiosity wanted to touch them slightly, but then... Anyway, I entered and found myself in a wide field. There was a forest behind, the sky was blue, the wind was blowing. If not for the anxiety about when monsters might appear, it would have been perfect nature."



    



    "And monsters? How did you get out?"



    



    "No monsters were visible. I just stood there, and an exit appeared, I went out through it."



    



    "..."



    



    "What is it?"



    



    Seeing Sa Gongwoo's serious expression, I asked what was wrong. From the very beginning it was wrong that gates appeared in my house and my bedroom, but Sa Gongwoo's expression spoke of something even more serious.



    



    "Although the environment inside gates and the appearing monsters differ, there haven't been any gates without monsters so far. And gates only open again after the boss monster is defeated. An exit never appears on its own if you just stand and do nothing."



    



    "But really, no monsters were visible, and the exit just appeared, I'm telling you."



    



    "Moreover, I was here all the time, but I didn't see any gates. Even when hunters enter gates, the gates continue to exist in the same place. They only disappear after passing through the gates."



    



    I didn't understand what he was talking about. I didn't understand for what purpose he was saying such things, and what he wanted to say by this.



    



    I just told about what happened to me.



    



    "...So you're saying I'm lying?"



    



    "Not that you're lying, Choron-ah. Maybe it's not gates, but some other phenomenon."



    



    "Another... phenomenon?"



    



    "The abilities of the Awakened are diverse. There are no established frameworks, no one can predict what ability will appear, and it's unknown in what direction this ability will develop. If it's an Awakened's ability or an artifact effect, then this is a very problematic situation."



    



    Sa Gongwoo frowned as if he had a headache and rubbed between his eyebrows with his fingers.



    



    "The fact that something happened here means it was aimed at you. Let's leave aside the question of who did it, we don't even know what this ability is. Although you got out safely once, there's no guarantee it will happen a second time."



    



    "An Awakened... has no reason to target me specifically."



    



    "You can't be sure. People might want to kill even because of a small quarrel. Besides... I didn't see anything. Even at the moment of your appearance, there was nothing like gates. You, Roy, just appeared out of thin air. As if, well, teleported."



    



    "It wasn't teleportation, but real gates! Did you really not see anything? You didn't see anything like gates? Really, right here... here... like this..."



    



    Why did they appear again?



    



    Where I was pointing with my finger, saying they were definitely here, those blue gates I had seen before appeared again.



    



    "Like this."



    



    "What?"



    



    "This, this. It's right there. ...You don't see it?"



    



    At my question, Sa Gongwoo wrinkled his nose and looked at the tip of my finger.



    



    "No, not there. Here, it's here..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo's gaze slightly didn't match the position of the gates. Feeling frustrated, I started waving my hand as if outlining the contour of the gates, and got another flash in my eyes.



    



    "No, I just wanted to talk!"



    



    I was greeted by a green steppe.



    



    "I wasn't going to enter! Let me out!"



    



    And then, as if by magic, an exit appeared again. These gates understood words well. Through the exit, I came out again. Sa Gongwoo was looking at me with surprised eyes.



    



    "You entered and exited again?"



    



    "When I asked to be let out, an exit appeared. ...Do gates understand human speech?"



    



    "That can't be."



    



    "Yeah, probably?"



    



    Obviously, this is nonsense, but the problem is that only I understand this nonsense.



    



    Sa Gongwoo, thinking about something, reached out his hand to me.



    



    "Choron-ah, give me your hand."



    



    "What?"



    



    Even if I was talking nonsense, there's no need to treat me like a dog.



    



    I squinted and looked at him suspiciously, and Sa Gongwoo waved his hands, saying I misunderstood.



    



    "No, just give me your hand for a minute. I'll just hold it."



    



    "Ah, why?"



    



    "First just give me your hand."



    



    When I irritatedly asked, cursing with my eyes, Sa Gongwoo almost forcibly grabbed my hand. He slightly closed his eyes and concentrated on something, his eyebrows moving.



    



    What is this? Why is he doing this? Why is he suddenly pretending as if there's something?



    



    After a long time, holding my hand and slightly massaging it, Sa Gongwoo made a "hmm" sound and swallowed.



    



    "Choron-ah."



    



    "What were you doing?"



    



    "Choron has awakened."



    



    Is this a competition in nonsense?



    



    "Choron has very weak, but mana."



    



    I've heard jokes about "there's me in you," but it's the first time I hear that there's mana in me.



    



    "Can you tell if a person has mana just by holding their hand?"



    



    "If you try hard."



    



    "I've never heard that this is possible, even if you try hard."



    



    "Not just trying, but effooooort. Effooooort through training. It's a secret that only the initiated know, so don't tell anyone about it."



    



    It was such a meaningless secret that I decided to just ignore it.



    



    "Anyway, you're saying I'm Awakened?"



    



    "There was something strange. You clearly see something, but I don't. If someone was trying to isolate you, this would be an uncertain method compared to direct kidnapping, as the ability doesn't work unless you touch these gate-like things. Besides, you didn't receive any harm and immediately freed yourself."



    



    That's true. Unless they aimed for a sudden heart stop, no attacks or injuries happened to me.



    



    "What if it's not another person's ability, but your own ability?"



    



    "My... ability?"



    



    "For another person's ability or an artifact, there are too many flaws here. But if it's your own ability, it's quite explainable."



    



    "...My ability."



    



    "The fact that only you see it, and that you can freely enter and exit what looks like gates, although I'm not sure if it really was gates."



    



    And that instinctive attraction I felt.



    



    I calmed down a bit, learning that it wasn't just my intuition. This comforted me a little.



    



    "Let's check again."



    



    Sa Gongwoo took me with him and we went out to the living room.



    



    "Try to think about creating these gates here again."



    



    "How to create them?"



    



    "It's not about how to create them, but how to put it, in will. For now, that's enough. Express your will clearly."



    



    "I'm asking how to express it."



    



    Shout? Hold a ceremony? Perform a shaman ritual? How to express will?



    



    "Thought. Discard all other thoughts and think only about this. Wish for these gates to appear again."



    



    For them to appear again?



    



    Again, here, at this moment, I want them to appear again.



    



    
      And then, as if by magic, right in front of me appeared that very thing, enveloped in blue light.
    

  
    Sa Gongwoo said that awakening is luck, but determining the awakening ability is also luck. He said that abilities need to be checked and developed gradually, over time, and I put him to bed, although his face looked more excited than mine.



    



    It was hard to look at his face covered with fatigue, clearly confirming his words that he came here immediately after passing through the gates. I felt that he was keeping his eyes open with his last strength, balancing on the edge of sleep.



    



    The perceived level of danger from these incomprehensible gate-like things significantly decreased, and in a situation where the probability that this was my ability increased, there was no reason to continue being on guard and straining nerves. It would be better to sleep a little or rest at this time so that the brain could work.



    



    Usually, I would have kicked him out, telling him to go sleep at home, but appreciating his efforts - he came to my house first thing because he was worried about me - I decided to allow Sa Gongwoo to stay overnight.



    



    When I made a bed for him in grandmother's room, Sa Gongwoo, rejoicing that it smelled like grandmother, immediately lay down and fell asleep like the dead. I sat leaning against the closet and absentmindedly looked at his sleeping face.



    



    It was time to go downstairs and prepare for work, but after the morning commotion, I lost the desire to do anything. I didn't want to deal with the restaurant today anyway, now this unwillingness only intensified, so I decided to declare today a temporary day off.



    



    By the way, about awakening.



    



    Sa Gongwoo said he felt mana in me.



    



    Mana.



    



    One of the things that didn't exist on the original Earth, but which appeared after the Great Changes and is considered the basis of these changes.



    



    All new phenomena contained mana, mana settled in Earth's atmosphere, the awakened used mana-based abilities, and artifacts from gates needed to be activated with mana to use.



    



    Gates, monsters, awakened, awakening abilities, artifacts, and so on. It would not be an exaggeration to say that everything starts with mana and ends with mana. And Sa Gongwoo said that such mana exists in me too.



    



    I always thought that someday I would become awakened too. This wasn't just a vague hope, because I had already awakened before returning to the past. However, then I didn't know the exact time of awakening and my ability, I just had the title of "awakened".



    



    Before the invention of the awakening detector, most people didn't even know if they were awakened. About twenty years ago, an awakening detector was invented, checking for the presence of mana in the body, and only then could people learn about their awakening.



    



    Currently, upon reaching twenty years of age, it is mandatory to take an awakening determination test, and since it's unknown when awakening may occur, even the unawakened must undergo regular checks every 3 years.



    



    But even if a person was confirmed as awakened, that's where it ended. Finding out what ability they possessed was exclusively the task of the person themselves. Until the manifestation of the awakened ability, until the person felt something different from the usual and was convinced that this was their awakening ability, they were no different from an ordinary person, just having mana in their body.



    



    I wasn't awakened at twenty, but was confirmed as awakened during a check at twenty-three, however, until my death, I never knew what ability I had awakened.



    



    If I had awakened some worthwhile ability, I wouldn't have had to work at the factory for ten years. No, if I had at least known what this ability was and somehow been able to use it... Not to mention the factory, I wouldn't have died so meaninglessly at the hands of Lee Dongjae.



    



    Reality wasn't as kind as novels or games. There was no status window like in novels, and there was no leveling up for killing monsters like in games. There was only a desperate struggle for survival with the available ability. And even this was useless if you didn't know your awakened ability.



    



    Unlike the time before returning to the past, when I didn't know either when I awakened or what the ability was, this time I learned about my awakening ability on the same day I awakened.



    



    Why did everything change?



    



    There were many reasons that came to mind.



    



    Something like gates appeared before me, which I had never seen before awakening. Sa Gongwoo confirmed that I had awakened. Sa Gongwoo appeared before me because I completely cut off Lee Dongjae. I removed Lee Dongjae from my life. I returned to the past.



    



    Slowly sifting through memories, I paused.



    



    Did returning to the past affect the awakening? Probably not. After all, I had awakened before returning to the past too.



    



    Before going to sleep, Sa Gongwoo casually said:



    



    "There are no conditions for awakening, no, it's just that no conditions are known so far, but it can't be said that there are none at all. In any case, unlike the fact of awakening, the awakening ability is strongly influenced by the person themselves - this is a pretty reliable statement. Skills that a person has mastered and honed, thoughts or values, strong desires, and so on. If Choron didn't have superpowers to open and close gates before awakening, it means he had some strong desire, strong enough to influence the awakening... I wonder what Choron wished for?"



    



    What was I thinking about, what did I wish for?



    



    "I hate people. I'm tired of them. I'm exhausted by them."



    



    "And I'm afraid."



    



    "Maybe the extinction of humanity is inevitable."



    



    "It would be better if everyone died."



    



    I remembered the words I mumbled to Beauty under the influence of alcohol.



    



    "I just want to live quietly."



    



    The thought I constantly had after returning to the past.



    



    Aversion to other people.



    



    Did this influence my awakening, creating the ability to move to another place? Although I couldn't inspect the place behind the blue gates, but if it's a place where I exist alone...



    



    And what was my awakening ability before returning to the past?



    



    Then I couldn't distance myself from people as much as I can now. Even after so many betrayals and neglect, I couldn't completely hate and blame. Even feeling betrayed by Lee Dongjae, I understood people who turned away from me, thinking that they too had a hard life, and it was inevitable.



    



    Then I wanted to be with someone, not alone. I wanted someone to be by my side. If my thoughts or desires really reflect in the awakening ability, then there could be no question of me having the current ability before returning to the past.



    



    What I wished for then,



    



    Grandmother.



    



    Time spent with grandmother.



    



    The past that I thought could never return.



    



    "...Returning to the past."



    



    Now I understood why I didn't know my awakening ability until my death. I understood why I returned in time. I understood why I received such an unexpected awakening ability that couldn't have been before returning to the past.



    



    Because it was an ability that could only be used after dying.



    



    Because it was an ability that could only be used once.



    



    Because the ability disappeared, fulfilling its task upon returning in time.



    



    And naturally, I remembered my thoughts at the moment of death. Then I thought that I shouldn't have met Lee Dongjae. I hated him and his existence so much. I wanted to erase him from my life.



    



    Yes, at the moment of death, I didn't remember grandmother.



    



    It was my mistake.



    



    I should have remembered grandmother.



    



    Instead of remembering painful memories, gritting my teeth and being angry at Lee Dongjae, I should have remembered the happy times with grandmother. I should have longed for that time.



    



    The starting point for the return should have been grandmother, not Lee Dongjae.



    



    The time I returned to should have been before grandmother's death, not before meeting Lee Dongjae.



    



    And yet it was the only chance...



    



    "Ah..."



    



    I realized too late that I had ruined everything.



    



     



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

     



    



    From the appetizing smell, the sleeping Sa Gongwoo's Adam's apple jerked. He instinctively sniffed, moving his nose, and unable to resist the body's call to fill the empty stomach instead of the already largely satisfied need for sleep, sleepily opened his eyes.



    



    Although his body still ached, the wounds that were so deep that internal organs were visible had sufficiently stabilized thanks to rest. There were no mana distortions, arms and legs were in place. Deciding that the hunt was successful, Sa Gongwoo, after inspecting his body, got up.



    



    "Choron-ah?"



    



    Although he didn't wake up in the dormitory, he didn't feel out of place.



    



    There was a time when he entered and exited this house as if it was his own. It was fourteen years ago, but that time was clear as if it was yesterday.



    



    Sa Gongwoo never forgot that warmth. He always dreamed of experiencing that time again. On days when he observed grandmother and Roy from afar, he comforted his regretful steps, repeating that the day when they would be together again was gradually approaching.



    



    And now...



    



    When he heard the news of grandmother's death, it seemed to him that the world was collapsing, but he felt relief that Roy was safe.



    



    "If you're awake, come out."



    



    "Ah."



    



    Hearing a voice from outside, he carefully folded the blanket and left the room.



    



    "Choron, what are you doing?"



    



    "Go wash up. We'll eat."



    



    He saw plates of food filling the table in the living room so much that it seemed about to break. Despite this, as if it still wasn't enough, Roy was walking between the sink and the gas stove, cooking something.



    



    "Roy?"



    



    "I told you to go wash up."



    



    Somehow the voice was cold. Sa Gongwoo, who was heading towards Roy, flinched and obediently went to the bathroom to wash up.



    



    "Since when have you been cooking? The table is about to break, and you're still not finished?"



    



    "This is the last. I was going to wake you up, but you woke up on your own."



    



    Taking off his apron, Roy transferred a plate full of fresh salad to the table and gestured to Sa Gongwoo, who came out of the bathroom. Sa Gongwoo modestly sat across from Roy and, looking around the table, admired:



    



    
      "A real feast table."
    

  
    "You must be hungry. Eat."



    



    "You don't always cook like this... is this for me?"



    



    Braised ribs, meat pancakes, bossam, japchae, fresh salad. There were more than five types of dishes at a glance. In addition to this, there was bean sprout soup and several freshly prepared side dishes.



    



    "Why did you go to such trouble and prepare so much."



    



    He had never seen such a table before.



    



    He had neither the skill to cook such a variety of dishes, nor the desire, nor even the aspiration to prepare and eat all this. Even at restaurants, he only ordered for one meal, not different dishes. No one had ever set such a table for him.



    



    From this completely unexpected situation, his nose stung and his chest prickled.



    



    "I had complicated thoughts. While I kept my hands busy, it turned out like this. It's good that there's someone to eat it."



    



    "..."



    



    The feeling of tenderness faded a little.



    



    No. Food couldn't just appear as if by magic from hand movements. To prepare so many dishes, ingredients had to be bought, so the words about it just happening on its own didn't add up. Although he said so, undoubtedly, he had tried hard and cooked.



    



    "Choron, you could have slept a little too while I was sleeping. You probably didn't sleep well after the morning scare."



    



    "I couldn't fall asleep. Let's eat. It will get cold and won't taste good."



    



    This was a situation he had always dreamed of deep down, although he had given up on its realization. A table set by someone, a shared meal, casual conversation, a close person, a family in one house.



    



    "Choron, you haven't eaten either? Let's eat quickly."



    



    "I'm fine, eat. I think I'm satiated with the smell of food while cooking. Somehow I don't have an appetite."



    



    Sa Gongwoo picked up his chopsticks, hearing that he shouldn't worry and should eat.



    



    Although he was told not to worry, he couldn't completely ignore it.



    



    The strangely depressed atmosphere and cold tone, slightly swollen eyes, tired face.



    



    He roughly guessed that while he was sleeping, something had happened to Cho Roy. The problem is that he didn't know what exactly...



    



    "The japchae is very delicious."



    



    "Eat more."



    



    "The bean sprout soup is refreshing."



    



    "Yes."



    



    "The meat is so tender."



    



    "..."



    



    The food was delicious, and Cho Roy became more and more silent until he fell completely silent.



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who at first was feeling tender alone, feeling warmth in his chest, but at some point just continued eating silently. He cleanly ate one bowl of rice and emptied the plates of food. Although there was a small pause in the middle, somehow it seemed to him that if he left anything, he wouldn't hear anything good, so he struggled to finish everything. Fortunately, the food was delicious.



    



    "Should I give you more?"



    



    "No, thank you. I'm full. It's enough."



    



    He wasn't just full, he was almost bursting. Sa Gongwoo, glancing at Roy, who sat quietly to the end without touching the food, collected the empty plates and took them to the sink.



    



    "Roy. Aren't you tired?"



    



    "I'm fine."



    



    "Then maybe a cup of tea?"



    



    The guest asked the host. Even Cho Roy, who heard this, was surprised and, smiling weakly, stood up.



    



    "Sit. I'll clean up."



    



    "No. Roy, you worked hard and cooked the food, and hyung will do the cleaning. Sit, sit."



    



    Sa Gongwoo almost forcibly seated Roy in the living room and quickly cleared the table. Due to the large number of dishes, there was a lot of dishware to wash. He postponed washing the dishes for later and thoroughly wiped the table with a cloth.



    



    "Coffee?"



    



    "I'll make it."



    



    "...Do you want some?"



    



    Thinking slightly, he realized that even if he wanted to make coffee, he didn't know where anything was.



    



    "Then I'll quickly wash the dishes."



    



    "Leave it. Don't accidentally break the plates. I'll wash them myself later."



    



    "Although hyung can't cook, he washes dishes well. Despite appearances, there's no job hyung hasn't done."



    



    Working for the government and entering gates, on weekends he worked various odd jobs. If the senior colleagues who ended up in government service under similar circumstances hadn't quit halfway, the salary wouldn't have increased, and he would have had to continue working part-time jobs until now.



    



    The salary increased, but those senior colleagues died without completing their contracts. Until now, there hasn't been anyone who could get out of this unilaterally disadvantageous contract, and now Sa Gongwoo has become the longest-lasting contractor.



    



    "Will we be okay in this state?"



    



    Pushing away Cha Yeseung's words echoing in his ears, Sa Gongwoo carefully washed the dishes.



    



    After finishing washing the dishes, wiping the sink dry, and perfectly completing the cleaning, Sa Gongwoo dried his wet hands and went out to the living room. He thoughtfully looked at Roy's face, which still had a slight tension, with an already cooled cup of coffee in front of him.



    



    "You didn't open the restaurant?"



    



    "No. I decided to rest today."



    



    "Then at least sleep a little. Thanks to you, I lived like a king."



    



    "By the way, Sa Gongwoo."



    



    Taking a sip of coffee, Cho Roy put down the cup and called Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "Please keep what you saw this morning a secret. I would like to ask you to forget, but it's impossible to erase a memory already seen."



    



    "Of course, I won't tell anyone. And there's no one to tell. I don't have friends."



    



    "That's not something to brag about."



    



    Roy smiled weakly and, propping his chin, stared intently at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "This morning I was scared and confused, but thanks to you I was able to calm down quickly. I'm grateful for that. But can you just enter someone else's house like that? I would like this not to happen again."



    



    "I was worried about Roy..."



    



    "Even so, ripping out the security grill of someone else's house and breaking in is a crime. Please return it to its place today, by yourself or hire someone."



    



    "Okay."



    



    "Then now, please leave."



    



    "Roy."



    



    "I prepared a lot of food, so I'll pack some for you. Take it with you and reheat it when you're hungry."



    



    "Cho Roy."



    



    He grabbed Roy's hand as he was about to stand up and sat him back down.



    



    "Why are you so wary? I won't tell anyone. Talking about other people's abilities if the person hasn't revealed them themselves is not only impolite but also tacitly forbidden. Even if it weren't for this, I won't do anything that could harm you. I can't ask you to just believe me, but... don't be so hostile."



    



    "Yes, thank you. I guess I'm just tired. I want to rest too, could you leave?"



    



    Although he said "thank you," his attitude was still very cautious. Sa Gongwoo sighed in frustration.



    



    "No, let's do this. I won't tell anyone anywhere about your ability, and you'll fulfill my conditions."



    



    "Conditions?"



    



    It was obvious that he wouldn't believe even if Sa Gongwoo swore never to speak and wrote a receipt. Then, maybe at least by pretending they're making a deal, Roy's anxiety could be reduced. Confirming this, Roy glanced sideways but at the same time looked interested, as if thinking "well, this is something."



    



    "First."



    



    "How many demands do you have that you start with 'first'?"



    



    "Two. So, first! You will call me 'hyung'."



    



    "...Are you joking right now?"



    



    "I'm not joking. This is a very important condition for me. You always address me formally, sometimes even call me 'sir'. It irritates me a lot. From this moment on, I forbid formal address. I said it clearly. Just try and I'll shout about Choron's ability on every corner."



    



    "You've really gone mad. And you call this a threat..."



    



    "Hyung is serious. This is gunso font. Not only 'sir' and formal address are forbidden, but also 'hey', 'that person' and all that. Only 'hyung' is allowed. Okay?"



    



    "...Understood."



    



    With a very reluctant expression, as if doubting whether this was right, and yet as if resigned, Roy sighed quietly and nodded.



    



    "Second. Let's check if Choron's ability is safe. That's the end of my demands."



    



    "..."



    



    Apparently, this was unexpected, because Roy fell silent for a moment.



    



    "I've never heard of an awakened's ability being dangerous to the awakened themselves."



    



    "The ability itself isn't dangerous. Your ability seems to allow you to move to another place through these gate-like things. But I'm worried about the situation. How can we be sure that the place behind these gates is safe?"



    



    In response to Sa Gongwoo's words, Roy thought for a while, saying nothing.



    



    "Did you try using your awakening ability while I was sleeping?"



    



    "No."



    



    "You did the right thing. Then will you try using it now?"



    



    Instead of answering, Roy stared intently at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "I already know about your ability anyway. Although not intentionally, but I found out. As you said, I can't forget what I've already seen. In such a situation, isn't it better to try your ability when I'm here?"



    



    When he spoke a little coldly, objectively, businesslike, without any personal interests, Roy nodded after a while. Sa Gongwoo, having barely achieved a positive reaction, inwardly sighed.



    



    "Then try using your ability."



    



    He wanted to immediately gently persuade, comfort, joke, and lighten the atmosphere, but it seemed that Cho Roy would become even more wary of such friendly behavior. Forcibly maintaining the pose of a cold city man, he spoke, and Roy frowned.



    



    "What? Can't you do it?"



    



    Or does his head hurt? What kind of reaction is this?



    



    Sa Gongwoo, wanting to get closer to Roy, fidgeted in his seat.



    



    "No. I did it. Over there."



    



    Sa Gongwoo looked in the direction Roy's finger was pointing, but saw nothing.



    



    "So, the gates you create apparently aren't visible to other people."



    



    "Didn't we learn about this at dawn?"



    



    "This is a check, a check."



    



    
      In response to Roy's sharp and cold reaction, Sa Gongwoo secretly wiped cold sweat and tried to justify himself.
    

  
    "Then let's enter. Together with me."



    



    At these words, Roy, who was about to stand up, turned to Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "So, if something dangerous appears, I can defeat it. At least, I can buy you time to escape."



    



    "...But if you can't see the gates, how can you enter together with me?"



    



    "Yesterday you were able to take the cat with you."



    



    If the cat could enter with him, why couldn't a person?



    



    Roy tilted his head at Sa Gongwoo's remark. Would it work? The reaction was uncertain.



    



    Sa Gongwoo stood up, dusting off his pants, and approached Roy.



    



    "Where are they? Don't touch, just roughly indicate the position."



    



    "Right here. Like this."



    



    Roy waved his hand through the air.



    



    "Here?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo waved his hand in empty air, and Roy nodded, but then opened his eyes wide.



    



    "...Nothing changed."



    



    "Is my hand touching these gates?"



    



    "Yes. It overlaps with the gates. As if the gates are drawn over your hand. ...It seems other people can't enter."



    



    Roy shrugged and said this as if it was nothing, as if he didn't expect anything else. But Sa Gongwoo shook his head.



    



    "The conditions must not be right. The cat was able to enter, so it's impossible that a human can't. A cat can, but a human can't? The ability can't be that specifically restricted."



    



    "But you can't enter."



    



    "Will."



    



    "...Better tell me to apply effooooort."



    



    "No. The ability comes from the will of the awakened person themselves. This is your ability, Choron, so think about wanting to move together with me, and touch the gates."



    



    "First, let's hold hands," said Sa Gongwoo and firmly grabbed Roy's hand. Roy awkwardly looked at their tightly intertwined fingers and reached out into the emptiness.



    



    "Choron, will! Me too! Let's enter together!"



    



    At the moment he uttered this somewhat desperate cry, everything flashed white before their eyes.



    



    Waiting for his vision to return, Sa Gongwoo tensely became alert. For a hunter, it was almost fate to be on guard from the moment of entering gates, as you never know when and from where a monster attack might follow.



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    "Yes. And you, Choron?"



    



    "I seem to have gotten a bit used to it, after several flashes in my eyes."



    



    Roy released the tightly clenched hand and looked at Sa Gongwoo in surprise.



    



    "Did you know we could move together?"



    



    "How could I know if it's not my ability? I just thought there was a possibility for it."



    



    Sa Gongwoo squinted and looked into the distance.



    



    "A field, forest, sky. A completely different place... amazing."



    



    "Really? I've never seen so much grass before."



    



    "Is this the same place you entered before?"



    



    "Yes. This is exactly what was here."



    



    Does this mean the place is fixed?



    



    Sa Gongwoo quietly mumbled this and took out his phone from his pocket.



    



    As when entering gates, neither the phone nor the internet works. He turned on the map to check the current location, but an error appeared saying it was impossible to get a signal.



    



    "It seems we're really inside gates."



    



    He wondered if this could be a passage somewhere on Earth, but it doesn't seem to be a teleportation concept.



    



    "...I wonder if there are monsters here?"



    



    "Choron, could you go out and bring something like a long stick?"



    



    "A stick?"



    



    "To mark the location. An empty box would also work."



    



    Roy nodded and concentrated for a moment.



    



    "Uh..."



    



    "What is it?"



    



    "Visible."



    



    Sa Gongwoo saw something oval, shimmering blue-white.



    



    "You see it?"



    



    "...I see it."



    



    "But why is it visible? You said you couldn't see it before."



    



    "Maybe because Choron allowed me to be in this space. Then..."



    



    "Then?"



    



    "Choron's ability might not be these gate-like things, but this place itself. Anyway, go and bring something."



    



    Roy slightly frowned and disappeared through the gates.



    



    So, if you leave a person who entered together, they can continue to stay here. Sa Gongwoo remembered this new fact.



    



    After a while, Roy appeared with a mop.



    



    "Will this do?"



    



    "Yes, it'll do."



    



    Sa Gongwoo took the mop and forcefully stuck it into the ground. The white "hair" of the mop, which went about a third into the ground, fluttered in the air.



    



    "..."



    



    "I'll look around, and you go out for now."



    



    "Go out again?"



    



    "What if something attacks you while you're alone? Go out and come back in exactly 30 minutes. We'll also check if the time ratio is different."



    



    Sa Gongwoo turned on the alarm app on his phone and pushed Roy.



    



    "Go on."



    



    "Why do I feel like you're always ordering me around?"



    



    "It's not just a feeling. I really am always telling you to do things, but we need to check everything. Come back in 30 minutes. Okay?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo patted Roy on the back, hurrying him, and Roy disappeared.



    



    Setting the alarm for 30 minutes, Sa Gongwoo started running across the field. He could run faster than a car, but now it was more important to check what might be hiding here, rather than speed, so he ran at an easy jog at the speed of an ordinary person.



    



    He reached the edge of the wide field. As if someone had determined: "this much land", beyond one step was emptiness. What seemed to be the horizon was just the boundary where the land ended. This anomalous phenomenon was also quite similar to ordinary gates.



    



    He slightly extended his foot forward, but as if there was an invisible wall, he couldn't move further. He waved his hand. Contrary to expectations that he would feel a barrier blocking the way, although invisible, his hand just slightly bounced somewhere in the emptiness with a light thud.



    



    "I don't know what this is, but it seems there's no danger of falling or anything like that if you cross this boundary."



    



    At least one worry was gone.



    



    Seeing the mop slightly swaying in the air in the distance, Sa Gongwoo walked along the boundary. Walking around the edge of the field, he reached the forest densely planted with trees. Unlike the empty field, something could be hiding in the forest, and Sa Gongwoo tensed up again.



    



    "...There's nothing."



    



    Walking along the boundary, he came out again to the place where the forest touched the field. Thinking that not even the slightest danger could be overlooked, he entered the middle of the forest and walked between the trees.



    



    "There really is nothing."



    



    Surprisingly, there really was nothing here. Except for the field and trees, nothing existed here.



    



    Coming out of the forest and returning to the mop, Sa Gongwoo looked around.



    



    The space that seemed quite vast was actually not that big. No, maybe this is considered big? It was a place that could be walked around in 30 minutes at an ordinary person's pace.



    



    If thinking of it as the inside of gates - small, if as just an open space - large.



    



    The alarm rang, indicating that 30 minutes had passed, and soon Roy appeared.



    



    "...And how is it?"



    



    "The flow of time is not different. And... there's nothing here."



    



    "Nothing? But you said we're inside gates."



    



    "It's similar to what's behind gates. Definitely, this is not Earth. But it's not like the gates we usually know where monsters exist. Just imagine a round island. You can't go beyond a certain boundary, and it can be walked around in 30 minutes."



    



    When he calmly told about what he learned, Roy's eyes anxiously darted around.



    



    "If I say what I think, your ability, Roy, seems to be this space. Empty, wide and at the same time narrow, where only you and those you allow can enter. A space cut off from the world."



    



    "..."



    



    "Roy."



    



    What did you wish for?



    



    Sa Gongwoo barely held back the question that came to his throat. The reason was Roy's strange facial expression. His face, distorted either in a smile or a cry, looked so agonizing that he couldn't bring himself to ask.



    



    "If something dangerous happens, you can take shelter here. When gates break through nearby or monsters appear."



    



    "...Yes, I guess."



    



    "I always worried leaving Roy alone when I went hunting, but now, maybe I can be a little at ease."



    



    Pretending not to notice Roy's expression, Sa Gongwoo patted him on the head and changed the subject.



    



    "Mr. Sa Gongwoo."



    



    "Hey-hey. What did I tell you to call me?"



    



    "...Hyung."



    



    "That's right."



    



    "...Thank you."



    



    When he abruptly said these words, their eyes met, and Roy turned away, looking in another direction.



    



    "Thanks to you, I feel more at ease. Actually, I was a bit worried. I didn't know where this place was, what might jump out, and so I didn't understand what this ability was... You checked it for me, even came up with some ridiculous conditions."



    



    "I don't care as long as you're safe. I can do such things for you as many times as needed."



    



    Saying this, Sa Gongwoo, feeling a bit awkward, coughed. Then he bent down, pulled out a weed growing in the field, and held it out to Roy.



    



    "No, why suddenly grass..."



    



    "This is mana grass. You know how the environment inside gates can be different? Cold, hot, swamps, poisonous zones - besides the common feature that they're all terrible, they're all different. Sometimes there are areas where the mana concentration is high and pure, making them look like paradise. In such places, grass grows like weeds. The trees forming the forest there are also mana trees."



    



    "So these are weeds and trees from gates?"



    



    "It means that the mana concentration in this space is high and pure. Didn't you feel that the air here is a bit different when you entered?"



    



    "I thought it was somehow fresh. But isn't that because of phytoncides?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo laughed at Roy's naive answer.



    



    "I guess it's similar in terms of health benefits."



    



    "Anyway, this is good, right? I'll pull out the mop. It doesn't look very nice."



    



    
      Roy pulled the mop out of the ground with effort.
    

  
    "I thought while I was outside."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    Now, looking at this, it's really not a bad environment. The air is good, the scenery is beautiful, no dangers. I wonder if there's a division between day and night here? Is the weather always fixed in this state?



    



    "I want to rename this."



    



    Roy's words reached Sa Gongwoo's ears, who was pondering various things to himself.



    



    "What?"



    



    "My ability. These blue gates. Calling them gates is confusing and somehow seems dangerous. Honestly, they differ in many ways from ordinary gates."



    



    "That's true."



    



    "I want to call them 'door' from now on. In the sense of a door leading to this place."



    



    "Door. Not bad, door."



    



    Hearing Sa Gongwoo's praise, Roy wrinkled his nose and smiled proudly.



    



    "Roy. I'm just asking just in case."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "You're not thinking of becoming a hunter just because you've awakened, are you?"



    



    To this cautious question, Roy shook his head.



    



    "What kind of hunter would I be. I'm not an awakened with physical abilities, if I enter gates, I'd be killed instantly."



    



    "But your ability is very good."



    



    "It's just a shelter, isn't it?"



    



    Although it might be useful for survival, does it have anything to do with hunters?



    



    Looking at Roy, who tilted his head, Sa Gongwoo momentarily pondered whether to continue the conversation. He worried if he would add unnecessary reasons for concern if he started this conversation.



    



    "...Why do you say that?"



    



    "I thought your ability has high potential for use. It can be used as a shelter, but if you think differently, it's almost like a mobile warehouse."



    



    "Warehouse?"



    



    "Yes, warehouse. Until now, we had to take a minimum of things into gates, and there was a limit on what could be taken out of gates. If Roy accompanied us, it means we could take anything into gates. We could store things in this place and take out what we need when necessary inside gates."



    



    "Uh..."



    



    "Of course, there would be no restrictions on the amount of loot that could be taken out. Instead of carrying it with us, we could just move it into this space. Unlike situations where we have to stand guard and sleep in snatches, not knowing when monsters might attack, we could safely rest. If used strategically, there are many other ways to apply it."



    



    "..."



    



    It seemed this was an idea he had never thought of, because Roy's mouth, listening to Sa Gongwoo's words, gradually opened.



    



    "If guild leaders have even a bit of brain, as soon as they learn about your ability, they will try in any way to make you accompany them into gates. They will promise to give you anything you want, and even assign personal hunter bodyguards, not a combat group, to guarantee your safety. ...What will you do?"



    



    "I couldn't even imagine such a thing... Indeed, hunters have a different way of thinking. Unlike me, who thought of using this at most as a shelter, this is amazing."



    



    "Illegally, it can also be used in various ways. As you know, in our world there's no inventory or subspace like in games. A space that others don't know about and can't see can be used in any way."



    



    At Sa Gongwoo's words, Roy shrank.



    



    "What would I do in gates? Whatever they give me, they'll take even more, and I don't want to suffer doing good for others. Even if they guarantee safety, there are always unforeseen circumstances, and it's stupid to blindly follow them. If I die, only I will lose. I definitely won't do it."



    



    "Then let's hide your ability."



    



    "I wasn't planning to brag about it left and right. Unless you, Sa Gongwoo, spread rumors, no one will know."



    



    "Not you, but hyung."



    



    "..."



    



    "Shall we go for an awakening check after sunset?"



    



    "Okay."



    



    "Then the result will show that you're awakened, but say you don't know what your ability is. In any case, more than half of the people determined to be awakened don't know their awakened ability. They won't suspect."



    



    Roy, who silently moved his lips, nodded.



    



    "...Okay."



    



    "Yes, good job. Don't think of it badly, like lying. Just, well, everyone has secrets they don't want to talk about. You're just not talking about it."



    



    Worrying about Roy, who was soft, kind, and didn't know how to lie, Sa Gongwoo awkwardly continued speaking. When he said "Yes?", demanding an answer, Roy stared at him intently.



    



    "Sa Gongwoo..."



    



    "Hyung."



    



    "Hyung... Don't you want to use my ability?"



    



    While he's bound by a contract with the government, no matter how much loot he brings out, it won't become his money. Besides that, regardless of how much money he could earn, he had not the slightest desire to take Roy into dangerous gates.



    



    "I just want you to be safe."



    



    "..."



    



    "I don't want to lose you. I don't want you to get hurt. I want there to be not even the slightest danger near you."



    



    For me, it was only grandmother and you. Now that grandmother is gone, I only have you.



    



    Burying the unspoken words in his heart, Sa Gongwoo gently stroked Roy's hair.



    



    "I've thought of an experiment."



    



    "Experiment?"



    



    "Expulsion."



    



    "Expulsion?"



    



    "I... don't want other people in my space. I want to kick them out. Forced eviction! Kick! Throw out! Expel! Willllll!"



    



    With Choron's shout, everything before the eyes turned white.



    



    "...Choron-ah?"



    



    Instead of the green field, I saw the living room of an ordinary house.



    



    "Hah..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, who was still holding his hand in the air as if patting a head, laughed. Roy followed him out and laughed brightly: "Hahaha".



    



    "The experiment was successful."



    



    "You have excellent application of your ability."



    



    Hearing Roy's sincere laughter for the first time that day, Sa Gongwoo laughed tiredly along with him.
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    "Little bro! Why do you work so irregularly?"



    



    Cha Yeseung, who entered right after the restaurant opened, asked, sitting down.



    



    When Sa Gongwoo's company gathers, it's noisy not because of the number of people, but because of Cha Yeseung. It was obvious that even if only Cha Yeseung came, it would be noisy.



    



    I nodded in greeting to Ma Changgoon, Park Cheolsoo, and the monk, who entered in turn, and noticed Sa Gongwoo entering last.



    



    "It's my hobby."



    



    "Ah... hobby. Then it's okay to be irregular."



    



    Cha Yeseung, who had been asking why there were so many temporary days off, agreed and nodded.



    



    "Shall I serve according to the number of people?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    I went to the kitchen and brought seolleongtang.



    



    "Oh my, you all came together?"



    



    "We just returned from gates. This is a company dinner, company dinner. Actually, we were supposed to eat yesterday, but why was it closed?"



    



    "I just didn't feel like working yesterday."



    



    "Since it's a hobby, you can not want to open. I understand."



    



    Another quick understanding followed.



    



    "And I thought maybe you and Mr. Sa had a good time together. They say he didn't sleep at home. And then yesterday afternoon he came with a bunch of food. Maybe he was replenishing for some power exercises?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo hit Cha Yeseung, who was grinning with a lustful expression, on the forehead with a spoon.



    



    "Let's not make strange jokes about the child."



    



    It wasn't a light pat, but a loud hit. It seemed that even from the sound alone, one could feel the pain. Apparently, I wasn't the only one who felt it, because Ma Changgoon and Park Cheolsoo, sitting nearby, flinched.



    



    "Ouch, damn! It hurts! It really hurts! It's frustrating to be hit with a spoon, but it hurts so much it's not even embarrassing to shout! Did I get a hole in my forehead?"



    



    Cha Yeseung, rubbing her forehead, wiped away the tears that had welled up. The forehead I glimpsed had already started to redden and swell.



    



    He really hit without mercy.



    



    I quietly took ice from the refrigerator in the kitchen and made an ice pack.



    



    "Here."



    



    "Little bro... I'm so touched. You're the first to take care of me so warmly. Can I call you 'darling' instead of little bro from today?"



    



    "No."



    



    "No chance at all?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "...Okay."



    



    Fortunately, she quickly gave up on this idea. She apparently didn't notice that at that moment, Sa Gongwoo's hand holding the spoon tensed.



    



    "Unfair! What child is here! Our little bro also works with his hands and earns a living. He's already a wonderful adult."



    



    "Our Choron is still a child, so don't say nasty things."



    



    "Child, yeah, bullshit."



    



    Cha Yeseung pretended to stick her finger in her mouth and vomit.



    



    "Enough with the jokes. I came to the office yesterday and wrote a report. How did it happen that no one came, although we agreed to meet in the afternoon? Bastards."



    



    Cha Yeseung was tapping her spoon against the seolleongtang bowl, cursing the team members.



    



    Grumbling at the dinner table. Our grandmother only allowed eating during meals. Indeed, the attitude towards team members...



    



    "Especially Mr. Sa! You yourself said to come to work in the afternoon. And you didn't even come. I heard you only crawled to the dormitory in the evening? And monk Jaeyeon. I didn't believe others, but I believed at least you..."



    



    "This unworthy one, growing older each year, feels that the body is not what it used to be."



    



    The monk, who was chewing the meat lying at the bottom of the bowl, hearing Cha Yeseung's remark, hurriedly swallowed the food and humbly apologized.



    



    "In general, all the men in the team... Ah, there's a lot I want to say, but I'll keep quiet. Anyway, this will only make my reality even more pitiful."



    



    I wanted to say that she looks pitiful not because of her team members, but because of the red bump in the middle of her forehead, but I kept quiet.



    



    In any case, although they're noisy, they're interesting people.



    



    When I was wiping the tables, preparing for the upcoming influx of customers, the restaurant door opened, and two men who looked like father and son entered.



    



    "Can we eat?"



    



    "Yes. Come in."



    



    "Two seolleongtang, please."



    



    The elderly man looked around the restaurant and sat at a table with the man who looked like his son. When I brought seolleongtang and rice, the young man, who was serving himself kkakdugi, awkwardly sat at the table.



    



     

  
    "Dohyeon, this is a delicious place."



    



    The man who looked like a father said this, looking at the bowl placed in front of him.



    



    "You haven't even tried it yet."



    



    "Dad can tell right away. Even the color of the broth is different. Places like this are hidden gems. Something like 'Original Seolleongtang with 30 years of tradition'. Right? Do you know how many years this restaurant has been around?"



    



    The man scooped up a spoonful of milky-white broth, tasted it, and with an admiring grunt, asked Roy.



    



    "You almost guessed it. Grandmother opened the restaurant after Seoul stabilized following the Great Changes, so probably about 25 years."



    



    "See? I passed by yesterday, but the restaurant was closed, thought it wasn't operating. Good thing I came again today. Dohyeon, you try it quickly too. The broth is just excellent."



    



    "It's still just seolleongtang."



    



    The young man reflexively grumbled, but seemed to catch himself and glanced furtively at me.



    



    "Was yesterday a regular day off?"



    



    "No. It was a temporary day off."



    



    "Oh, I guess something happened to the owner."



    



    "I was just feeling a bit unwell. I want to work without straining myself."



    



    "...Could you be...?"



    



    "Yes. I'm the owner."



    



    "You just said the restaurant is 25 years old..."



    



    "It was my grandmother's restaurant. She died a month ago, so now I'm managing it."



    



    "Oh. You look about the same age as our son. What happened to your grandmother?"



    



    This is the problem with unfamiliar customers. They have a lot of curiosity and questions. They ask questions without any hesitation, as if we've known each other for a long time.



    



    "By the way, I haven't seen you before, did you have business nearby?"



    



    It wasn't difficult for me to naturally change the subject.



    



    Out of my 20 years of life, I spent 15 in this restaurant. Most of the customers I saw during this time were impolite, overly familiar, tactless, and shameless.



    



    Grandmother said that such conversations were a manifestation of interest in each other and human warmth, but in my view, thoughtlessly thrown words were more a manifestation of disregard than friendliness.



    



    People who couldn't open their mouths in other places, in this restaurant while eating, straightened their shoulders and raised their voices. A sense of superiority from the thought: "I'm paying money and buying your seolleongtang". Unfounded confidence that they, as customers, are above us who are just selling seolleongtang. People who couldn't afford even one meal for such money in other places, thanks to grandmother's care, behaved as if they were feeding the restaurant.



    



    Since these were people who had lived hard lives, they often spoke loudly, often quarreled, and often got into trouble. Each time, grandmother gently smiled, calmed them down, mediated, and wisely resolved the situation.



    



    I observed such a grandmother for fifteen years. Compared to those who started fights in the restaurant or began quarrels out of nowhere, those who just asked tactless questions were still nothing.



    



    "Ah, we recently moved here. We came from Daejeon."



    



    "You've come from far away. It must have been difficult moving to another city."



    



    "Well, you see, this guy recently awakened. It seems rumors about his good ability spread, and guilds around just lined up to, what's it called, scout! Scout him."



    



    "Dad, eat. The seolleongtang will get cold."



    



    It seemed this wasn't the first story told, because the man who looked like a son, with an awkward expression, tried to stop the middle-aged man.



    



    "Ah, yes. Let's eat. Anyway, that's why, there's a saying: when a person is born - send them to Seoul. Even in such a world, Seoul is still Seoul, right?"



    



    "Yes, yes."



    



    I hoped he would finally close his mouth and start eating, but before I could turn away, the man spoke again.



    



    "My son isn't one who should languish in the provinces. I know my son well. He's been special since childhood."



    



    "Ah, yes."



    



    "That's why we left everything and moved to Seoul. Soon our Dohyeon will enter a famous guild, and then we'll move again, but until then this area will be safe. Ha-ha-ha."



    



    "Ye-es."



    



    "Owner, don't worry and just run your business. While our Lightning Baek Dohyeon is here, monsters won't be able to roam around."



    



    "Ah, really. Let's just eat."



    



    The young man sighed, rubbing his face as if he was embarrassed.



    



    Baek Dohyeon...



    



    I looked at the young man's face.



    



    "Amazing. He looks about my age, but he's already awakened."



    



    "This guy looks mature, but he's only nineteen."



    



    "Ah, why are you talking about that."



    



    Although the word "mature" is often used in the same sense as "looks older than his years", they're not exactly the same. In Baek Dohyeon's case, he rather looked more adult than his peers due to his good physique, neat appearance, and calm behavior, not because his face looked older.



    



    However, the son seemed to have taken this as a compliment about looking older, and flared up at his father's words.



    



    "He awakened before twenty, and moreover with an ability that's perfect for hunter work, so the center came to us themselves. They practically begged him to come for an examination."



    



    Despite my soulless praise and Baek Dohyeon's embarrassed attempts to stop him, the man didn't stop boasting about his son.



    



    Nevertheless, I learned what I wanted to know.



    



    The awakened with lightning ability, Baek Dohyeon.



    



    Before returning to the past, he was such a famous hunter that I often saw articles about him in news and newspapers, even without trying to specifically look for them.



    



    It seems he struggled a bit at the beginning when he moved from the provinces to Seoul after awakening. Due to his father's high expectations, he didn't even consider small and medium guilds, waiting for large guilds to notice him.



    



    But it seems his father's desire reached the heavens, because he attracted the attention of the Yeomyeong Guild, got the opportunity to personally train under the guild leader, and after that his career skyrocketed.



    



    He attracted attention as the future pillar of the Yeomyeong Guild, one of the 1-2 largest guilds in Korea, and the Yeomyeong Guild leader himself personally praised him, saying he possessed talent that could be counted on fingers among all the disciples he had raised.



    



    I don't know why specifically the lightning ability, but I remember seeing an interview where it was suggested that an accident when he was struck by lightning as a child could have influenced the awakening of his ability. Because of this, there was even news about a sharp increase in the number of people who walked with lightning rods on rainy days, hoping to be struck by lightning and awaken abilities.



    



    Super rookie, rising star, future representative of the country among hunters, and so on.



    



    Every time young hunters who would lead the future were introduced, with various epithets, Baek Dohyeon's name was invariably mentioned.



    



    When I saw his interviews, I vaguely envied him.



    



    While I pathetically clung to life, sorting through monster meat at the factory, someone my age was enjoying money, fame, and popularity in the spotlight.



    



    I just envied him.



    



    Yes, that was all.



    



    He lived in such a different world that I couldn't envy or be jealous more than that.



    



    I thought I would never meet him in person, see his face, or talk to him.



    



    And now Baek Dohyeon is right in front of me.



    



    It seems this is that short difficult period when he just moved from the provinces to Seoul.



    



    To think that a famous hunter was once a resident of this area. I wonder, maybe in my past life I didn't meet him because I worked even more irregularly than now? No, maybe he once came to the restaurant and ate seolleongtang. Maybe he just didn't stick in my memory as one of the many restaurant visitors.



    



    In any case, I didn't feel any particular emotions.



    



    I saw a future celebrity whose social status would soon rise, but now I didn't even envy him. I was no longer at rock bottom like in my past life, and I had no desire for something more or changes in my current situation.



    



    I just thought that in the past, a celebrity living in another world had a very small point of contact with me.



    



    "It seems he'll enter a famous guild."



    



    "Right? Our young owner seems to have a good eye for people, probably because he interacts with them a lot. Ha-ha-ha."



    



    The middle-aged man laughed joyfully, apparently taking this as a compliment. Either he said everything he wanted, or he heard what he wanted to hear, in any case, the conversation satisfied him, and he finally started eating the cooled seolleongtang.



    



    Sa Gongwoo's company, having finished eating, stood up from their seats one by one. I took the opportunity and quickly left under the pretext of needing to settle their bill.



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



    "Hm-hm-hm."



    



    Having eaten a late lunch, washed the dishes, and cleaned up, I calmly brewed a cup of coffee, waiting for the seolleongtang to cook for the evening trade.



    



    I was flipping through photos on the tablet when someone stuck to the locked restaurant door and started desperately knocking on the glass. I tried to ignore it, but the knocking became even more furious. The monster-proof reinforced glass, which is much stronger than regular glass, made dull sounds.



    



    "Ah, what is it!"



    



    "Choron-ah. The door, please."



    



    "Not allowed. We're on break."



    



    "Please open the door."



    



    "No."



    



    "It's urgent, Mr. Cho Roy."



    



    "We don't provide toilet access."



    



    "It's not that kind of urgency."



    



    Please, pleeeease.



    



    Seeing Sa Gongwoo begging with folded hands, I sighed and opened the door.



    



    "What? What's the matter?"



    



    "Nothing, just sat in the office and really wanted to see Choron."



    



    "...Go away."



    



    "I've already entered."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, unceremoniously squeezing through, entered the restaurant and smiled contentedly. Carefully locking the door, he sniffed and habitually started rummaging in the restaurant cabinet to brew coffee.



    



    "And when did you manage to see that."



    



    "Last time when Choron was drinking."



    



    "You have good eyesight."



    



    I returned to my seat, teasing him. Sa Gongwoo inconspicuously moved closer and peeked at the tablet screen.



    



    "So why did you come?"



    



     

  
    "I came because I wanted to see Choron. What are you doing here, why don't you go up to the house?"



    



    "Just too lazy to go up and down, so I stay here."



    



    "Can you leave the cat alone like that? She must be lonely too."



    



    "Weren't you the one who said she gets tired when you're around all the time?"



    



    "She's still a kitten. You need to check on her at least sometimes."



    



    Why the sudden concern about the cat? If you were so worried, you shouldn't have brought her in the first place.



    



    "What were you watching? A caravan?"



    



    "Why are you being so nosy?"



    



    "It was on, I saw it accidentally."



    



    Sa Gongwoo lowered the corners of his eyes, as if feeling unfairly accused, but his gaze didn't leave the tablet screen.



    



    "Why a caravan?"



    



    "Just looking at what they look like."



    



    "Just like that, suddenly?"



    



    "..."



    



    When I learned about my awakening ability, I thought.



    



    A space where no one can intrude, no one can harm, meant only for me. It would be an ark, a cradle, a shelter, a paradise - a perfect safety zone, whatever you call it.



    



    Sa Gongwoo said it could become a shelter in case of a gate breach and monster appearance, but I thought of it as a place to hide from people.



    



    It would be the only place where I could rest peacefully, without worrying about who, when, and how someone might harm me.



    



    I entered the "door" seeking a safe and comfortable night, but soon realized.



    



    Why in human history they placed such great importance on the discovery of fire, why people live in groups, why animals sleep well using nature as a blanket, while humans need a house.



    



    Although I knew intellectually that this was a safe space for me, that there was nothing there except me.



    



    Silence turned into loneliness, and quietness into fear.



    



    The dark space, contrary to expectations, provided no comfort.



    



    The night sky without moon and constellations, different from Earth's, was more eerie than mysterious, and the green fields that used to sway gently in the wind were now covered with a black curtain and looked gloomy.



    



    Maybe because I was completely alone there, with nothing, as if completely naked.



    



    So I thought.



    



    I need light to illuminate this darkness at my will, I need walls and a ceiling to feel that this is a safe space, and thus I must accept with my heart that this island, created by the awakening ability, is completely in my hands.



    



    "I want to put this inside the door. There's a beautiful view, and nothing interferes, it will be good to rest there. But to rest, you need to have something. You can't just lie on bare ground."



    



    I said this, shrugging my shoulders as if it wasn't something important, and Sa Gongwoo nodded.



    



    "That's true. It's unknown how the weather might change. What about the sun? Does it always shine?"



    



    "There's no sun or moon. But day and night exist."



    



    "The mystery of ability."



    



    "Isn't that the case with all abilities? The fact that water or fire comes out of a person's hands is already abnormal."



    



    "That's true."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, with a serious expression, casually agreed and began to scroll through the photos on the tablet screen.



    



    "So you want to buy a caravan? What have you chosen?"



    



    "Nothing particularly appealed to me. I wanted to look for a place where they make custom ones."



    



    "Don't do that, Choron."



    



    Curious about what he was going to say, addressing me like that, I looked at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "I'll build you a house."



    



    "Do you have such abilities?"



    



    A house doesn't just happen by placing pillars on bare ground and making walls and a roof.



    



    Heating and cooling are quite simple - just buy and install a mana stone for heating and air conditioning. They say that in the past, ondol or boilers were installed under the floor, but for me, born after the Great Changes, these are incomprehensible things.



    



    The problem is the toilet and plumbing.



    



    The toilet uses a sewage purification and circulation system that decomposes and purifies waste and then reuses the water for flushing, but the work of connecting this system to the toilet is a bit complicated.



    



    You can't just punch a hole in the toilet wall and bury the equipment, and leaving it next to the toilet is unsightly.



    



    For plumbing, you also only need natsok - a mineral from inside the gates.



    



    The government, having discovered natsok's ability to absorb and store huge amounts of water, manages treatment facilities, stores purified water in natsok, and sells it.



    



    The problem is that installing this equipment with natsok and the plumbing pipes leading to the sink or bathroom requires professional skills.



    



    It's not for nothing that I was looking for a caravan or mobile trailer.



    



    Though small, it has a sink, toilet, and shower, plus a place for a bed.



    



    I thought that if I could at least set up something like that, it would be possible to live.



    



    "Of course. Don't you know your hyung can do everything? This caravan is quite small? I'll build you something luxurious and shiny. What style do you want? A forest cabin? Or a straw house? A clay house? Just say the word."



    



    Somehow this sounded like implausible boasting.



    



    Can I really trust him with this?



    



    "Hey, don't look at me like that. Why are you looking at me with those eyes?"



    



    "These eyes are called distrustful."



    



    "Am I really such an unreliable person?"



    



    "Trust in someone who rips out other people's windows and illegally enters homes can't be high."



    



    "..."



    



    It seems that even a person who usually wriggles out skillfully can't escape this attack. Sa Gongwoo was silent for a moment, lowering the corners of his lips, and then made a determined face.



    



    "No, this won't do. We need to use this opportunity to maximize the level of trust. Doubting is good, but distrust?"



    



    "What's the difference?"



    



    "The difference is like between a closed door and a locked one."



    



    I still don't understand.



    



    While I was shaking my head, Sa Gongwoo searched the internet for photos of forest cabins and showed them to me.



    



    "How about this? A lifestyle in harmony with nature. The forest is full of mana trees, so there won't be problems with materials. If I try hard, I can build one house for each cardinal direction."



    



    "... Can you really build it?"



    



    "Of course."



    



    His confident attitude made me think it might be worth trying to believe him.



    



    Even if later he gives up and runs away, saying he can't do it, then I'll just buy a caravan. I decided to try to let him do what he's so confident about.



    



    "Can you really build a house? It won't turn out that when I want to use the toilet, there's just a hole in the ground, or when I try to use water, it won't flow?"



    



    Still not completely rid of distrust, I asked once more, as if for final confirmation, and received the answer: "Of course not."



    



    "Actually, I used to work in construction. So I know well. I have contacts through whom I can get good materials, and if needed, we can rent construction equipment."



    



    The fact that he didn't just say he could do it, but mentioned his past work experience, strengthened my trust a bit.



    



    Although Sa Gongwoo probably never built a house alone, he surely knows at least something more than I do, who has no knowledge in this area at all.



    



    "Okay then. It doesn't matter if it's a log house, a brick house, or a clay house, just build it big and spacious. After all, we only have land. No matter how big the house is, there will still be enough space."



    



    "Ah? Yes, that's true."



    



    Sa Gongwoo quietly put down the tablet with the photo of a beautiful log house and opened the notes on his phone, writing "1. Big."



    



    "There should be at least two rooms, no, if you consider a room for clothes and small things, then probably another one is needed. And the living room should be spacious too."



    



    "... Three rooms?"



    



    "Since there are no monsters that can invade, no people who can come, and no danger, the windows should be as large as possible. No, let's make the front wall of the house completely glass. There's no need to use bulletproof glass to protect against monsters, regular glass will do, so it won't be expensive, and the view will be open, so there won't be a feeling of confinement."



    



    "Hmm."



    



    "An entrance door isn't needed either, so make the front door glass too. Maybe make a living room with sliding doors? So that it can be opened wide. But then dust might get in. Better just a glass door. And the bathroom should have two entrances - one from inside the house, the other from outside. And make a terrace in front of the house. And a fire pit! It would be great to sometimes look at the fire. And grill meat."



    



    "Somehow... very detailed."



    



    Sa Gongwoo's fingers wandered confusedly across the phone screen, trying to write down all these requirements.



    



    "Didn't you think about building a house from the start, instead of a caravan?"



    



    "... I thought I'd try when there was time. It's not something that can be done in a day or two, and I've never done it before, so I considered it a long-term project. I thought that if I tried this and that on my own, someday I could build a house with my own hands."



    



    "For a long-term project, you're explaining everything too smoothly."



    



    "I was thinking about what kind of house would be good to build. What, if I don't have the ability to build a house, can't I even dream?"



    



    "No, of course you can. Why are you so prickly? Come on, now your eyes are beautiful and open again.."



    



    Sa Gongwoo smiled modestly and waved his hand in response to my sharp gaze.



    



    "Then let's draw a floor plan. We need to think about how to arrange the living room, kitchen, and bedroom. Do you know what a floor plan is?"



    



    "I've seen one, but..."



    



    "I'm not asking you to draw professionally. Just roughly arrange the rooms with squares."



    



    
      Sa Gongwoo found a drawing application on the tablet and handed it to me, demanding something complicated.
    

  
    When I spoke, I had many different requirements. But when it came time to draw, I was at a loss.



    



    First, I placed a square living room in the center. No, I made the living room oblong, with a kitchen on one side and a living area on the other. And on the sides: room, room, room, bathroom.



    



    I don't like the shape being too square. The land isn't limited, so why group everything together?



    



    Maybe draw it oblong? Bathroom, kitchen and living room, bedroom, closet, room for miscellaneous things. The kitchen sticks out separately, creating a "ㅗ" shape, which isn't very good.



    



    Or move the kitchen and living room to one side, and the bathroom and bedroom, with a small corridor between them, opposite the closet and the miscellaneous room.



    



    The floor plan was becoming increasingly incomprehensible. Apparently, I wasn't the only one who thought so, because Sa Gongwoo remained silent.



    



    "..."



    



    "Choron, your drawing skills are just..."



    



    "Just what?"



    



    "Remind me of your childhood. You were bad at drawing then too. And now it's still just as bad."



    



    "Don't speak badly about those memories."



    



    I hit Sa Gongwoo on the forearm in protest, and he, laughing, dodged.



    



    "Nothing to be done. We need a floor plan to do anything. Let's call in a specialist."



    



    "A specialist?"



    



    "I know a hyung. If I tell him, he'll make a good floor plan according to your requirements."



    



    "What if he says this can't be done, that can't be done? Regular glass, glass front door, no protection against break-ins. He'll think it's strange."



    



    "We'll just say there are circumstances and ask him to do as we say. And if he thinks it has something to do with an awakened person's abilities, don't worry. I've known him since I was twenty, he knows how to keep his mouth shut. He's a real professional."



    



    "That's a promise I can't verify. I'm not going to talk about the ability and I can't explain why I want to build a house this way. If arguments start, it will be too exhausting."



    



    "Nothing like that will happen. Just trust me."



    



    The more he asks for trust, the less I want to give it.



    



    But...



    



    Looking at my drawing, which could hardly be called a floor plan or layout diagram, I reluctantly nodded.



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



    The next evening, as work was ending, Sa Gongwoo brought his acquaintance, the "hyung" specialist. The man, who looked to be in his fifties or sixties, seemed more like a father than an older brother.



    



    "Hello. Have you had dinner yet?"



    



    "This guy said he'd treat me to something delicious, so I came hungry."



    



    "I don't know how delicious it is, but you need to satisfy your hunger. I'll bring seolleongtang now."



    



    I brought seolleongtang to Sa Gongwoo and the specialist-hyung, and then began to clean up the kitchen. When the last two tables of customers were empty, I quickly closed the door.



    



    "Did you enjoy the food?"



    



    I cleared the empty bowls from the table and served coffee for refreshment. I wondered if it was too late for coffee, but the specialist-hyung with the thick beard laughed cheerfully and requested: "Double shot, please."



    



    Hmm, a real man.



    



    "It was very delicious. If I had known about such a place earlier, I would have been coming here for a long time. But this guy kept this place a secret and only showed it now when he needs something. What a rascal."



    



    "Come on. I've grown up a long time ago."



    



    "Hey, who raised this helpless child who couldn't even hammer nails or saw?"



    



    "Of course, you, hyung."



    



    It seems this Sa Gongwoo never loses his composure, no matter where he is or who he meets.



    



    "So, our young host wants to build a house?"



    



    Not knowing how much he was informed, I glanced at Sa Gongwoo, and he nodded.



    



    What does that mean?



    



    This isn't a world where telepathy exists. I ignored Sa Gongwoo's useless nod.



    



    "Yes."



    



    "This Gongwoo called me and told me to just draw a plan according to your wishes, without asking or discussing anything. He said he was using his 'right to a wish,' so I came."



    



    "Right to a wish?"



    



    "Ah, I once owed this guy my life. A gate burst open nearby, and suddenly monsters appeared. This very young guy rushed at the monsters as if he didn't care what happened to him. Thanks to him, quite a few lives were saved."



    



    "Most people immediately express gratitude, but then take it for granted. You're unusual in that you exchanged contacts to repay the kindness."



    



    This was a part of Sa Gongwoo's past that I didn't know about. I waited with interest for the continuation, and the specialist-hyung sighed.



    



    "After that, he'd come and ask: 'Give me a part-time job, it's my wish.' Or 'Buy me food, it's my wish.' It seems he's used this 'wish' more than ten times already, as far as I remember."



    



    "How can you compare a human life with one portion of food?"



    



    "Shouldn't I be the one saying that, since I'm the one fulfilling the wishes?"



    



    "Hey, who but me can understand your heart, hyung?"



    



    "Oh, what a chatterbox you are."



    



    Although he clicked his tongue, it seemed he wasn't seriously reproaching him.



    



    "These requests, which he calls 'wishes,' come about once a year - to buy food, drinks, and so on. I thought he was coming when he felt lonely."



    



    "What loneliness. I'm just checking if you're doing alright, hyung."



    



    "You rascal. Anyway, I came thinking this time it was a real request. Though it seems this matter concerns someone else."



    



    Does this mean he's not going to help because it's someone else's business?



    



    Not understanding his intentions, I calmly waited for the specialist-hyung to continue speaking.



    



    "I can do everything as you ask, without asking questions or arguing. But let me ask just one question."



    



    Somehow I felt pressure from his serious words. Swallowing, I looked at the specialist-hyung.



    



    "Do you absolutely need to build the house yourself?"



    



    "...What?"



    



    "Do you have some romantic idea about a house built with your own hands?"



    



    "...No, not really."



    



    "If I draw the plan, do you have the ability to build it yourself?"



    



    "Well, hyung..."



    



    "Hey, this guy can't do it."



    



    The specialist-hyung waved dismissively, looking at Sa Gongwoo with contempt.



    



    "Can you build a house just by hammering and sawing? He might somehow construct the shell. But there are parts where a professional's hand is absolutely necessary. For example, the purification system for the toilet or the plumbing. If something gets tangled inside the walls, it will be a real nightmare. If a door frame is not aligned, it can still be fixed, but if the plumbing breaks, you'll have to take apart the whole wall. Better to pay a specialist and entrust him with the job."



    



    I silently looked at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "This guy only helped me with the shell, he doesn't know how to do such things."



    



    "Hey, hyung. But I learned a lot by watching you."



    



    "Exactly, you only watched. If you had studied officially, would I say you can't do it?"



    



    "..."



    



    It's my own fault for believing him. It seems even braggarts know when to stop. Sa Gongwoo, who earlier loudly claimed he would build a luxurious house, now couldn't object to the specialist-hyung's words.



    



    "The fact that you want to use his help means you don't have a life goal to necessarily build a house with your own hands, right?"



    



    "...You've already asked more than one question."



    



    "So, if there's no reason why you must build it yourself... maybe it's worth trusting a specialist? And here, just happens to be a specialist? Ha-ha-ha."



    



    "Ah, hyung. Are you trying to sell your services..."



    



    Sa Gongwoo sighed, grabbing his head.



    



    "Young host. You should think carefully. What is a house? A house should be convenient and comfortable, right? If you entrust this to such a novice, and then the roof leaks, the pipes in the walls burst, there's no water, the toilet breaks - how upset you'll be. Trying to save money, you'll end up spending even more on repairs. I'll give you a discount, using connections with Gongwoo. I won't even charge for the work, just for materials. I'm not saying this to sell my services. I'm giving you sincere advice because you're Gongwoo's acquaintance."



    



    I realized that the specialist-hyung had excellent sales skills.



    



    To be honest, even I myself began to think that I had started something unnecessary, and already felt regret, although I hadn't started anything yet. However, I didn't want to let other people into my "door," so I was trying to do something with my own hands or with the help of the not very reliable Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "I don't like other people coming and going."



    



    When I hinted at this, the specialist-hyung clapped his hands as if he understood.



    



    "I see, perfect! This is perfect for us!"



    



    Am I the only one who feels that this doesn't fit at all? This situation, I don't understand it, and I'm very uncomfortable. Am I the only one who feels this way?



    



    "Usually we build on site, but often there's no place to store materials or construction equipment. In such cases, we order a 'ready-made house.' Do you know what a ready-made house is?"



    



    "Yes... That's when a house is completely built and delivered ready."



    



    "Right, that's it. I think this will be perfect for your needs, young host. We'll build the house exactly according to your plan and deliver it ready-made. The materials used for a ready-made house are the same as those used for on-site construction, so don't worry about the strength or unreliability of the building. I take pride in the durability, insulation, waterproofing, and finishing quality of our houses. If you compare houses that were built two or three years before the Great Changes with those we build in two or three weeks now, ours are even stronger and more durable."



    



    The specialist-hyung talked for a long time, obviously proud of the "ready-made houses."



    



    "But..."



    



    Strong, durable, and, most importantly, not requiring my participation - that's very good. It will be larger than a caravan or mobile trailer, and will be more like a real house.



    



    I had also initially looked for information about this and therefore clearly understood the reason why it was impossible.



    



    "Even if you completely build the house and bring it, people will still be needed at the stage of installing the house on the land, right?"



    



     

  
    In the end, it all came down to the same problem. After hearing my words, the specialist-hyung scratched his thick beard and thoughtfully hummed.



    



    "Yes... Oh, do you want to build the house secretly?"



    



    "..."



    



    "If so, I can rent a crane for you. This guy knows how to operate a crane. When the house is ready, we'll load it onto a truck and bring it here along with the crane. You'll set up the house where you want, and return the truck and crane. If you're not going somewhere to Busan, one day should be enough. How does that sound?"



    



    What day, I only need five minutes to go through the "door."



    



    According to specialist-hyung, this seemed like the best option, as there was no need to worry about a novice messing something up.



    



    I threw a questioning glance at Sa Gongwoo, and he, scratching the bridge of his nose, smiled awkwardly.



    



    "Ah, I was boasting so much in front of Choron. Isn't this too much, hyung?"



    



    "Hey, you need to know how to boast properly. If you build a house poorly without skills, and it collapses later, who will be responsible? It's because of such impostors that substandard constructions happen."



    



    "Well, that's not right. Substandard constructions happen because of those who take money and steal materials."



    



    "Of course, there are plenty of those at construction sites, but... Ah, don't misunderstand me. I live solely on my reputation. I build each house as if it were my own home where my family would live."



    



    "...You build houses yourself?"



    



    "Oh, I didn't even give you my business card."



    



    The specialist-hyung took a business card from his wallet and handed it to me.



    



    [Happy Home



    



    Director Han Haengbok]



    



    "Happy Home. Happy Family. Happy House. I'm Han Haengbok."



    



    "..."



    



    The slogan is a bit...



    



    Not knowing how to react, I smiled awkwardly, holding the business card in my hand.



    



    "I've been building houses since pre-cataclysm times. Right after the Great Changes, all buildings collapsed, there was complete chaos. Since everything collapsed, it was necessary to rebuild, but people who lost their homes couldn't wait for new buildings to be constructed. That's when we made many mobile and prefabricated houses. Ugh, that was so long ago."



    



    "..."



    



    "That was 30 years ago, really a long time ago," the specialist-hyung talked at length about events that happened before I was born, but apparently realizing he had strayed from the topic, he struggled to return to the original conversation.



    



    "Now times have changed, the environment has changed, perceptions have changed. At the same time, materials, technologies, construction methods have improved. Life has become harder, but civilization has developed so much. What does this mean? Any design can be made, built quickly, solidly, and the price is low. Nothing but advantages."



    



    "..."



    



    Is this almost like a medicine merchant's advertisement?



    



    "Here, look at this first. These are my works, you'll definitely like them. I don't lag behind modern trends."



    



    For being "trendy," his slogan "Happy Home. Happy Family. Happy House." sounds a bit...



    



    Not noticing my skeptical expression, the specialist-hyung opened the laptop he brought and showed photos of buildings he had constructed.



    



    It seems he had a plan even before coming here.



    



    "And judging by the fact that this Gongwoo wanted to build it himself, you, young master, are also not very knowledgeable about construction. When were you two planning to build? Do you have a long-term plan for two to three years?"



    



    "Two to three... years? Building a house takes that much time?"



    



    "Even if we don't consider whether it will be properly built. If the two of you focus solely on building the house, doing nothing else, it might take about a year. Are you going to close the shop?"



    



    "..."



    



    "If you entrust it to me, it will take less than a month. Two weeks will be enough."



    



    "So fast?"



    



    Several years and several weeks - the difference is too big, isn't it?



    



    How can a house be built not in several months, but in several weeks?



    



    "I searched on the internet, they wrote that it takes one to two months."



    



    "That's for on-site construction. You need to bring materials, move all equipment, workers have to travel back and forth every day, and the weather greatly affects it since it's outdoors. Because of all this, a lot of time is lost."



    



    Seeing my incredulous face due to the too-rapid completion timeline, the specialist-hyung shrugged as if not understanding what the problem was.



    



    "Ready-made houses are also delivered in about the same way..."



    



    "That's because they have a schedule. They accept orders sequentially, so you have to wait until previous orders are completed. Due to the waiting time, it turns out like that, but the actual manufacturing takes about two weeks. The production facility has all the necessary materials, tools, people, and experience, so the house is built quickly."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    "But since Gongwoo said he's using his 'right to a wish,' I can make your house before other orders."



    



    No. How can he speak so confidently about skipping the queue?



    



    This was a temptation hard to resist.



    



    "Nowadays, many new materials have appeared with crushed monster bones and minerals from gates added, so building materials are light and very strong. Cranes have become more powerful, and buildings lighter, so naturally, larger weights can be moved. If you're not planning to build a house with an area of 100 pyeong, then one building can easily be moved by crane. We'll make everything 100% perfect and bring it, and this Gongwoo will lift it with the crane! Transfer it! Lower it! Done! Simple, right? This work will take less than an hour. Young master, you can live in a new house in just two weeks."



    



    Even after that, won't you agree? Surely you won't agree? Will you still build with your unskilled hands?



    



    I felt the specialist-hyung's gaze pushing me.



    



    "Hyung, you're so attentive to details. You have a good reputation in the industry, and there haven't been any problems with the houses you've built so far."



    



    "Hey, no need to flatter me like that, I'll take good care of our young master anyway."



    



    The specialist-hyung patted Sa Gongwoo's shoulder, who had subtly added those words, and laughed.



    



    "So, young master. What area are you planning?"



    



    I had a thought whether it was right to agree so easily, but seeing the quick completion time and the specialist-hyung's work, I felt my heart beginning to waver.



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



    V-r-r-r-r, a strong vibration came from the phone.



    



    I had gone to the kitchen for a minute and left the phone on the table, and now it was making a terrible sound, as if scratching the wood: drr-rr-rr-rr drr-rr-rr-rr.



    



    "What is it."



    



    When did I set the ringtone to vibrate?



    



    The vibration was so strong that the phone, shaking with its entire body, almost fell off the table, and I quickly went back to the hall.



    



    "Who's calling..."



    



    I wanted to check the phone, saying "so persistently," but at that moment, Sa Gongwoo quickly knocked on the door from outside.



    



    "This person doesn't intend to observe the shop's opening hours at all. I opened for him a couple of times, and now he's completely shameless."



    



    Clicking my tongue, I lazily approached and opened the door.



    



    Too late I realized that it's my fault for opening the door even when I'm complaining.



    



    "Choron!"



    



    "Mr. Sa Gongwoo, if you continue to come when the shop is closed..."



    



    "Quickly."



    



    What quickly?



    



    I just stood there with wide-open eyes, surprised by this sudden rush. Sa Gongwoo pulled me out of the shop, found the keys, locked the door, and dragged me to the second floor.



    



    "What's happening?"



    



    "Didn't you see the emergency safety alert?"



    



    "What alert?"



    



    "First, open the door."



    



    So that's what it was when the phone was ringing earlier. I wanted to check, but Sa Gongwoo was hurrying me to open the security door halfway up the stairs. I pressed the password buttons, and he impatiently opened the door, went up, and asked me to open the front door.



    



    "Everything's fine, but in emergency situations, this is a problem."



    



    As soon as we entered the house, he said: "Use the ability, the ability," and I reflexively opened the "door."



    



    "Maybe you could explain first why..."



    



    "Gates have broken through nearby. The exact location hasn't been determined yet, but it seems monsters continue to come out."



    



    Sa Gongwoo quickly continued, grabbing me by the shoulders while I irritably asked about the reasons.



    



    "...Nearby?"



    



    "Not so close, but if we're unlucky, they might reach here too. It would be good if they're cleared before that."



    



    I don't know if you can call it luck, but gates have never broken through in this area before. Despite being an outskirt with poor security, surprisingly, gates rarely appeared here, and their breakthrough was even rarer.



    



    This is more surprising for such an area.



    



    Now, if gates break through, no one would be surprised.



    



    But for people living in this area, it would be like a bolt from the blue.



    



    "Do I just need to stay inside? Until when?"



    



    "When they catch the escaped monsters and close the gate breach, I'll come back here. Come out every hour. If I'm not here, it means they haven't finished yet, so go back immediately. Got it?"



    



    "You're not staying with me?"



    



    "I need to go deal with the monsters. I won't let a single monster get close to grandma's and Choron's shop."



    



    "The shop won't go bankrupt if it gets a little damaged. Just stay here. Come inside with me."



    



    I grabbed Sa Gongwoo's hand and pointed to the "door," but he smiled and shook his head.



    



    "I'm a hunter."



    



    "Hunters are a dime a dozen."



    



    "Even so. A hunter is not only someone who enters gates and hunts, but also someone who is obligated to save civilians and catch monsters when they come out."



    



    "Who asked you to say such cliché, textbook phrases? Just... You said it's not in this area, but somewhere nearby. Then hunters from that area will catch them. And if monsters reach here, they can be caught then, am I not right?"



    



    I know these are selfish words.



    



    
      But can't one be selfish?
    

  
    In the end, there are no more just, moral, and selfless people left in this world.



    



    In the end, most hunters don't fulfill such obligations.



    



    Even famous guilds with well-known hunters don't hunt monsters solely for lofty ideals like "for the world, for civilians." Everyone acts for their own interests, for the byproducts that gates provide, for money.



    



    But why? Why should someone who has nothing to gain step forward first?



    



    "Choron, I'll be fine."



    



    "How can you be fine!"



    



    "Want me to tell you a secret?"



    



    "..."



    



    "I won't die."



    



    No, you will die.



    



    "My ability is regeneration. I heal quickly from wounds. Even if my stomach is cut open like this, it will quickly heal itself. Amazing, right?"



    



    "And that's... something to be proud of right now!"



    



    "Oh, no, I mean, I won't die easily, so Choron doesn't need to worry, ouch."



    



    I hit Sa Gongwoo on the back when he proudly said that even if his body was cut up, it would quickly regenerate.



    



    Even if you don't die easily, it doesn't mean you won't die at all.



    



    In the end, you still died.



    



    Maybe you'll last a few months longer, but eventually you died.



    



    Swallowing the words I couldn't speak, I continued hitting Sa Gongwoo on the back, as if venting my anger. Sa Gongwoo squirmed like a worm and pretended to groan.



    



    "So we're really going to wait for the monsters. Quickly get inside."



    



    "...Hyung."



    



    "What? Is that a death flag?"



    



    I grabbed Sa Gongwoo's wrist as he hurried me to hide, saying that a lot of time had passed. He opened his eyes wide, then smiled softly, squinting.



    



    When his handsome face smiles like that, it's really pleasant to see, but why do the words coming out of his mouth deserve a beating?



    



    Suppressing a sigh, I firmly gripped his wrist.



    



    "If you see three, dodge, if it seems dangerous, run away, if you think you can't handle it, retreat. Don't blindly rely on your ability and don't take unnecessary risks. If you feel danger, make sure to come here. Hide in the 'door.' I'll come out often to check."



    



    "Don't. I'll move carefully."



    



    "Come on, time to go," Sa Gongwoo urged me, and I went to the room and brought Beauty.



    



    "And Beauty too."



    



    "Yes, Beauty needs to come along too."



    



    I threw a disgruntled look at Sa Gongwoo, who was hurrying me by patting his thighs, and entered the "door." I was greeted by a peaceful field.



    



    Meow-meow-meow.



    



    It seems Beauty has already gotten used to it after several visits. Now she doesn't get surprised by the changed environment and immediately asks to be put down. Since it's completely safe here, I put Beauty down on the field. In any case, wherever she goes, this is a limited space, and she, though a cat, comes running like a puppy when called.



    



    Apparently, the feeling is different from the usual floor she always walked on. Beauty jumped around the field covered with mana-grass, then rolled her whole body and began to chew the mana-grass bit by bit.



    



    "Beauty! Don't eat the grass!"



    



    Meow-meow-meow-meow.



    



    The cat, frightened by my shout, jumped up and ran away. Watching her retreating back, I heavily sat down on the grass.



    



    An empty field.



    



    It's so peaceful here, while outside there's chaos.



    



    I turned on the phone I brought with me. Although there's no signal, and it's impossible to use the internet or make calls, I could still check messages received earlier.



    



    I checked the emergency safety message Sa Gongwoo mentioned. It stated that today at such-and-such time in such-and-such area, a gate breach occurred, and residents of nearby areas were asked to urgently evacuate to shelters or safe places.



    



    Apparently, this was the cause of the vibration that made even the table shake. They say that previously during such situations, sirens would sound everywhere, like during war, and there would be audio notifications about receiving emergency messages. But after it was discovered that monsters are attracted by sound, everything was switched to vibration.



    



    It seems he came to me immediately after receiving this message.



    



    I remembered Sa Gongwoo, who without even thinking about his own safety, first took me to a safe place, and then went to deal with the gate breach.



    



    "A hunter is not only someone who enters gates and hunts, but also someone who is obligated to save civilians and catch monsters when they come out."



    



    Who will appreciate his determination, his convictions, his actions, his sacrifice...?



    



    In my past life, who appreciated his death?



    



    It's just a meaningless death. A death without any meaning or satisfaction.



    



    "I need to... build a house faster."



    



    Looking at the empty field, I spoke these words as a promise to myself.



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



    I checked the time on my phone and went home every hour, but there was no news from Sa Gongwoo. Additionally, I checked if there were any new safety messages that I couldn't receive inside the "door," but there was still no news about the situation stabilizing.



    



    Four hours had already passed. Could it be that a whole crowd of very strong monsters broke loose?



    



    Along with worry, a feeling of dissatisfaction with the current situation was growing.



    



    "How many more times do I need to go in and out? Isn't there some way to see what's happening outside without going out? Hey, don't you have any flexibility at all?"



    



    I sat in front of the open "door" and muttered, but this is not the kind of interlocutor with whom you can have a dialogue. Although, when I first entered here and asked for a way out, a "door" appeared through which I could quickly exit, so it seems it's not completely deaf to my words.



    



    It's not understanding words, but will, that's what they said, right?



    



    The main thing is will.



    



    The awakening ability begins with will and ends with will, only will.



    



    "What effoooorts..."



    



    I was plucking grass, no, mana-grass, and throwing it into the air, trying to vent my frustration, but nothing changed.



    



    Meow-meow.



    



    Beauty, having wandered enough, came up to me, rubbed against me, and started purring.



    



    "Beauty came? Had a good walk? Oppa's soul is burning, and Beauty is so happy?"



    



    Meow-meow-meow-meow.



    



    Beauty spat out the mana-grass she was holding in her mouth and let out a plaintive meow. She began to chew on my sleeve and suck on it, as if looking for something edible.



    



    "Is Beauty hungry?"



    



    Even if I wanted to give her something, I have nothing, since we entered here in a hurry.



    



    If I had known it would turn out like this, I would have prepared at least a light evacuation bag. I should have collected water and canned food to last a few days in case of an unforeseen situation, and put at least a bag of food for Beauty here.



    



    "When I get out, the first thing I'll do is buy a box of canned food and water."



    



    Other people spend money on creating bunkers, and I got a natural bunker that doesn't require expenses, but I just left it empty. Besides the house, I should have first transferred water and food here.



    



    I was too stupid to just leave such a space empty. The excuse that I didn't think I would actually have to evacuate is also too naive.



    



    Not understanding what's important, not knowing how to use an ability even when it appeared, not knowing how to think.



    



    "I really am a fool. Beauty, your oppa is such a fool."



    



    And with that, I don't even know how things are outside.



    



    If I could at least check whether Sa Gongwoo is here or not, I wouldn't have to do silly things like just looking at the clock, holding my phone.



    



    And this ability is so annoying, and I, who can't properly use even the given ability, also annoy myself.



    



    "Please, anything..."



    



    A plea escaped without a specific addressee and purpose.



    



    I don't know what I want and what needs to be done.



    



    As if sensing my confusion, the "door," opened right in front of me, began to show a blurred image.



    



    "..."



    



    The center of the "door" became oval and opaque, showing some view different from the field covered with mana-grass. The image was fuzzy and cloudy, like a dusty mirror, but I recognized the familiar view—it was our living room.



    



    "You're not dead, my will. Wiiiiill! Come on, come on!"



    



    I clenched my fists and waved them toward the "door," shouting. Beauty, who was rubbing against me, jumped away in fear.



    



    But I was happy nonetheless.



    



    My will wasn't garbage; this will, which I thought was dead, still remained at least a little and was showing its power.



    



    "Show it even clearer. Please show an even sharper and cleaner image, oh will!"



    



    I pressed the index fingers of both hands to my temples and tried to send a telepathic signal to the "door."



    



    No changes occurred, as if saying this was a completely meaningless action.



    



    "It's okay, Beauty. Oppa doesn't give up. I've seen the limitless potential for ability development brought by will. Oppa can do this!"



    



    ...Beauty left?



    



    My shout echoed lonely over the empty field where Beauty had disappeared to somewhere.



    



    ∞ ∞ ∞



    



    Something is moving in the image that was static like a photograph. I carefully exited the "door" after seeing something in human form enter the living room and heavily sit down.



    



    "...Choron."



    



    Sa Gongwoo, sitting in the middle of the living room, saw me and weakly smiled.



    



    "How did you come out at just the right time. Did it work?"



    



    It didn't work. I saw and came out.



    



    "Are you injured?"



    



    "No. Just a bit out of breath. I'll sit for a while, hyung."



    



    I wonder what Sa Gongwoo was thinking, returning here without a break.



    



    "First, drink some water."



    



    I brought a glass of water from the kitchen and handed it to him, then soaked a towel in warm water.



    



    "Why such good service?"



    



    "If you want to continue receiving good service, be quiet."



    



    "It seems like now is the perfect time for a touching moment."



    



    Sa Gongwoo quietly exhaled while I wiped away stains that looked like monster fluid with the towel.



    



    "Was it hard?"



    



    "It's just routine work, nothing difficult."



    



    "Just because it's routine doesn't mean it's not difficult."



    



    "... Really? Choron is so smart."



    



    "What kind of monsters were there?"



    



    
      "Muscular cows. All the buildings in that area are destroyed, it's complete chaos there."
    

  
    Muscle cows were literally monsters in the form of cows with large muscles.



    



    They looked similar to the regular cows we know, but differed in that they were twice the size of normal cows and had incredibly muscular bodies. In addition, they were very aggressive and, upon seeing a human, would charge straight at them. Because of their large size and strength, they could destroy cars and houses in their path as they continued to run.



    



    Although they weren't considered particularly difficult to hunt and were used for food, their appearance in the city usually resulted in the destruction of almost all surrounding buildings, so they were considered problematic monsters.



    



    On the other hand, they were very popular as a food source. They yielded a lot of meat, and their bones were especially thick and well-developed, so they were used for making bone broth. We also used muscle cow bones for our seolleongtang at the restaurant.



    



    "Did you really try to keep them away from this area?"



    



    "Why worry about that? People are more important than buildings. What if you got hurt worrying about such things?"



    



    "Thanks to that, Grandma's and Choron's shop remained intact."



    



    "Yes. I thought, maybe if the building got destroyed, we could finally close the shop."



    



    "Choron would be sad."



    



    It's the house and shop where memories of Grandma remain, and now it's the only thing left. Wouldn't it be sad if even this disappeared?



    



    In response to Sa Gongwoo's words, I just sniffled.



    



    "You must be hungry. I'll prepare food, and you, when you catch your breath, go wash up and come out."



    



    "What about the seolleongtang?"



    



    "The dangerous zone cancellation message hasn't come yet. I can't open the shop."



    



    Judging by the fact that Sa Gongwoo returned, it seems they caught all the visible monsters, but they'll only send the cancellation message after completing all checks, considering the possibility that some monsters might be hiding somewhere. Although muscle cows are too big to hide anywhere, officials are usually very inflexible and strict. The dangerous zone probably won't be cancelled in the next hour or two.



    



    I'll have to cook only with what's in the refrigerator. And as luck would have it, I didn't go grocery shopping today.



    



    I threw the dirty towel into the laundry basket and opened the refrigerator.



    



    "Do you want meat? Do you like meat?"



    



    "I love meat."



    



    "I have pork from a stone pig. But no vegetables for ssam."



    



    "We have your kkakdugi."



    



    Hearing that kimchi is enough, I took out a piece of frozen meat. I defrosted the meat in warm water with sugar, went down to the restaurant for two portions of rice and kkakdugi. From the bathroom came the sound of water - it seems he went to wash up.



    



    "Choron?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Do you happen to have clothes I could wear?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo shouted from the bathroom.



    



    I told this person to just wash his hands and face before eating, but he seems to have decided to take a shower. How can he think about taking a shower in someone else's house? I couldn't help but chuckle in surprise.



    



    "Wait a bit."



    



    Thinking that this carefree person might come out completely naked if left alone, I quickly opened the closet. I took out a tracksuit with a fairly loose cut and placed it in front of the bathroom.



    



    "I put it in front of the door."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    The bathroom door opened slightly, and a hand reached out to grab the tracksuit.



    



    Really... this is just incredible, unthinkable.



    



    Clicking my tongue, I put the thawed meat in the pan.



    



    "Ah, how refreshing."



    



    Sa Gongwoo came out of the bathroom, wiping his wet hair with a towel, and approached, whistling.



    



    Although I gave him the biggest clothes I had, due to the difference in build, his wrists and ankles were still showing. An even bigger problem was that the tracksuit was stretched to its limit, outlining the contours of his body.



    



    You can see how hard it is for the clothes. It's even harder for my eyes to look at this than it is for the clothes. I thought he was just tall, but it turns out he has an unexpectedly good body... No. Let's not think about this any further.



    



    "You took a shower?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "You seem very accustomed to taking showers in other people's homes?"



    



    "Well, it's not the first time."



    



    Wow, what does that mean?



    



    I squinted at him, and Sa Gongwoo asked: "Don't you remember?"



    



    "When you were little, we often bathed together."



    



    "What are you saying."



    



    "You cried a lot as a child. When you cried, all covered in tears, snot, and sweat, I bathed with you while they washed you."



    



    "Ha, you're just making up memories. When did I ever cry?"



    



    "It's true. Grandma scared you by saying that if you kept crying all the time, your peepee would fall off, and you listened to this, worried about your peepee, and cried again. Ah, Choron was so cute then."



    



    "Stop saying strange things and set the table already."



    



    I threw a towel at him to shut him up, and Sa Gongwoo, grinning, patted me on the shoulder.



    



    "Are you embarrassed?"



    



    "Not at all. Nothing like that happened."



    



    "Okay. I'll say it was like that."



    



    "Not 'I'll say,' it really wasn't. I don't remember that."



    



    "Childhood memories are not a shame, but a treasure."



    



    "I'm telling you, it didn't happen!"



    



    In response to my furious denial, Sa Gongwoo said "Yes, yes" and began diligently wiping the table with a towel. His soulless response angered me even more.



    



    And I'm cooking stone pig belly for such a person.



    



    Hoo, I took a deep breath to calm down.



    



    I put the juicy meat on a plate and brought it to the living room. By this time, Sa Gongwoo had already set rice and kkakdugi on the table, even laid out chopsticks and spoons, and took the plate of meat from me, putting it on the table.



    



    "Enjoy your meal."



    



    "Yes, eat to your heart's content."



    



    The table looked too empty, so I decided to add some dry snacks for variety and brought pickled onions.



    



    "Too luxurious."



    



    "I only prepared the meat. The rest is what was already there."



    



    "But even so, this is a real feast."



    



    He took a large spoonful of rice, put meat and kkakdugi on top, and put it all in his mouth. I silently watched him chew. I thought about this before, but he eats so appetizingly. There's at least some satisfaction in cooking food.



    



    "Choron."



    



    "Yes."



    



    "I've been thinking about this from the start, but... where's Beauty?"



    



    "...Ah."



    



    A quiet pause ensued. I quickly opened the 'door' and went inside. Beauty, who was lying in the field, saw me, ran over, and meowed loudly.



    



    "Oh, Beauty. Oppa is sorry. Oppa was out of it. Are you hungry? Let's quickly go out and eat."



    



    Meow-w-w-w-w-w.



    



    Judging by how she was scratching my clothes with sharp claws and shrieking meows, she seemed to be very offended. I stroked her plump behind and brought her outside, immediately giving her a treat. Beauty chewed the treat tube as if it were her enemy, making loud sounds. I quietly watched her, then opened a can of cat food, poured all the contents into a bowl, and stepped back.



    



    "You left her?"



    



    "I was out of it."



    



    "Yes, you really were out of it."



    



    Sa Gongwoo chuckled and put a piece of meat in my rice bowl, saying I needed to eat.



    



    "Ah, I thought I need to stock up on water and food inside the gate. This time I entered empty-handed, and there was nothing there. I need to put Beauty's food there too."



    



    "Exactly."



    



    "You said it would take about two weeks to build the house, right?"



    



    "Yes. Before that, we need to make the foundation. Then, when the house is delivered, it can be installed."



    



    "Hmm."



    



    "And I'm likely to enter the gate again. Although it's not certain, we usually work on a schedule: one week inside the gates, one week of rest, and so on each time. Probably in a few days there will be another call, and after returning I'll ask hyung about the progress and try to arrange everything so that the house is installed before the next gate entry."



    



    "I wish it would appear faster."



    



    "They haven't even set up the frame yet."



    



    Sa Gongwoo snorted, saying it was too early to expect, because you can't cook beans with lightning.



    



    "It's just a wish, a wish."



    



    "Too early for a wish."



    



    Clicking my tongue, I rolled rice grains with my tongue and stared intently at Sa Gongwoo.



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?"



    



    "You know, recently..."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "The 'door' has changed a bit."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Sa Gongwoo blinked in confusion, not understanding my words said without context.



    



    "When I'm inside the 'door,' I can't see anything outside. I didn't know what was happening outside, so I felt uneasy and nervous. Why can't I see? Couldn't something be shown? I was thinking like that, and... suddenly, as if in a cloudy mirror, I could see what was happening outside."



    



    "..."



    



    "Hey? Did you hear what I said? Don't you understand?"



    



    "Huh? Yes. I heard. I'm just a bit surprised."



    



    "Is it surprising? No, it really is surprising. But it's not a problem, right?"



    



    "No. Usually, when you constantly use an ability, you get used to it, and at some point it develops. That's normal. I just didn't expect Choron to understand something so quickly and develop his ability... Our Choron is quite amazing, right?"



    



    "I didn't do anything special. It's not that amazing."



    



    I shrugged slightly, pretending it was nothing, but in response I heard: "No, it is amazing." Sa Gongwoo put down his chopsticks and thought about something, then nodded.



    



    "Ah, so that's why you came out right away when I arrived."



    



    "Yes."



    



    "That's definitely useful. After all, from the 'door' you come out where you entered. If you enter in the living room, you'll exit in the living room, if in the room - then in the room. Now you enter and exit only inside the house, so it's not a problem, but imagine that one day you encounter a monster on the street. Even if you hide in the 'door,' you'll eventually have to come out in the same place, but you don't know when it's safer to come out. Is the monster still there, dead, or gone somewhere? You need to know this to safely exit in the end."



    



    "Really? That's good, right?"



    



    "Yes, it's good. Keep practicing by opening and closing the 'door.' Perhaps you'll be able to use not only the island inside the 'door,' but also the 'door' itself as part of your ability."



    



    "Is it enough to just open and close?"



    



    "You need to use your ability as much as possible, and that's the only thing you can do."



    



    That's true, because the island is the place itself, and all I can do with the ability is open and close the door.



    



    "Maybe over time you'll be able to move the 'door.' Or make it solid and use it as a shield."



    



    "Is that possible?"



    



    "A wish?"



    



    "..."



    



    "Imagination is limitless, and it's unknown in which direction the ability will develop. It's important to keep thinking about it this way and that."



    



    "Do you have a basis for saying that?"



    



    "Let's say it's a secret known only to the initiated."



    



    That meant there was no basis.



    



    Oh, anyway, it's my own fault for believing this braggart.



    



    "Eat the meat."



    



    
      It's a shame that the meat is getting cold. I put two or three pieces of already hardened meat in his mouth, and Sa Gongwoo, with his cheeks full, indignantly exclaimed "But it's true!", chewing the meat.
    

  
    "...Hello?"



    



    Baek Dohyeon uncertainly enters the store and awkwardly greets me as our eyes meet.



    



    After we somehow found out that we were the same age, we didn't become close friends like neighborhood peers, but began to awkwardly address each other informally.



    



    "Hello. Seolleongtang?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    I don't know what he's thinking, but I have absolutely no desire to become close friends or develop a relationship. As a result, despite seeing each other every day, the awkwardness between a shy guy and someone who doesn't want to get close has not disappeared.



    



    "Your father already ate and left earlier."



    



    "Yes. We talked on the phone."



    



    I asked, meaning "You always come together, why separately today?", and he smiled happily, answering the question.



    



    So far I've noticed that Baek Dohyeon is very shy. It seems he wants to say something, but finds it difficult to speak first, so he just fidgets. I tried ignoring him, but it made me nervous until he finished eating and left, so it's easier to just give him a chance to speak and eat.



    



    "I just came from the guild. Was too lazy to cook at home, so I decided to eat here before going home."



    



    "I heard you joined the Yeomyung Guild. Congratulations."



    



    I'd already heard from Baek Dohyeon's father that he distinguished himself during the last gate breach and was invited to join the Yeomyung Guild. It's good news, and I should have congratulated him, but the problem is that this boasting has been going on for almost a week.



    



    About how Baek Dohyeon destroyed dozens of monsters, how a high-ranking member of the Yeomyung Guild was impressed and immediately offered him membership. The details of the story change every day depending on the mood, but the essence is that his son joined the great Yeomyung Guild.



    



    I wonder if Baek Dohyeon knows that the customers who initially agreed, saying how great it was, now just tune it out like background music while eating?



    



    "I just returned from a gate."



    



    "You've already been to a gate?"



    



    "Ah, it's a permanent gate. The Yeomyung Guild has several permanent gates. It wasn't a difficult place, the goal was to test abilities. We cleared it in two days."



    



    Usually gates disappear after being cleared, but in very rare cases, they can respawn with an interval of one to two months after clearing. The government calls such gates permanent and gives ownership rights to the guild that first cleared them. If the team that cleared the gate belongs to the government or has no affiliation, the ownership right goes to the government.



    



    Permanent gates play a major role in why guilds constantly clear emerging gates.



    



    Since there remains data from previous clearings, you can safely form a team according to the gate's level, efficiently collect valuable byproducts, rent gates to other guilds or solo hunters, conduct practical training for newcomers with experienced hunters - there are many ways to make profit.



    



    They say the number of permanent gates owned by a guild is proportional to its reputation.



    



    "Be careful anyway."



    



    I expressed a template concern about him putting safety first and brought the seolleongtang. Baek Dohyeon put something on the table.



    



    "...Here."



    



    "Is this a gate watermelon?"



    



    They say that inside gates, various environments are encountered, and besides monsters, sometimes minerals, medicinal herbs, flowers, trees, and fruit trees are found. Since one has to carry the load until completing the gate clearing, fruits, which are less valuable than mana stones, minerals, or herbs, are usually eaten inside the gate, but sometimes hunters take one or two as mementos, so even ordinary people can easily see them.



    



    "They gave it to me as a memento. I took two... do you want one?"



    



    Why is it so hard to say he wants to give me one?



    



    Gate watermelons are quite common inside gates. Externally, they look like an egg the size of a fist, but if cut, the inside is red flesh, so they were named gate watermelons.



    



    "Thank you. I'll enjoy eating it."



    



    When I took the gate watermelon, the slight tension on Baek Dohyeon's face disappeared.



    



    Why was he so nervous giving me this?



    



    It's really hard to understand this guy.



    



    "Roy, you've made a friend."



    



    Observing customers jokingly commented.



    



    "What friend is he to me, he's a customer."



    



    Being the same age doesn't make us friends. It's enough that he's a customer. Both Baek Dohyeon and all of you.



    



    "An unfamiliar face. Is this guy also a hunter?"



    



    "Why, isn't this the son of that guy who always came here to eat and boasted about his son?"



    



    "The one who boasted that his son joined a good guild? What was it called?"



    



    "Hanho? Yeomyung? Phoenix?"



    



    "Yeomyung, he said Yeomyung."



    



    The customers whispered, looking at the back of Baek Dohyeon's head.



    



    Uncles. Even if you whisper like that, everything is audible. The guy might choke on his food.



    



    I coughed and gave them a look, and only then did they stop chattering.



    



    "By the way... Roy, have you sorted through your grandmother's things yet?"



    



    One of the customers asked in a quiet voice.



    



    Apparently, they were cautious since it concerned my grandmother.



    



    I deliberately avoided talking about my grandmother with other people because I didn't want to discuss it, but the topic of sorting through her things - this wasn't about memories of the past. It was even more unpleasant, and I involuntarily frowned.



    



    "Not yet."



    



    "It's not good to hold onto a deceased person's things for too long. There's an old saying that you need to sort through things so the deceased can go well to where they need to go."



    



    "Yes, that's right. Even though it's superstition, old sayings shouldn't be completely ignored. If it's difficult for you, maybe we can help?"



    



    "No."



    



    Why would you do that?



    



    I stepped back as if defending myself and sharply refused. The customers laughed awkwardly.



    



    "I just don't have the desire to sort through things yet. I'll manage it myself."



    



    "Okay. You know we just offered help if it would be difficult, without any other intentions, right? ...Or maybe we could find a company that deals with this for you?"



    



    I already said no, why are you insisting?



    



    "I'll manage it myself, I'm telling you!"



    



    "Roy, these guys are just worried about you, don't take it badly. Since Roy says he'll manage, let's leave him alone."



    



    Another customer, sensing the atmosphere becoming tense, intervened and tried to ease the situation.



    



    Before worrying about others, they should take care of their own lives. Why say they're worried when their words only irritate?



    



    I clearly showed that I didn't want to talk to them and went to the kitchen. From behind came the sound of tongue clicking.



    

    
      ∞ ∞ ∞
    

    After the day when the gate breach occurred and I took shelter inside the "door," I seem to have completely accepted this place as safe, and the island inside the "door" no longer caused fear. Darkness, loneliness, and silence now seemed cozy.



    



    That same day, I immediately went to the store and bought a pack of water, a box of energy bars, and a bag of food for Beauty, and transferred all of it inside the "door." Although it looked funny - boxes standing lonely in the middle of an empty field, from the perspective of preparing for possible situations, nothing was more reliable.



    



    Feeling satisfied, in the evening I spread out a mat, laid bedding on it, and went to sleep, but almost woke up with a twisted face. Although the night temperature didn't drop to a level where one could freeze to death, in the morning I felt a slight chill and muscle stiffness, as if I had caught a cold.



    



    Thinking that the mat wasn't the best choice, the next day I bought a tent. But due to the difference between the floor in a room and grass, I was still uncomfortable.



    



    In the end, I bought a bed.



    



    I decided to be content with buying it cheaply, second-hand.



    



    Even when the house is ready, the bed will still be useful, so it's not a complete waste of money. Comforting myself in this way, during a break I went for a direct deal and returned to the store with a bed loaded into a truck driven by a guy about ten years old.



    



    It would have been convenient to drive the truck directly into the "door," but if I did that in front of everyone, then I would immediately be taken to the Awakened Affairs Department, so I had to, grunting, drag the bed into the store. I parked the truck in front of the store to block the view, and then, grunting again, transferred the bed inside the "door."



    



    "I shouldn't have bought such a big one."



    



    2 meters wide, 2 meters long. The whole family can sit together, and in summer, one can lie coolly and roll around.



    



    Looking at the seller's page, I thought that on such a bed one could even set up a tent, and bought it, but moving it turned out to be heavy. Today I especially missed Sa Gongwoo, who had gone hunting in the gates.



    



    Maybe I should have waited until he returned from the gates and bought it then? No, although Sa Gongwoo's position is gradually lowering to the level of a servant, he's still a stranger. Even though I accidentally revealed my ability to him, I can't rely on him too much. I decided not to rely on others and not to lean on them. Cho Roy, pull yourself together. Have you forgotten your original intention after returning to the past? You can do this yourself!



    



    I lifted one end of the bed and, backing up, dragged it inside the "door." From the truck to the store, from the store inside the "door." Although I moved it just twenty steps, sweat was pouring in streams.



    



    "I wonder for what luxurious life I'm doing this. If I had known it would be so heavy, I would have just transferred the bed!"



    



    I didn't want to transfer the bed frame, I wanted to somehow make do with just the mattress, but it turned out to be just as heavy! Since it's heavy anyway, maybe I should have just transferred the bed?



    



    I imagined setting up the bed in the middle of a green field and sleeping on it.



    



    Hmm...



    



    It didn't look like a scene from a movie, but just like the act of a madman.



    



    
      No. From the moment I laid a blanket on a mat and went to sleep, I had already moved away from the norm.
    

  
    

     

    I lay my tired body on the bed and, looking at the bright blue sky, began to slowly convince myself: "Maybe it's actually good that I bought it?"

    "Yes, well done. I was just about to buy one anyway. If not now, I would have bought it sometime."

    Good job, me.

    I praised myself and was about to get up to bring a cloth and wipe down the second-hand bed I'd purchased when I noticed something long growing in the middle of the field that should have been empty.

    "..."

    On this field there should have been only boxes of water and canned food, an abandoned tent, and the bed I had just transferred.

    What is this long thing sticking up in the middle of the field?

    Moving closer to inspect it, I saw that a small tree had grown to the level of my waist.

    "What is this?"

    Besides the dense forest of mana trees, the problem was that this tree, suddenly appearing in the middle of a field covered only with mana grass, definitely didn't exist yesterday. Furthermore, I couldn't understand what kind of tree it was.

    What is it, why, what should I do?

    While my eyes darted around like during an earthquake due to the appearance of this incomprehensible object, I noticed the abandoned tent.

    Now that I think about it, yesterday...

    I was sitting near the tent, creating a camping atmosphere, and eating instant noodles before going to sleep. The noodles seemed incredibly delicious as I ate them looking at the moonless night sky. And then I even ate a gate watermelon that Baek Dohyeon gave me, calling it dessert.

    Patting my full stomach before sleep, I noticed the gate watermelon seeds that I had spit into the bowl. Suddenly feeling playful, I dug a hole in the ground with a fork and planted one seed.

    "Grow-grow. Let watermelons hang in clusters. If at least five watermelons grow from one seed, it will be profitable."

    I remember singing as I covered the seed with soil, and then fell asleep.

    The position of the tree exactly matches that spot.

    But for it to grow like this in one day is too abnormal.

    "Are you... a gate watermelon?"

    I cautiously asked the tree.

    "..."

    It's fine. I wasn't expecting to get an answer.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    "Turns out watermelons grow on trees too."

    The gate watermelon tree, which had grown to my height in two days, began bearing fruit on the third day. After another day, pale beige gate watermelons were already hanging in clusters.

    The tree grows quickly, and the fruits ripen quickly, so I hurried to harvest them, fearing they might ripen quickly, fall, and rot.

    I washed one watermelon, cut it open and saw that it was exactly the same as the one I ate a few days ago.

    What's amazing is not only that a tree grew from the planted seed and produced fruit, but that this entire process happened in just a few days rather than several months.

    "...Maybe I should take up farming?"

    I thought my ability was only suitable for shelter, but perhaps I'll have to forcibly change my profession to farmer.

    When I bit into the juicy flesh, filled with moisture, there was a crunching sound, and sweet juice filled my mouth. Since I was eating it right after harvesting, it was fresh and very sweet. The result was surprisingly good, even though I just planted the seed without fertilizing, pruning branches, or doing anything else.

    "If it's enough to just plant seeds and they grow by themselves, and the harvest quality is like this... maybe it's worth thinking about farming?"

    Farming is difficult not only because of the physical labor but also because human hands participate in all processes between planting seeds and harvesting. You need to not just plant seeds, but sow them, then transplant, fertilize so they grow well, protect from pests, prune branches, weed and so on. Just hearing about it, it becomes clear that farming unexpectedly has many things to care about.

    But if you can just sow seeds, leave them, and collect a good harvest, isn't that an ideal situation?

    With these empty dreams, I ate half of the gate watermelon, sitting in place and crunching, then washed my hands. The taste is good, but too sweet for me. I prefer fruits with higher water content and light sweetness, like regular watermelons or pears.

    But, thinking about it, I realized there was nothing to regret.

    I have land where what I plant grows well, and I've already grown a gate watermelon. There's no reason why I couldn't grow regular watermelon or pears. I don't even need seedlings. It's enough to get seeds and plant them, and they'll grow by themselves.

    Maybe I should take this opportunity and go to a seed store for shopping?

    I spend a lot of money on radish for kkakdugi every day. Maybe I should just start growing radish?

    Deciding this wasn't a bad idea, I decided to go to the seed store after finishing lunch service.

    For starters, I'll buy several types of seeds and plant them, and if they grow as well and quickly as the gate watermelon... then that would be just great.

    Naturally, evening service became secondary.

    This is a shop for which I have neither love nor enthusiasm, so it's enough to open it just once a day, instead of closing it completely. People won't die if they eat only once a day. There's no law that says they have to eat at our shop morning and evening; if they're very hungry, they can go elsewhere.

    I know that people with difficult financial situations come here because of the low prices. But I don't exist to feed people with difficult financial situations. Grandmother generously gave food to such people because she felt sorry for them, but I decided to do only what I can.

    ...I don't want to be crushed by this.

    Putting aside heavy thoughts, I took a basket of gate watermelons and went down to the shop.

    Since I've already harvested, I need to eat them quickly, but if I eat all this alone, obviously I won't be able to eat even half before having to throw it away. I'll need to give one to each of the first customers who come.

    I checked the seolleongtang, which had steeped well, the well-cooked rice, and the kkakdugi that I marinated early in the morning. The hall and tables are also wiped clean. I was just about to quietly open the doors when I saw a familiar face approaching through the glass window.

    I went out and opened the door before he could make a fuss asking to open it.

    His smooth black hair shone in the sun. Noticing me, his eyes happily narrowed into half-moons.

    "Chorooooon."

    The tall man raised his long arms and waved them in the air. Quickly approaching with his long legs, the man tightly hugged me and began to spin me around. The upper part of my body was pressed against him, while the lower part dangled in the air.

    "What are you doing?"

    I shouted in surprise, and Sa Gongwoo, hahaha, laughed and only after a couple more rotations put me down.

    Due to dizziness, I wanted to sit down, but strong arms supported my swaying body.

    "Ah, what's the matter?"

    "I was so happy to see that Choron came out to meet me."

    If you get twice as happy, you'll lift a person into the air.

    The dizziness passed, and I finally managed to straighten up.

    "How did you know I was coming?"

    "I didn't know anything. I just saw you walking and came out. I was afraid you'd put on a show again, asking to open the door."

    "So you accidentally looked out the window and just happened to see me coming? Is this fate?"

    "You yourself said it was a coincidence, and now you're talking about fate?"

    Despite my reproach, Sa Gongwoo laughed loudly.

    Why is he in such high spirits?

    Usually he's already a cheerful and positive person, but today he looks particularly happy, which makes being around him even more difficult.

    "When did you exit the gates?"

    "Last night. I wanted to come to Choron right away, but decided I needed to come in human form, so I washed up, slept a little, and came."

    "Who would open the door for you at night? Now you already consider it normal to come at any time?"

    "I know all the door passwords."

    "And why do you remember them!"

    Why set up three doors - the building entrance, security door, and apartment entrance - if just anyone knows all the passwords?

    It all started when I opened the passwords in a hurry during the gate breach. Why do you still remember them? Wouldn't it be polite to naturally forget them? In any case, this person is the most dangerous.

    "But it's good that now I won't have to tear out a window and enter in emergencies."

    "Don't talk about it like that!"

    Despite my reproach, Sa Gongwoo just kept laughing.

    I'm telling you, don't laugh so innocently. You're the most harmful person!

    I hit Sa Gongwoo on the back and quickly entered the shop, and he followed me.

    "Nothing special happened?"

    "What do you mean by 'special'?"

    "Well, anything special? Bad, surprising, unusual, and so on."

    "Why are you interested? Especially for someone who just returned from the gates, in relation to an ordinary restaurant owner."

    "Because I'm always worried about Choron?"

    "Anyway, to hear you talk, you sound more like a scammer."

    "But didn't you say I don't have abilities in that direction?"

    "Why have you become so talkative? Why do you answer every word and not give in?"

    "Choron. I'm still older..."

    Sa Gongwoo weakly objected, saying that the roles had reversed, but I ignored it.

    "Something did happen..."

    "What happened?"

    When I delayed answering, as if teasing him, worry instantly appeared on Sa Gongwoo's face. If this is pretense, then I'll have to take back my words about not seeing scamming abilities in him at our first meeting.

    "What happened? Another gate breach? Or maybe the muscular cow that was hiding during the last breach came out?"

    When I didn't answer, Sa Gongwoo began to impatiently hurry me.

    His face looks too sincere for pretense, and I increasingly doubt whether this is actually a lie. It's difficult to take it at face value because I doubt he has a reason to worry about me so much.

    A truly complex person.

    
 

  
    

     

    "...Choron?"

    Apparently, I was silent for too long, and Sa Gongwoo carefully touched my shoulder.

    "This here."

    I showed him the basket of gate watermelons that I had brought earlier.

    "What's this? These are gate watermelons."

    "Baek Dohyeon gave it."

    "Who is Baek Dohyeon?"

    "Ah, you don't know? He recently moved here. A guy my age, already awakened. Didn't you see him during the last gate breach? They say he has a lightning ability."

    "Lightning... I think I remember. But I don't remember his face. ...And you know him by name?"

    "His father is so noisy. When they first came to eat, he told everything: name, age, ability. And you Mr. should have been here then. You were eating over there with your team members."

    "Hyung. Hyung. Call me hyung."

    Sa Gongwoo suddenly grabbed my cheeks and started shaking them, reprimanding me. I gave in, saying "I geeeeet it," and he finally released my cheeks. I rubbed my aching cheeks and gave him a sidelong glance, and in response, he lightly hit me on the forehead with the edge of his palm, asking why I was looking at him like that.

    "Just because. Where did you learn to call adults 'Mr. So-and-so' and constantly address them with formal speech! I tell you to call me hyung, but you don't listen and don't keep your promises. Do you want me to let my tongue loose? Maybe take a loudspeaker and broadcast it all over the neighborhood?"

    "Is that a threat? That's really low."

    "Low is calling me 'Mr. Sa Gongwoo.' This mouth, this mouth! Try calling me that again. I really won't forgive you."

    Sa Gongwoo grabbed my lips with his fingers and pulled, warning me once more.

    "I won't say it."

    "...Why won't you? Is Choron offended? If you don't want to call me hyung, maybe you'll call me uncle?"

    "Yes, uncle."

    "..."

    He suggested it himself, but apparently, he doesn't like being actually called uncle. His reaction was so noticeable that I couldn't help but smirk.

    "Anyway, this is it."

    "What is it? He gave you this? And you just took it? Choron, you don't know how dangerous the world is. You can't just take things that strange men give you."

    "What nonsense."

    "Besides, why so many? Does he want you to die from eating too many watermelons or what? Maybe he forced you to take them?"

    "Ah, right. Listen. He gave me only one. I planted a seed on the island inside the door. And a tree grew, and then fruits appeared."

    "Oh, is that so? Well, yes, how could he have had the opportunity to give so many."

    Sa Gongwoo snorted, as if it was insignificant, and took one gate watermelon, breaking it in half with one hand.

    "Well? Did I look cool?"

    "If you hadn't said that, I might have thought it was, a little bit, cool. But it's not such an impressive action, and besides, wouldn't you be angry if I spilled fruit juice here?"

    I calmly pointed to the drops on the table, and Sa Gongwoo quickly went to the kitchen to look for a cloth.

    "So, you grew and harvested this?"

    "Yes. ...Do you want to see?"

    "Let's go."

    Since he already knows about my ability, and I wanted to show off this amazing phenomenon, I casually asked, and Sa Gongwoo nodded. We went to the kitchen so we couldn't be seen from outside, and I opened the door, going inside.

    "Here. Amazing, isn't it?"

    I pointed to the tree standing alone in the middle of the field, and Sa Gongwoo slowly approached it.

    "Oh? Fruits have appeared again."

    Although I had harvested all the fruits, new ones had appeared during this time. While they were green and the size of ping-pong balls, it was clear they would soon become large beige fruits.

    "It really grows fast."

    "Fast... grows?"

    "Yes. Do you know how long it took for this tree to grow? Two days after I planted the seed, it had already grown like this. And on the third day, fruits appeared. Very fast, right?"

    Sa Gongwoo's face tensed when I proudly told him about this.

    "...What is it?"

    "Let's go out first."

    "The tree..."

    "We'll talk outside."

    At Sa Gongwoo's insistence, I opened the door, and we went outside. When I asked "What is it?", Sa Gongwoo, still with a tense face, thoughtfully hummed.

    "What?"

    "If the growth acceleration affects not only the tree."

    "Not only the tree?"

    "For such growth, a tree needs years. Not one or two years, but at least three to five years. Growth that should occur over this time was completed in a day or two. What if this effect extends to animals or people?"

    "Didn't we check this? The flow of time inside and outside the door was not different."

    "It's not about accelerating time. The problem is the growth rate. If we assume that growth that would take at least a year occurs in a day, it means that if you spend 70 days there, you could age 70 years. At 20, you could age to 90."

    90 years.

    I reflexively touched my face. Fortunately, no wrinkles could be felt. My cheeks were still firm, no sagging areas. Maybe the skin had become a bit rougher. Is this a sign of aging?

    "What if this is normal?"

    "How can this be normal?"

    "It's a plant from the gates. Initially, everything related to gates is far from common sense, so maybe it's normal for it to grow in two days. Has anyone seen or known how long it usually takes to grow?"

    "...We need to check."

    "How to check?"

    "I'll be back soon, while I'm gone, don't go inside the door."

    "Where are you suddenly going?"

    "I'll return as quickly as possible."

    Sa Gongwoo patted my head a couple of times and ran out of the shop like the wind.

    Hey, man. Where are you going?

    I was momentarily stunned with surprise when Sa Gongwoo disappeared, not answering my question and leaving only strange words.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    Sa Gongwoo returned only after two or three hours.

    I started the lunch service, waiting for him, and when the flow of visitors subsided a bit and I could catch my breath, Sa Gongwoo returned with a box in his hands.

    "Where did you go?"

    Before Sa Gongwoo could answer, loud peeping was heard from the box.

    Ah, what's this? It seems this situation has happened before. Déjà vu?

    "Let's close the shop."

    "It's not closing time yet."

    "We need to conduct the experiment faster..."

    "Calm down and sit. Even if we conduct the experiment a little later, nothing terrible will happen."

    I sat Sa Gongwoo at an empty table and brought a glass of water.

    "What did you bring this time?"

    In response to my question, Sa Gongwoo slightly opened the box, showing the contents. I saw small yellow heads.

    "Ah, my head is spinning."

    There were at least a dozen chicks bustling inside. No wonder it was so noisy.

    "Why did you..."

    I didn't understand where and how he got the chicks, and why he brought them.

    "When do you close the shop?"

    "In an hour."

    Looking at Sa Gongwoo nervously jiggling his leg, I thought that first, he needed to be fed.

    He's like this because of an empty stomach. When a person is full, calmness appears. Surely he came in the morning happily without eating, then ran away in shock and wandered until now. What time is it already? Already past one o'clock.

    "First, I'll bring you seolleongtang."

    "Choron."

    "Eat first. You didn't have breakfast, right? I can't close the shop right now, and whatever we do, we need to eat first."

    I sat Sa Gongwoo down and went to the kitchen to bring seolleongtang and rice.

    You can't just drive out visitors who are currently eating in the shop. In any case, we can only do something after the current visitors leave. It seems Sa Gongwoo understood my thought and began to slowly eat the seolleongtang, mixing rice into it.

    "Where did you get the chicks?"

    "A hyung I know has a poultry farm. I asked, and he gave me a few from the incubator."

    "Another hyung. Last time there was a hyung who builds houses, and now a hyung who breeds chickens? You have a surprisingly wide circle of acquaintances. It's complete madness. Maybe you know half the residents of Seoul?"

    "I often have to participate in gate breach situations..."

    Hunters are obligated to protect civilians.

    This is not moral protection, but semi-compulsory. The Hunter Law establishes that they must participate in a certain number of gate breach situations per year, and if this number is not met, their hunter's license may be suspended for some time.

    Compensation is paid for participating in gate breach situations in the form of activity allowances, but compared to the income from hunting inside gates, this was a meager amount, so most hunters didn't attach much importance to it. They called it "gum money," "nut money," "candy money," and so on, and tried to fulfill only the mandatory amount.

    The fact that Sa Gongwoo, who has little personal time and whose schedule is determined not by himself but by others, often participated in gate breach situations can be explained by one of two reasons. Either a strong sense of duty or compulsory mobilization as a government-owned hunter. Possibly both.

    While I was ushering out visitors one by one and cleaning the tables, Sa Gongwoo finished eating and cleared his dishes, then came out of the kitchen with a knife. After wiping the table with a cloth until it shone and sitting down, he seriously began to peel an apple and a pear, which he had taken out of the pockets of his leather jacket.

    "...What are you doing?"

    Are you too comfortable here? Has it come to the point where you prepare your own dessert?

    To my question, full of bewilderment, Sa Gongwoo answered in a quiet voice, almost a whisper:

    "I want to plant regular fruits."

    If we compare the growth rate of regular plants and plants from the gates, we'll be able to understand what the problem is, he said.

    With these words, Sa Gongwoo placed a beautifully cut piece of apple in my mouth.

    
 

  
    

     

    "Did you wash your hands?"

    "Of course. I washed them thoroughly when I took the knife."

    "Then give me a pear instead of an apple."

    Chewing a piece of apple in my mouth, I asked for a pear instead. Sa Gongwoo placed beautifully sliced apple and pear on a plate and pushed it toward me. I sat across from him and leisurely chose a pear, while Sa Gongwoo began to dig out the seeds from the hard core of the fruits with the tip of the knife.

    Mm, the pear is delicious. Juicy and sweet. He chose a good one.

    "Seems like we can close when that last customer leaves, right?" Sa Gongwoo quietly asked, nodding toward the only remaining table.

    "Hmm, if no new customers come before he leaves?"

    In response to my words, Sa Gongwoo began to stealthily glance at the door, checking if anyone else was coming.

    The way he looked wouldn't make customers not enter and wouldn't make those who weren't planning to come arrive. If that were possible with just a glance, would there be empty shops? No. All would prosper.

    But it seems the universe was on Sa Gongwoo's side, because until the last customer paid and left, no new clients appeared. Sa Gongwoo, who had been watching like a hawk all this time, quickly got up and closed the shop door.

    "What is it? Someone might think the shop has changed owners."

    "Choron, hurry up."

    "Alright, alright. Let me just clean the tables."

    "That can wait."

    Sa Gongwoo even hung the "Closed" sign and, taking the box with chicks, asked: "Shall we go up to the apartment?"

    "Maybe we can just enter through the kitchen? It's not visible from outside anyway."

    "Still better to go upstairs, just in case."

    "Okay, fine."

    I led Sa Gongwoo, who was more enthusiastic than me, upstairs to the apartment.

    "By the way, why did you bring chicks? To check if animals grow quickly?"

    "Yes. I was thinking about what we could check with, but other baby animals are hard to get. This was the only thing that came to mind."

    "Then don't we need to make a pen for them? We can't just release them onto the field. If they grow into chickens in a day, this box seems like it will burst."

    No matter how you look at it, this box isn't the size capable of holding ten chickens.

    Sa Gongwoo scratched the bridge of his nose with a concerned expression.

    "Maybe buy a net and make a temporary pen? Wait here with the chicks. I'll quickly go buy one."

    "Then I'll prepare the tools."

    I watched as Sa Gongwoo ran down the stairs again, and then entered the apartment with the box of chicks. Minyu, who had been alone all this time, ran up and began rubbing against my legs, meowing.

    "Minyu, oppa didn't come now to give you treats."

    Meow-meow-meow.

    In response to the cat's meowing, loud chirping comes from the box. It seems the chicks instinctively sensed danger, and their chirping became even louder.

    Meow?

    Minyu looks at the box with a puzzled expression.

    Surprisingly, it really is a puzzled expression.

    Although humans can't read cat expressions, this is definitely a puzzled expression.

    "Minyu, are you human?"

    Meow-meow-meow.

    Minyu continued to meow, circling around me and not taking her eyes off the box.

    "Stop meowing, you're scaring the chicks."

    I put the box in the living room and first took out a treat for Minyu. Nothing could distract Minyu's attention from the box better than a treat. The proof was that as soon as the sound of the opening can was heard, Minyu rushed under the sink and began pulling at my pant leg.

    "Minyu. That's what dogs do. Let's behave like a cat, okay?"

    Where is that proud, elegant, and noble cat?

    After I placed the treat in front of Minyu, I began rummaging through the toolbox. Not knowing what would be needed, I took out a hammer and different types of nails. After a short wait, Sa Gongwoo returned, carrying a bundle of green netting and four wooden bars, as if he had been running so fast that his eyebrows were fluttering in the wind.

    "Everything ready?"

    "Yes."

    "Then let's go."

    We opened the door and went inside.

    Beauty raced across the field, enjoying freedom like an escaped prisoner. Although I had left her here several times and gone away, she doesn't seem to feel any danger.

    "Let's make the pen first."

    "No need to make it too carefully. It's enough if it holds for just a day."

    We placed four bars at a suitable distance from each other and wrapped them with the net, securing it.

    Hmm, really made in a hurry.

    As Sa Gongwoo said, this will only last a day.

    We put the box inside this flimsy enclosure and made a hole so the chicks could come out. But since they need to live for at least a day, we poured water and grain into a bowl we brought so they wouldn't die of hunger.

    Stepping outside the pen, we waited a bit, and the chicks, which until then had been sitting in the box, huddled tightly together and chirping, cautiously poked their heads out, and then began to leave the box.

    "They're out."

    Sa Gongwoo whispered quietly in my ear.

    After coming outside, the chicks seemed to peck at the grain, but soon began to peck at the mana-grass growing on the ground.

    "..."

    "At least they won't die of hunger. Let's plant the seeds and quickly get out."

    I silently watched the chicks, which hadn't even touched the grain we specially brought, when Sa Gongwoo patted my arm and headed toward the tree with gate watermelons.

    "Where shall we plant?"

    "Let's plant here nearby. It seems fruit trees grow better together. It will be more convenient if we need to do farming later. If we plant them chaotically all over this wide field, it will be a complete mess."

    Sa Gongwoo, who was digging the ground with the back of the hammer, looked at me as if asking if this was enough.

    "What?"

    "If it's confirmed that animals also grow quickly, the probability that this affects people too is high, so we won't be able to do farming. This means we need to use this space only as a shelter in case of real danger."

    "I thought about this. Every time I came in here, Beauty also came in with me, but it doesn't seem like she's grown that much. Although she's growing fast now, it seems that's just because she's in her growth period. She's not even an adult cat yet."

    "In ambiguous situations, we can't relax until everything becomes clear. They say chicks become chickens in a month or two, so we'll be able to know for sure. Tomorrow we'll understand which option is correct."

    Sa Gongwoo planted one seed three or four meters from the gate watermelon tree, and then planted another seed at some distance.

    "Maybe we should plant one more each?"

    "No. One tree is enough."

    Since this is a place with an unusual growth rate, if the trees grow a lot, it will be difficult to uproot or transplant them later. For my plan to grow in the field, one apple tree or pear tree each was enough.

    "Let's go."

    Sa Gongwoo quickly gathered the tools and hurried me, as if something bad might happen if we stayed here longer.

    "Beauty-y-y! Oppa is leaving!"

    Afraid that if I left her here again, she would be upset, I called loudly, and in the distance, Beauty appeared, jumping in our direction. I picked up Beauty who quickly ran up, opened the door, and went outside.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    Several phone calls and knocks on the door faintly echoed in my ears, and then quieted down. When I turned, rubbing my face against the pillow, someone gently stroked my head.

    "Choron."

    "..."

    "Time to get up."

    I sleepily opened my eyes and stared blankly at someone sitting on the edge of the bed.

    "Awake?"

    What is this?

    I slowly closed and opened my eyes, trying to grasp the situation.

    Is this a dream?

    Yes, this is a dream.

    I don't understand why I should see this person even in my dreams, but this must be a dream.

    With this thought, I calmly closed my eyes, but again heard a voice calling me: "Choron."

    "Dream?"

    "No."

    "It would be better for someone's well-being if this were a dream."

    "..."

    Sa Gongwoo was silent for a moment in response to my muttering.

    "Now you're breaking in even when I sleep, huh?"

    "I called and knocked on the door, but there was no answer."

    "I told you that if there's no answer, you should think the person is sleeping? Why do you constantly break into other people's homes?"

    "Then maybe from today this won't be someone else's home, but our home?"

    "..."

    He says such nonsense so seriously that I don't even know what to say.

    "Ah..."

    Instead of Lee Dongjae, or whatever to call it. Anyway, after Lee Dongjae disappeared from my life, Sa Gongwoo appeared as if replacing him. I still couldn't understand if this was good or bad.

    A person I had never met before returning to the past.

    That's why it was difficult for me to judge his character, what his intentions or goals were regarding me, whether he would be useful to me or cause harm. After all, he didn't appear in my life after grandmother's death.

    According to Cha Yeseung, he was always worried about whether I was okay, if I was living well, and although he didn't appear before me, he came to check from afar, and even after death, he asked to pass on to me what he had accumulated, that's how much he thought about me.

    Of course, Cha Yeseung only told me about such aspects of Sa Gongwoo, so I think he really did worry about me, but honestly, I don't think, expect, or delude myself that I was the most precious or significant person to him.

    Nevertheless, I accepted as a fact that he didn't forget about me and grandmother, that he remembered and worried about us.

    But now?

    Too much has changed compared to what was before returning to the past.

    I'm alone, there's no one beside me, I'm just a piece of meat with sufficient wealth obtained from deceased parents and grandmother.

    In others' eyes, is there an easier target for manipulation and exploitation?

    People change depending on the situation, and can it be guaranteed that Sa Gongwoo isn't like that?

    
 

  
    

     

    "Was that... such a difficult question that you had to think so seriously about it?"

    Sa Gongwoo asked with a serious expression, apparently noticing that I had been thinking for a long time.

    "Can I be touched that you're thinking about it so seriously?"

    "No."

    "I shouldn't be touched?"

    "No, I mean, it can't be 'our house.' It's a refusal, a complete refusal!"

    "You're too cruel. No need to be so categorical."

    I pushed away Sa Gongwoo, who was pretending to cry with an offended face, and got up from the bed.

    "What time is it?"

    "Five o'clock."

    "Really early morning..."

    At this time, it's natural not to answer calls, and if someone comes and knocks on the door, it's normal to pretend you don't hear. It seems Sa Gongwoo, who boldly broke into someone else's house at this time, doesn't understand this.

    "Ah, I want to sleep a bit more."

    I lay back down on the bed, but Sa Gongwoo grabbed my hand and pulled me up.

    "We need to go inside the door."

    "Give them some time to grow. Not even a day has passed."

    The chicks haven't even shed their down yet.

    I tried to whine, but Sa Gongwoo, which was rare for him, firmly shook his head. In the end, without even having time to rub my eyes, I opened the door in my pajamas. I followed Sa Gongwoo, who confidently entered the door before me.

    "I wonder if the seasons are opposite here? Outside, a cold wind is blowing, and they say that from next week the temperature will drop sharply, so I was thinking we needed to take out winter clothes and blankets by the end of this week, but here it's a perfect spring-autumn weather. Moderately warm and moderately cool. If it were opposite, it should be very hot, but it seems it's not exactly opposite."

    "To know for sure, we'd need to observe for at least a year. Whether this weather remains constant or if there are also four seasons here."

    Trees... there were now three.

    I couldn't help but feel satisfaction seeing two small trees that had grown next to the large gate watermelon tree.

    "It seems ordinary plants also grow quickly."

    If so, then the dream of easy farming isn't so unrealistic. In these times, when you never know where and when monsters might appear, I could be the only person able to enjoy rural life that no one else could even dream of.

    You could often hear elderly people saying: "Before the Great Changes, the dream was to save money, retire, and live quietly somewhere in the countryside, tending to a vegetable garden." Although this dream is incomprehensible to my peers, grandma seemed to understand it and smiled in response.

    I couldn't understand the dream of returning to rural life, but I vaguely understood their feelings. The elderly people and grandma didn't regret the unfulfilled dream of rural life. They longed for the tranquility of those times.

    It seems that I, who never saw the countryside, will fulfill this dream instead of grandma.

    "The chicks..."

    "Those are chicks."

    The chicks were chicks.

    They were still chicks.

    Remained chicks.

    The chicks, perfectly adapted to the environment, carelessly pecked at the mana-grass, chirping.

    Sa Gongwoo, who noticed the chicks before the two new trees, looked at me with an exhausted expression.

    "Are you a bit calmer now?"

    "...Just a little bit."

    "It's good that you're somewhat calmer. You were so nervous that I, on the contrary, felt calmer."

    "It's right to be nervous. This could have been a very serious problem."

    Sa Gongwoo grabbed me by the top of my head and shook it, saying why I have so little sense of danger.

    "Look how the pear and apple trees have grown."

    "I saw them when we entered."

    "What's the difference in temperature compared to when we checked the chicks?"

    "The importance is different, the importance."

    Sa Gongwoo emphasized again that right now the pear and apple trees aren't important. Only the chicks are important.

    But the chicks remained chicks.

    "The conclusion is that this place only affects plants."

    "Even that seems suspicious to me. There's nothing here except grass and trees."

    Isn't that what we knew from the very beginning, when we first entered here? Wherever you look, there's only mana-grass and mana-trees.

    "A lot of suspicious things. As if something new."

    "No. There might not be monsters or animals. But there isn't even a single insect here. This means there's nothing living and moving here."

    "..."

    "Perhaps this place is hostile to everything except plants."

    "Enough. This is my ability!"

    Maybe it wasn't a problem with the place, but a problem with me. Because I rejected. I said I don't like people, that I want to be alone. I despised, denied, and was angry at everything living and moving. This place was the result.

    "This place is for me."

    "..."

    Sa Gongwoo, who seemed to want to say a lot, closed his mouth after my words.

    "So now stop worrying and think about what to do with these chicks."

    What to do with these noisy yellow fluffballs.

    "What to do? Raise them, of course."

    "What raise? Take them back."

    "Why take them back? There's plenty of space, let's just raise them. By the way, hyung seems to have thought we would raise them for eggs, so he only chose hens."

    "Are you serious?"

    When will these yellow fluffballs, whose down hasn't even shed yet, grow up and start laying eggs?

    "They say they'll start laying eggs in four to five months."

    "Who will raise them for four to five months?"

    "...Maybe build a chicken coop?"

    "Hey!"

    When I irritably raised my hand, Sa Gongwoo jumped back. I had no intention of hitting him, but at that moment I felt irritated and still caught up to him to give a light hit.

    "Choron, did you accidentally hit me with your middle finger? Why does it hurt so much?"

    "Because there was soul in that hit."

    "You put too much soul into it."

    I threw a sidelong glance at Sa Gongwoo, who was exaggeratedly rubbing his arm.

    "Build it far away from where the house will be."

    "Me?"

    "Who else?"

    The one who brought the chicks should do it, who else?

    The one who said to raise them should do it, who else?

    First he picks up a cat, then brings chicks, next he'll drag in a zebra and a lion.

    Before I could vent my indignation, Sa Gongwoo quickly raised his hand, noticing my mood.

    "I'll do it."

    "Good. Do it."

    "Yes."

    Oh, I really... I have so much I want to say, but if I start talking, it won't end in a day, so I'm holding back.

    Feeling somehow exhausted, I flopped down on the wide bed. What am I doing here early in the morning? Moreover, in pajamas and barefoot.

    This was a problem when I opened the house door and entered here. I entered in whatever state I was at home, so I was always barefoot. The feeling of grass under my feet wasn't bad, but the downside was that after returning home, I had to wash my feet and the floor.

    "When will the house be ready?"

    I'd like the house to arrive soon. Then I could move only from house to house.

    "It should be almost ready. He said it would take about two weeks. Maybe call today?"

    "Yes."

    "Still, it's good that ordering the house didn't turn out to be useless. Right?"

    "It was needless worry."

    "No, it wasn't."

    Sa Gongwoo began a long lecture about how abilities aren't omnipotent, and one should always doubt, reflect, and think about how to use them.

    These sermons made me hungry.

    "Want to have breakfast?"

    "Will you give me some too?"

    "What, should I kick you out and eat alone? Am I that greedy a person?"

    "Of course not."

    "I'm too lazy to go shopping, so let's just mix whatever side dishes we have?"

    "What about eggs?"

    "We'll add a lot of sesame oil and put a fried egg on top."

    "Excellent!"

    "Let's mix everything in a big bowl and eat here."

    "Even better."

    "After eating, we'll call hyung and ask when the house will be ready, and then make a chicken coop."

    "..."

    Sa Gongwoo, who had been enthusiastically agreeing until then, fell silent.

    "Why no answer? Don't you want to? The person who brought the chicks doesn't want to make a chicken coop?"

    "No, I was just thinking about how to make it."

    Sa Gongwoo waved his hands, saying I misunderstood him. He claimed he was just imagining a luxurious chicken coop. I ignored his jokes and stood up to prepare breakfast.

    "You... worry about me?"

    "Why suddenly ask such a question?"

    I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed and dusting off my feet, and Sa Gongwoo awkwardly reproached me. After a few seconds, he added: "I always worry."

    "You've been constantly worried since I said the gate watermelon tree grew quickly."

    "This is Choron's ability, and this is a place where Choron will come and go, of course I'm worried."

    "Shouldn't you be surprised that it 'grew' rather than 'quickly'? After all, a plant from the gates grew."

    In the 30 years since the Great Changes, there hasn't been a single successful case.

    Among the plants existing inside the gates, herbs with special properties were constantly discovered, and haven't people tried in every way to grow them artificially? People graft completely different trees and even induce genetic mutations to improve varieties, would they leave valuable plants from the gates alone?

    But despite all efforts, I've never heard stories about successfully artificially growing plants from gates. Even when they gathered awakened people with abilities related to plants and agriculture and conducted a large-scale project, all that remained was the story that they couldn't even germinate the seeds and suffered a resounding failure.

    In the end, they concluded that plants from gates cannot be grown on Earth, but the problem is that here, in this place, it was enough to just sow the seeds, and they grew by themselves and bore fruit.

    "For me, it's not monsters and not gates that are dangerous. What has always harmed me were people. As until now, so in the future, this probably won't change."

    I said this in an indifferent voice and opened the door, going outside.

    
 

  
    

     

    "Hey, young master. I greet you."

    We aren't people who often communicate.

    Although I ordered a house, if I came every day to check the progress, it would be tiresome for both sides. I waited, thinking that when the house was ready, they would certainly contact me, and now I saw it upon delivery.

    "Yes, how are you doing?"

    But social norms require that I greet him more joyfully.

    Although this was our second meeting, I greeted him with a wide smile, as if we had met after a decade apart.

    "Can I enter here?"

    "Yes. Put it inside there."

    Behind the shop building, on the vacant lot that grandmother left undeveloped, I set up screens. This was necessary to hide the movement of heavy machinery, such as excavators and concrete mixers, during foundation work, as well as to bring the delivered house inside the "door."

    There was a disadvantage in that the sudden appearance of screens behind the building and the movement of trucks with materials and heavy equipment attracted the attention of customers who were curious about what construction was taking place.

    If after dismantling the screens, just a vacant lot remained unchanged, it would only raise questions. I wondered if I should at least build a garage or storage facility.

    The trailer with the house and the crane parked in the vacant lot enclosed by screens, and the specialist-hyung approached me.

    "The house turned out excellent. I'm not just saying that, I really did my best because you're an acquaintance of our Gongwoo. Considering your age, young master, you'll be able to use it for another eighty years."

    Oh, an expected life span of one hundred years. In an era when you never know when some monster might kill you, I'm grateful at least for such words, suggesting I'll live to a hundred.

    "Thank you."

    "But I'm a bit worried. It doesn't end with just delivery; after installation, everything needs to be checked, feedback received..."

    "You said you did it well."

    "Still, once it's done, the client might not like something. That happens often."

    "If something is done incorrectly, that's one thing, but if I change my mind, that's my responsibility. You did everything according to the project, unless you turned a square house into a triangular one."

    "That's true."

    "You also sent photos during the process."

    "Our young master didn't come or call with questions. Since you trusted me so much, I had to make everything even better."

    Rather than trust, it was simply understanding that this had gone beyond my control. I couldn't do anything at this stage and just waited. But since the specialist-hyung thinks so well of me, it's better to just stay silent.

    "The building is sturdy, but I'm worried about the weak protection. And there's no protection against monsters at all. I built it as you asked, but I don't know if it's really okay."

    "If after a few years there are no cracks in the walls, no leaks or collapses, then everything is fine."

    "You don't need to worry about that. Consumables like faucets, shower heads, or light bulbs might break with use, but the house itself will last over a hundred years. Unless a monster crashes into it, you won't need to repair it."

    He was still very proud of the building itself. Although many people like to boast, when he's so confident, you want to believe him. Besides, the house is already finished, so all that's left is to believe.

    "Although it shouldn't happen, if problems arise after moving the house, contact me immediately. And if there are problems during the move, call as well."

    "We just need to pray that hyung moves it well."

    "I'll manage. If this guy hadn't become a hunter, I would have taken him in. Apparently, he had financial difficulties, he came to work part-time as a hunter, and I told him that if money got really tight, he could work for me, I would teach him everything. But as soon as his situation improved, he left."

    The specialist-hyung clicked his tongue, expressing regret over the loss of a good slave, that is, a worker.

    "I'll contact you when the move and installation are complete. Since you're here, would you like to eat before leaving?"

    "No, thank you. I have a lot of work to do, need to hurry. When it gets dark, installation will be more difficult, so you'd better do everything while it's light."

    "Yes, I'll try to return your equipment as soon as possible."

    "In any case, you're paying for the rental, so..."

    That's right. I had already paid for the trailer and crane rental.

    I didn't want to feel indebted because of such things, and believed that you need to pay what you owe to feel confident in any situation.

    If I had asked for a cheaper price, they might have saved on materials, and Sa Gongwoo, who had worked a bit in this field, said the estimate was good, so I didn't haggle over the construction cost.

    I have to believe the words of the specialist-hyung, who said he would pay special attention because I was an acquaintance of Gongwoo.

    What if after this the house turns out to be poorly built?

    Well, then I'll lose money, and Sa Gongwoo's relationships with people will deteriorate.

    "I'll go. Be sure to call when the installation is complete. Our young master seems to trust me too much and doesn't call at all. Although working without constant checks was easier, now that everything is really finished, I need to know if you like it or not."

    "Yes, of course."

    "Good. Next time I'll come to eat."

    He seemed really busy, because the specialist-hyung briefly talked with Sa Gongwoo and quickly left with his employees.

    I opened the "door" and brought the trailer with the house and the crane inside.

    "Can I help with anything?"

    "Not really. Will you check when the installation is complete?"

    "Don't I need to shout something like 'more to the right, more to the right'?"

    "Nowadays they don't even shout like that when parking backwards."

    Just standing and doing nothing is somewhat awkward.

    I received a message that the house would arrive in the morning, so I didn't even open the shop.

    "This will take about an hour, maybe you could prepare lunch for me?"

    "...Alright. I'll go make some food."

    It seemed strange to me that moving a building would take a whole hour, but remembering how slowly the trailer moved before, I thought the house would be moved at the same speed or even slower. Better not to rush, or they might drop the house on the ground.

    "Then I'll go shopping and prepare lunch."

    "Be sure to come back for me. Don't leave me here."

    "If you get really hungry, you can pick a fruit. I think you'll survive a day."

    I responded with a joke to Sa Gongwoo's whining and went outside.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    Thinking about what to cook, I decided that meat would be best in this situation, and went to the market where I bought two chickens and boiled them.

    I boiled the chickens until the meat became tender, then placed one chicken with broth in large plates, and separately poured rice porridge cooked in a cheesecloth bag into a bowl. I took out two small cups for salt and sauce, added kkakdugi as a side dish, and put it all on a small folding table.

    Meow-meow-meow-meow.

    Minyeo, smelling the meat, approached the table and stuck her head out, meowing.

    "Minyeo also wants a snack?"

    Since the meat wasn't seasoned, I tore off a piece of dry chicken breast and shredded it finely onto a plate.

    "It's hot, so oppa will blow on it. Wait a bit."

    Nyaaaa-meow-meow-nyaooon.

    It seems she has no desire to wait at all. She's so impatient that instead of the usual "meow," she makes "nyaon."

    I stopped Minyeo, who was trying to climb up my pants, digging in her claws, and set down the plate. She immediately buried her nose in it and began eating greedily.

    Didn't I give her food before going shopping? Someone might think I'm starving the cat.

    Feeling awkward, I looked tenderly at Minyeo, who was concentrating on eating the chicken, then took the table and went inside the "door."

    That's why I bought a bed in advance. Besides, the bed was slightly away from where the house foundation was laid, so there was no need to worry about dust.

    Ha, my foresight.

    "Choron."

    As soon as I put the table on the bed, Sa Gongwoo, who had come down from the crane by this time, noticed me and quickly approached with big steps, almost running.

    "Finished?"

    "Yes. Want to take a look?"

    "Let's eat first. It'll get cold and won't be tasty anymore."

    The house is important too, but there's no difference if we look at it now or later. But chicken is only delicious when it's hot; if it gets cold, it won't be the same. Anyone you ask will say chicken is more important. It seems Sa Gongwoo also agrees with my opinion, because he quickly sat on the bed.

    "Oh, chicken."

    "To replenish your strength."

    "Indeed, only Choron takes care of me."

    He helps me without any benefit to himself, so I could boil such chicken for him every day for a month. Sa Gongwoo, who is so happy about simple chicken, although it must be hard for him to constantly enter gates, and even during his rest period he's always with me... it's somehow... well...

    No. I shouldn't think badly about a person who helps both morally and materially, without expecting anything in return. Thoughts that he's stupid, too soft, or that he can't take care of himself - that's not concern, it's slander. If I think like that, how would I be different from people who used me? I just need to be grateful. Everything that comes after "I'm grateful, but..." is unnecessary.

    "Mm, delicious. And the broth is rich."

    "The chicken was plump."

    "Exactly. Very big."

    Sa Gongwoo tore off a chicken leg with a thick layer of meat, put it in his mouth, and spat out only the bone, chewing with puffed cheeks.

    "Our chickens should grow faster too, so we can eat them."

    "...Eat them? Aren't they for eggs?"

    "Why complicate things? We need to fatten them up, slaughter them, and be done with it. If they grow well, I'll prepare such chicken for you again."

    "...But if you keep them, you get attached to them."

    "What attachment to chickens? They're raised for food."

    They're not cats or dogs.

    
 

  
    

     

    "Who's going to kill the live chickens?"

    "I'll kill them, who else? Don't worry, I won't make you do it."

    Sa Gongwoo made a terrified face in response to my words. I don't understand why someone who kills monsters so easily reacts this way to killing chickens.

    "We can roast them whole, make fried chicken."

    "Fried chicken is delicious."

    It seems killing chickens is one thing, and fried chicken is another. His face brightened, but then darkened again, probably realizing that fried chicken still requires killing a chicken.

    "Anyway, that won't happen for a few months, so don't worry about the chickens right now. Better eat your soup."

    "Mm."

    Seeing that he became less enthusiastic about eating, I almost took the soup bowl from him, separated the meat from the bones, added rice porridge, and made something like samgyetang soup.

    "Eat properly."

    "Reminds me of my grandmother. I see her traits in you, Choron."

    I'm only twenty years old, even if the New Year has passed, and I'm being compared to a grandmother. I understand what he means, but it's a bit annoying.

    "If you don't want to get hit with a chicken bone, shut your mouth and eat."

    "Yes."

    Watching him diligently eating chicken soup with a spoon and having kkakdugi on the side, I also started on my soup.

    "Full, delicious, beautiful scenery - perfect."

    "I'll just take the dishes away, you sit here."

    If we look around the house first, we'd have to come back here to get the dishes. Although it's just a few steps, I'm too lazy to take them, so I first took the dishes outside the "door."

    Indeed, one should use their head so that the body doesn't get tired. That's exactly like me.

    After smugly praising myself in my thoughts, I decided to start examining the house.

    At first glance, the exterior looked exactly as I had requested.

    Assuming the forest would be at the back of the house, the front of the building, set up to view the meadow, was made of solid glass without a separate entrance.

    In accordance with my wish to be able to enter the building from anywhere, not necessarily through a specific door, sliding windows were installed. Since the entire facade was glass, not only would the view from inside the house to outside be good, but from the outside, the building looked beautiful and fresh.

    "Wow, I'm excited. A new house. At least the exterior is approved. This is exactly what I imagined."

    "The exterior isn't the main thing. This is a house to live in for a long time, so we need to check if the utilities, finishes are well done..."

    "Didn't you say your hyung is reliable?"

    "He's reliable, but we still need to check."

    Sa Gongwoo started nagging about how even if things weren't intentionally done poorly, there are many things that can cause problems, so everything needs to be thoroughly checked. Before his nagging dragged on, I quickly entered the house.

    The building was divided in half: the front part was the kitchen and living room, and the back half had the bedroom, walk-in closet, bathroom with toilet, small room, and multi-purpose room in that order.

    I wanted to make the toilet easily accessible, but due to the structure of the building, it looked unattractive, so I firmly rejected the idea. Convenience is important, but beauty is also important, since I want to live here for a long time. To make the toilet accessible from outside, it would have to be located at the corner of the facade, but I didn't want to give up the panoramic window in the living room, and placing it behind the kitchen would disrupt the layout.

    It's good that I compromised with the toilet. Indeed, this is the most beautiful arrangement.

    I nodded with satisfaction, looking at the green field stretching beyond the glass.

    "Choron. Want to check the sink and kitchen furniture? Check if the water flows well, if the finishing is done well, if the drawers and doors open well. We need to check now and speak up if there are problems, because later, if something breaks, cracks, or warps, it will spoil the mood for both parties."

    Sa Gongwoo disrupted my contemplation with practical words.

    Yes, a house is reality.

    I obediently followed Sa Gongwoo, opening doors, pulling out drawers, turning on water and lights, actively checking everything.

    "In the past, they used to run electrical wires inside walls, bury septic tanks in the ground and connect them to toilets, and there were water and sewage pipes to which the water in the house was connected. They say just installing a house took half a day. And when laying the foundation, most attention was paid to these issues."

    Sa Gongwoo, while checking if the water flowed and drained well, started talking about something incomprehensible.

    "Why?"

    "Before the Great Change, there were no mana stones. They used electricity then."

    "How did they use electricity?"

    "It was produced at power plants and transmitted."

    "How?"

    "Through wires. Choron, have you never seen electrical poles?"

    "I've seen them in photographs, but I don't understand how it worked. It seems they would collapse even from a light touch of a monster."

    "There were no monsters then. After the Great Change, power plants collapsed, electrical poles and water systems were destroyed, which is why that period is called the dark ages of humanity."

    "I've heard about that too. They say it was like a primitive era."

    "No electricity, no water."

    "Hard to imagine."

    "For me too."

    "..."

    Why did he even start this conversation?

    I gave Sa Gongwoo a sideways glance after this pointless conversation and examined the neatly installed kitchen.

    Except for the kitchen located at the left end of the building, everything was open, making the living room seem spacious. Especially the right wall, where the sofa should stand, was also made of panoramic windows with a lattice pattern, creating the effect of much more space than there actually was, when looking from the kitchen to the opposite side.

    I wonder how it will look with a sofa there.

    Next to the kitchen was a sliding pocket door leading to the multi-purpose room.

    "Oh, this door is unusual."

    Sa Gongwoo, surprised by the door that slid and disappeared into the wall, kept opening and closing the door to the multi-purpose room.

    "Stop it. It'll break."

    "If the door breaks from opening it a few times, it's your hyung's fault."

    How easily he shifts blame to others.

    "Is this just a room?"

    "Yes. I haven't decided yet whether to use it as a storage room, study, or a room for Minyeo. I think over time it will somehow fill up."

    We checked the multi-purpose room, the small room, the bathroom with toilet, the walk-in closet, and finally the bedroom.

    Since the bedroom was only for sleeping, I allocated space only for the largest bed and a small nightstand. Instead, I made an L-shaped panoramic window on the outer wall so that one could see the landscape outside. Although it would hardly be necessary to go outside from the bedroom, I still added one sliding door for ventilation.

    "I like it."

    "You like it?"

    "It seems like it would be pleasant to wake up here."

    Wouldn't everyone be in a good mood if the first thing they see when opening their eyes is a green field or a green forest?

    We carefully checked whether the windows and furniture doors opened and closed properly, whether there were any chips or damages, whether the lighting worked well, whether the water flowed well in the bathroom, and only after that did we go out to the living room.

    I plopped down on the empty living room floor.

    Indeed, when you have a house, it becomes comfortable. It's a completely different level of comfort compared to when I was lying on the field.

    "It seems there are no particular problems. Actually, it's even better than I expected?"

    "It seems hyung really tried his best. In my view, even the finishing is done very carefully. Since this passed through hyung's hands, you can be confident in the insulation and the heating/cooling system. Hyung is very strict about these things."

    I'll need to thank him. Although there are no visible problems now, they might appear in a few days, so I need to leave a small reserve. The house is already installed, and even if problems arise, we won't be able to call him here, so the expert-hyung probably won't be able to do anything. But I guess I can call and ask if problems arise. I invested hundreds of millions of won in this house, so he should provide at least phone support until his business closes.

    "Choron."

    "Yes?"

    "Maybe that small room will be mine?"

    "...Did you eat something wrong? You ate the soup well, and now you're talking nonsense?"

    Sa Gongwoo, who quietly lay down beside me and looked out the living room window, said something strange.

    "Then where will I sleep?"

    "You should sleep in your own house."

    Why is he asking such an obvious question?

    "I'm your hyung."

    "Yes. Hyung should sleep in his own house."

    Hyung.

    I rolled the word "hyung," which I was still not used to saying, around in my mouth.

    Awkwardness came before closeness.

    After Lee Dongjae, I didn't use such intimate terms of address. When I remember how I used to cling to Lee Dongjae and affectionately call him "hyung, hyung," I want to delete the word "hyung" from the world.

    Hyung.

    A word that left more bad memories than good ones.

    Lee Dongjae also treated me well at first. He worried about me, took care of me, comforted me, was there for me. I treated him like a real brother, like family, like a lover.

    Hyung.

    And then he turned out to be the one who cast my life into an abyss, trampled it in the mud.

    From the beginning, he had neither love nor even sympathy; he approached me only with the intention of using me.

    "...Hyung."

    A different person, but the same form of address as before.

    Will the end be the same or different?

    "Yes?"

    I turned my head toward Sa Gongwoo, who answered with a clear smile, and looked at him.

    "Hyung."

    "Yes."

    "Hyung... do you like entering gates?"

    "It's not that I like it, it's just something that needs to be done."

    "If it wasn't necessary, would you not be a hunter?"

    "When the time comes when it's not necessary... maybe I'll work in your restaurant? Serve in the dining room, wash dishes, clean. I'm good at various jobs."

    I decided not to believe these self-confident promises anymore.

    "Will you hire me?"

    "I'm not planning to manage the restaurant so diligently that I need to hire employees."

    "Hmm, then maybe I'll open a prepared food shop next to your seolleongtang restaurant?"

    "Do you know how to make side dishes?"

    "Choron will cook, and I'll sell. Fifty-fifty. How about that?"

    It sounded so absurd that I decided to just pretend I didn't hear it.

    "Do you want to live with me?"

    
 

  
    

     

    "Do you want to live with me?"

    "..."

    The question seemed unexpected, as Sa Gongwoo opened his eyes wide and looked at me.

    "We'll live together?"

    "I'm just asking if you want to live together."

    "Yes, I want to live together."

    The answer came almost immediately after the question ended.

    "Why?"

    "Because if we live together, I can constantly be around Choron?"

    "And why do you need to be around?"

    "Then I can see with my own eyes that Choron is okay, see him wake up in the morning and go to bed at night, eat together every day, talk..."

    "But why do you need to live together for that..."

    "It was my long-time dream. To become a family. I wanted to become a family and live together. Eat together, sleep together, sit and talk together."

    It seems his words are going in circles.

    Interrupting my attempts to ask again due to a growing sense of irritation, Sa Gongwoo said in a serious voice:

    "Maybe someone will laugh at me for dreaming of such things at my age. But I also wanted to have a family, and I wanted to become a family specifically with grandmother and Roy, not with someone else. I miss and want to see grandmother and Roy more than my parents, whose faces I don't even remember and don't know if they died or abandoned me. Looking at grandmother, who was always unchanging like an old tree, and at Roy, who gradually grew up, I always thought that I too wanted to be there, with them."

    "..."

    "Of course, you can't just become a family just because you want to."

    Sa Gongwoo added this easily, smiling playfully and scratching his cheek.

    "Actually, I was planning to come not now, but in a few years."

    This period probably refers to the end of his contract with the government.

    "Then I would have even forcibly stayed near grandmother and Roy. If I said I was an unemployed person with nowhere to go, grandmother wouldn't have kicked me out. Living with them and helping in the restaurant, at first I would just be a freeloader, but then, maybe, I would become family. But I didn't think grandmother would die so suddenly... I just vaguely imagined it."

    "You... want to become a family with me?"

    "...Yes."

    Family.

    A magical word with a deep resonance.

    A word that simultaneously evokes warmth and a sense of loss.

    A word that for someone exists naturally, and for someone at some point ceases to exist.

    "Then, maybe, let's live here together?"

    "...Are you serious?"

    This seemed unexpected, as Sa Gongwoo stared at my face, and then struggled to ask.

    "Let's live here, farming. We can be self-sufficient, so there's no need to go outside the 'door,' and if something is needed, we can go out briefly. No, you stay here. I'll go out myself if necessary."

    "Uh... this isn't an invitation to live together, but more like a warning about confinement?"

    Sa Gongwoo, who had initially perked up happily, tilted his head, feeling that something was off.

    In fact, that was the case.

    He has a pretty quick reaction.

    Since he still had a contract term with the government, I meant that I wanted to confine, no, shelter him in a place where the government couldn't find him. Sa Gongwoo doesn't know that I know his future, so he's probably wondering why suddenly there's talk of confinement.

    "I don't like it when you enter gates. I don't like worrying that you might die."

    And I don't like it when I trust you, and you stab me in the back and leave.

    Perhaps this is an even more important reason.

    If I don't open the "door," he won't be able to go outside. If I make him live only here, he won't have the opportunity to stab me in the back or abandon me.

    It was a selfish desire to completely eliminate the possibility of betrayal when I start trusting someone again.

    It doesn't matter whether he had such intentions from the beginning or they appeared later, if he's thinking of stabbing me in the back and leaving... it's better for him to die locked up here.

    "It turns out Choron worries about me so much?"

    Not understanding my true feelings, Sa Gongwoo looked at me with a deeply touched expression on his face.

    "It's not because I like it that I became a hunter... And a person can't do only what they want... But, Choron, a little more, no, exactly one year after this summer, I'll be able to stop entering gates."

    It must be hard for him that he can't talk about his contract with the government. Sa Gongwoo, who was thinking about how to convince me, blurted out thoughtless words.

    No. You won't live to see that year.

    I felt depressed too because I couldn't tell him about what would happen in the future, and even if I did, he wouldn't believe it.

    "This is a space that no one can find. Outside, no one will know whether hyung flew into the sky or fell through the earth."

    "Why is our Choron so sweet today?"

    Sa Gongwoo, completely excited, couldn't wipe the smile off his face and hugged me tightly. He wrapped around me with his arms and legs like a leech and held me tight, rubbing his cheek against mine.

    "You're so worried about me?"

    "Ah, what are you doing? It's hard for me!"

    "But I'm not a fugitive, I don't need to either fly into the sky or fall through the earth. Only a year, no more, no less, I need to visit gates. After that, even if I'm told to go into gates, I won't go. Just wait a year, Choron."

    The problem is that you'll die before that year ends.

    Rather, I'll die first.

    I started hitting Sa Gongwoo on the back, asking him to let me go, and he loosened the grip of his arms and legs that were wrapping around me.

    "Do as you want. You can go for a year, or ten years, what do I care."

    "Is our Choron offended? In a year, when hyung retires, I'll do whatever Choron says. If you tell me to serve in the restaurant, I'll serve, if you tell me to farm here, I'll farm."

    Service and farming aren't important!

    What's important to me is safety right now, at this moment.

    The person I'll live with shouldn't die within the next year, and there shouldn't be a possibility that the person I'm trying to trust again will betray me and leave. I wanted to gain confidence and peace of mind in all these situations.

    "Choron."

    "I want to go out."

    "Choron, are you angry?"

    "Everyone has their own life, why would I be angry?"

    I'll just live my life, and you live yours.

    I stood up abruptly, and Sa Gongwoo, observing my reaction, also got up.

    "Choron, let's go with hyung to choose furniture?"

    "..."

    "We have a new house, hyung will buy you a bed."

    "You don't have money. With your low salary."

    "...Hyung is a bit hurt now."

    Sa Gongwoo clutched his chest, saying it's hard to argue because it's true.

    "Go and return the crane with the trailer."

    "I can't drive two vehicles. Hyung said he'll come pick them up when I call."

    "Then go and call. Maybe if we return them quickly, we'll get back part of the rental fee."

    "Then after returning, shall we go choose furniture?"

    "You'll buy a bed?"

    "No. I'll help carry the bed. It's quite heavy. Hyung knows how to apply strength."

    Again with his bravado.

    I pushed Sa Gongwoo in the back, telling him to quickly take away the heavy equipment.

    
      

    

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    
      

    

    New bed, new sofa, new refrigerator, new washing machine.

    Thinking it would be easier to move things while Sa Gongwoo is here, I first bought what absolutely needed to be in the house and what was big and heavy. The question "Delivery today?" was mandatory.

    I got the answer that the bed and sofa could be delivered the same day, and the refrigerator and washing machine - tomorrow, and bought them.

    They can't be late. An accident might happen, and I'll have to move them myself, like that bed!

    "Even though you say you'll use beds on both sides, but there's already a washing machine and refrigerator in the house. Was it really necessary to buy them?"

    "Yes."

    "..."

    Although the house I currently live in has also become mine, it's a place where everything remained the same as when I lived there with grandmother. The furniture and appliances have spent more time in this house than I have. While I have no desire to keep everything exactly as it was during grandmother's lifetime, it's also true that I didn't have the desire to make changes.

    And now that there's a new house, there's a reason to buy new appliances.

    In fact, the second reason is more significant.

    You can scold me for being wasteful. I've realized that money is indeed a meaningless thing. Even if you save, everything can fly away in a moment due to some stupidity. Life is such that you never know when you'll have money and when you won't. You at least need to spend it while you have it.

    Before returning to the past, I didn't even have time to spend money, and it immediately went into Lee Dongjae's pocket. After that, I tried to somehow survive, but starting from scratch, money just didn't accumulate.

    "People try all sorts of ways to earn money, but most don't manage to spend it on a comfortable life and save until death. Money is a means to live at least a little more comfortably and richly, but it's strange that people suffer until death for this means."

    Hearing my words, Sa Gongwoo nodded with a serious expression, as if he had received deep enlightenment.

    "I haven't had a reason to spend money until now. Until now, if something was needed, grandmother bought it, and I almost had no special needs. If I think about it, it seems it will be the same in the future. So I want to try spending now."

    "Yes. It's important not only to earn money but also to spend it."

    It seems the experience of spending money will continue for some time.

    You never know when scammers will deceive you and you'll become poor. I'm not going to spend all the money to the last penny, but I'll spend when I want to. I need to stock up on things before something happens.

    I decided not to share these inner thoughts.

    
 

  
    

     

    "And I don't want to touch anything in the house where I lived with my grandmother."

    "Yes, those are memories too..."

    "If we completely remove the appliances and furniture, it won't look like a livable place. If later the building gets destroyed because of gate appearances or monsters, it's better to leave everything as is to get compensation. Besides, they're all old and will soon start breaking down one after another."

    "..."

    Sa Gongwoo, who had been moving his lips while listening to my words, quietly mumbled: "What about the memories?"

    "Memories are stored in your mind, not in buildings or things."

    I clicked my tongue, wondering what kind of fantasies he had about memories.

    Since the delivery was supposed to arrive within an hour or two, we returned to the store and headed to the vacant lot.

    It seems that while we were out shopping, the specialist-hyung came and took away the crane and trailer. I called to confirm, thanked him for the excellent house, listened to his advice to call if any problems arose, and then ordered the construction of a warehouse on the vacant lot. After receiving a response that he would find time to come by in a few days to prepare an estimate, I ended the call.

    "Are you going to build a warehouse here?"

    "Whether it's a warehouse or a garage, I want to build something. People ask one or two times every day why I put up these screens, and what will they think when I remove the screens and there's just an empty lot?"

    "Can't you just say you were planning to build something but changed your mind? You don't have to build a warehouse or garage. The area is large, just the foundation alone will cost several tens of millions of won."

    "No, I need to build something. In any case, I'll just make the shell of the building, so it will be possible to drive a truck in and enter the 'door'. We'll be able to accept large shipments and bring them straight inside. That sounds good even."

    When I remember how I transported just one bed, blocking the store entrance with the truck, unloading it from the back, dragging it into the store and then through the 'door', my back still hurts.

    Yes, I made the right decision. A person should look to the future.

    And there was another important reason to build a structure in this place, to hide it from prying eyes. Thinking about this, I understood that now was the perfect time for construction.

    "If the problem is people's suspicions, let's think of other ways. This seems like a pointless waste of money."

    "I'm spending because all of this will be useful. I don't accept objections on this matter, so just spread out the mat."

    "Here?"

    "There's no point in dragging the bed and sofa to the second floor. It's cramped there, and they'll need to be moved into the 'door' anyway. When they arrive, we'll receive them here and bring them inside immediately. I'll go in first and take photos of the living room, then come out, and you spread the mat in the meantime. And take off your shoes when you come out."

    These shoes are a real problem.

    We could just walk in shoes and then wash the floor, but still, this is a new house, and I didn't want to walk there with shoes on.

    Telling him to act quickly, I entered the 'door', walked through the living room of the new house and went outside.

    During this time, it seems a message came, and Sa Gongwoo was answering a call on my phone.

    "They say the bed and sofa have arrived. I told them to come here."

    Apparently, since we bought from the same store, the delivery came together. Fast delivery, very good. I knew this would happen, so I bought several mats.

    When I asked the couriers to set up the bed and sofa on the mats spread out in the vacant lot, they were a bit confused. But I insisted, after all, after receiving the goods, you need to check for defects on the spot, and assembly is also part of the job.

    I'm the customer.

    If the request isn't excessive, I have the right to ask them to set it up anywhere.

    It's also easier for the couriers to place it in the vacant lot than to drag it to the second floor. A little confusion is better than physical strain.

    With such a shameless and confident face, I watched the assembly of the bed and sofa in the vacant lot. After making sure there were no scratches or other defects on the items, I saw the couriers off and tightly tied the entrance to the screen.

    "Now let's move them. Let's start with the sofa."

    In the house where I currently live, there are many things and it's not very spacious, so there was no sofa in the living room. Therefore, I was really looking forward to the first sofa I bought.

    "Take off your shoes and hold the sofa firmly so you don't drop it."

    "Choron, can you lift from that side?"

    "...Even if I'm not very strong, I'm still human and can lift at least a little bit."

    We're not carrying it alone, but together from two sides.

    So we moved the sofa to the far end of the living room, and then took turns moving the bed frame and mattress.

    The furniture turned out to be incredibly heavy.

    Just in case there was dust left on the furniture, I left Sa Gongwoo in the living room of the new house with wet wipes to wipe the furniture, while I went out to the vacant lot, folded the mats, went up to the second floor and entered the 'door'.

    "Oh, damn. I don't even know whether to put on my shoes or take them off."

    "Don't worry so much. Even if you make a mistake, you can just wipe it clean."

    "But it's my house that will need wiping."

    And I don't want to walk around the new house in shoes!

    "The refrigerator and washing machine that will be delivered tomorrow will be even heavier, right?"

    I pushed away Sa Gongwoo, who was already sitting in the center of the sofa before the owner, and plopped down next to him. The seat was soft, and the view before my eyes was like a picture.

    "It's good that we put it against the wall. The view is really beautiful."

    I was half-lying with my feet on the ottoman, feeling great. When I was lying on the floor in the living room of the new house, it was also good, but on the sofa it's even better.

    "People don't talk about new homes for nothing. That's why everyone wants to live in a new house. Such a new feeling."

    "I like the house where we lived with grandmother too."

    "..."

    I didn't respond to Sa Gongwoo's words full of regret.

    I missed grandmother too. That house, soaked in memories of my childhood and grandmother, was special. I even felt guilty toward the two-story house, remembering how I sold it, succumbing to Lee Dongjae's sweet talk before returning to the past.

    And yet...

    "Now I want to live letting go of the past."

    When you attach too much importance to something, intentionally or not, losing it brings even greater despair.

    For me, grandmother's existence, the person named Lee Dongjae, and that building had enormous significance. Once I thought they were all I had, and when eventually nothing remained by my side, their absence made me sink faster and deeper.

    "Roy... sometimes says things that don't match his age. I don't know if it's teenage maximalism or growing up."

    "Teenage maximalism? That's too much."

    That's because you've lived about ten years more than now. Because you're tired of people and the world after going through all kinds of hardships.

    I hid the truth and responded with a smile.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    "Sa, what's with your face? Are you sick?"

    "No."

    Cha Yeseung, meeting eyes with Sa Gongwoo when inspecting the gathered team members before entering the gate, asked in surprise. Sa Gongwoo's face, who should have rested well during the break, looked exhausted, as if he had gone through another gate alone.

    "Lately the sullongtang restaurant has been closed too. Did something happen between you two?"

    "...No."

    What can I say here? Did something happen to me? Can it even be called "something"?

    Sa Gongwoo thought deeply.

    "Choron..."

    "Yes? What about the younger brother from the sullongtang restaurant?"

    "Let's just say I learned that Choron has a generous soul."

    "Ah, I see."

    Cha Yeseung waved her hand, saying not to talk about what everyone already knows as if it's something new.

    "It's already evident from the endless replenishment of kkakdugi. Even when Changgun asks for extra rice and eats another bowl of kkakdugi and rice, he doesn't say anything. And he pours the sullongtang to the brim, and cuts the meat in large pieces. Though he speaks harshly, he's very kind at heart."

    "Choron used to speak very sweetly. Now he's in his teenage years, that's why he behaves like this."

    "I don't know about that."

    Whether it's because of his teenage years, or a change in mood after the funeral, or perhaps he's trying to switch to a concept of a restaurant with a grumpy grandmother.

    Although the truth is unknown, Cha Yeseung agreed that Choron is indeed kind and generous.

    "I sometimes worry if he has anything left when he runs his business with such prices. What, did you two argue about this?"

    "We didn't argue..."

    "They say his grandmother always sincerely cared for people. Growing up watching this, the brother from the sullongtang restaurant probably inherited this to some extent. Even if you're concerned, don't criticize him too harshly."

    Cha Yeseung got into the car, telling him not to fight with the kid over trifles. When all team members were seated, Ma Changgun habitually took the wheel and headed to the gate they were supposed to enter today.

    "It's not the kind of generosity you're thinking of."

    Sa Gongwoo quietly mumbled, watching the streets rushing by outside the window.

    After setting up the house inside the "door," Sa Gongwoo went with Roy every day. More precisely, not that he was dragged along, he followed him voluntarily. It was natural accompaniment, as Roy couldn't be left alone in this scary world.

    And he witnessed Roy's purchasing behavior with his own eyes.

    He easily bought expensive items like a bed, sofa, refrigerator, washing machine, and so on, right on the spot. The next day he went out again and just as easily bought bedside tables, a coffee table for the living room, and a set of table and chairs for the kitchen.

    As if considering it a waste of time to think about what's better or if there's something cheaper and better, he made decisions quickly if he liked something and thought it suitable. His determination was special: he didn't even want to wait for the delivery of ready-made items that don't need assembly, and after purchase immediately loaded them onto a rented truck.

    Simply incredible, without hesitation. So decisively.

    
 

  
    

     

    Sa Gongwoo was amazed at how Roy bought all kinds of household appliances and furniture, as if intending to furnish the entire new house at once, rather than buying things as needed.

    It was surprising, however, that he paid absolutely no attention to small decorative interior items such as paintings or ornaments. When Sa Gongwoo said that a small decorative flower pot for the dining table was beautiful, he replied that radishes were also beautiful and suggested they go plant radishes in a field. Of all the interior items chosen by Sa Gongwoo, only one carpet that could be used somehow survived.

    And then he bought many, no, not just many, but a huge number of stones and built a stone terrace in front of the house.

    Although his body recovered after battles with monsters, he barely had time to heal, and when he squatted, laying stones, his back hurt so much that it felt like he had developed a herniated disc. But he couldn't say he couldn't handle it, since he had boasted that he could build the terrace alone.

    Even now, remembering how he laid stones while crying inside, his back howled with pain.

    Fortunately, he only laid stones on the front part of the building with windows and one side. If he had to lay all four sides around the house, his back would definitely have fallen off. He was one hundred percent sure of that.

    It was good that hyung installed cabinets in the kitchen, wardrobe, and multipurpose room, otherwise they would have had to buy and transport more clothes cabinets, dressers, and kitchen cabinets.

    Sa Gongwoo wiped his dry forehead with his hand, feeling cold sweat breaking out for some reason.

    Now that they had bought almost everything necessary, they wouldn't have to transport things anymore. And they had laid enough stones. He seemed to have mentioned creating a fire pit last time, but he hoped Roy had already forgotten about it while he was in the gates.

    It wasn't that he didn't like Roy's requests; he even volunteered to do something before being asked. But no matter how you looked at it, squatting and doing something didn't match his character at all. It was better to fight monsters, receiving and delivering blows—that was easier.

    "By the way, what were you two doing while not opening the store?"

    "Why do you think I was with Choron?"

    "I think everyone guesses that way? A rumor has spread around the neighborhood that some strange guy has attached himself to the grandson from the sullongtang restaurant. They say he comes every day and hangs around, clearly abnormal. I was so embarrassed that I couldn't even say I knew this guy."

    "Ha, strange guy? These people in the neighborhood are strange themselves. How am I strange?"

    "They say you broke into this guy's house by ripping off the window. People in the neighborhood are very worried about the brother from the sullongtang restaurant. They say something bad might happen."

    "..."

    Only those directly involved knew about this incident. Plus the person who fixed the window grill—a total of three people.

    When asked why the grill was torn off like that, he thoughtlessly replied that he tore it off and entered because it was an urgent matter. Apparently, rumors spread through this repairman.

    "This repairman is really strange. How can one talk so freely about other people's homes? Especially about window grills—it's a matter of home security. How can one freely spread information that threatens the client's security? Spreading rumors in all directions, huh?"

    Sa Gongwoo decided to definitely warn Choron not to associate closely with such an unreliable person.

    "Worrying is good, but in moderation. Do you know that what you're doing is a crime?"

    "What crime?"

    "Secretly peeping through taming, breaking into someone's house by tearing off the window. Anyone who hears would say, one hundred out of a hundred, that it's a crime. No, no one even needs to decide whether it's a crime or not—it's just legally a crime."

    "..."

    "Even without knowing about that cat incident, the fact that the little brother from the sullongtang restaurant still just leaves you alone after you tore off the window and broke in... I don't know whether to call it kindness or stupidity. It seems this can't be explained simply by broad-mindedness or naivety. Maybe he just doesn't think about anything?"

    "Hey!"

    "Before tearing off windows and breaking in out of worry for him, maybe you should teach him to beware of those who tear off windows and break in?"

    "It wasn't a window. It was a grill."

    "That sounds even more dangerous, you know?"

    "..."

    This Cha Yeseung always hits where it hurts.

    But what can you do if you're worried?

    He really didn't think his grandmother would die like that. It happened at an unexpected moment, in an unexpected place, in an unexpected way. When he remembered this situation, he became afraid that something might happen to Roy at any moment.

    Besides, in the case of the window grill, he heard Roy's frightened voice mumbling about the appearance of gates and immediately lost visual contact through the cat, so he had no time to think about anything else.

    Sa Gongwoo, who had become a dangerous person in the eyes of others because he couldn't explain the situation and reasons, suffered internally from the injustice.

    "Mr. Sa had no ill intentions. Everything was done out of concern for him. He probably understands Mr. Sa's feelings too, which is why he leaves things as they are."

    "Monk, it's just random luck that these two idiots ended up connected. These days, if someone tears off the grill and breaks into your house, you immediately hit them on the head. And people don't worry so much about complete strangers like this idiot does."

    "Then it's fate."

    Jayeon, who was listening nearby, stood up for Sa Gongwoo and added his opinion. An irritated Cha Yeseung sighed, "Oh."

    "Hey, Ma Changgun. You tell us. Do you also think this is a situation that can be understood and forgiven?"

    "...Don't like it."

    "See? Even you think Sa is abnormal, right?"

    "...Don't like that the store isn't open. Can't eat sullongtang."

    It seems he really didn't like it because Ma Changgun rarely answered so extensively. But the answer was far from expected, and Cha Yeseung sighed again.

    "The state of the team members is just... terrible, terrible. Even if you specifically gathered them, it would be hard to find such..."

    Cha Yeseung muttered that they needed to stop this conversation or she would die of irritation, and completely closed her eyes.

    "All this is my karma, karma."

    "If it's so hard for you, maybe make 108 bows with me..."

    "Monk, be quiet."

    "Alright, I'll be silent."

    Jayeon took out his prayer beads and began tapping them. Instead of a lullaby, the even tapping of prayer beads spread through the car.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    As I was finishing cleaning after lunch service, I noticed a dark figure wandering around outside the window. Thinking that lately there have been more people who don't make it during business hours and wander around, I checked who it was and saw Baek Dohyeon, who was timidly trying to open the store door and looked disappointed.

    "What are you doing?"

    I opened the store door and asked, and Baek Dohyeon stepped back.

    "Already closed?"

    "Yes."

    "I came exactly at two..."

    He timidly said, pointing his finger at the part with the business hours.

    "You came exactly at two, so we're closed. You need to come earlier to eat and leave by two, right?"

    Open until two.

    I think there's a lot of ambiguity in this.

    Does it mean we accept visitors who come before two, or that we shoo visitors away and close at two?

    Of course, grandmother accepted all visitors, even those who came at two. I didn't question this either. I had no reason to criticize grandmother's business methods in her store, and grandmother was someone who would serve food if someone came at any time and said they were hungry, even if it wasn't during established business hours.

    But after grandmother's death, when I started running the business, I realized that wasn't possible.

    If you accept visitors at two o'clock, even if they eat and leave as quickly as possible, you have to wait from ten to thirty minutes. Moreover, if there are visitors in the store, they come one after another, like ants in a queue. A situation arises where it's unclear where to stop.

    Then the closing time gets delayed, cleanup time gets delayed, preparation time for evening service gets delayed too. There are certain things that need to be done, and if everything shifts sequentially, in the end, I alone have to rush and hurry.

    Why establish a break at all then?

    So I resolutely stopped letting visitors in fifteen minutes before closing.

    At first, everyone said worriedly that grandmother didn't run the business that way, that you can't run a business so heartlessly, that I would lose all my customers this way.

    Although I replied "yes, yes" to their faces, nothing changed, and they raised their voices and got angry, saying I wasn't even listening to what adults were saying.

    If this had been before returning to the past, in a situation where adults were angry, I would have first thought that I must have done something wrong, although I didn't know what exactly, and would have immediately apologized.

    Now, however, I felt a sense of protest: this is my store, what business is it of theirs how I run it? I was annoyed by people who pretended to be concerned but ultimately didn't respect me and did everything their own way.

    I silently stuck to my method and opened and closed the store as I wanted, and apparently, they thought I would stop opening the store altogether because they stopped saying anything.

    Sometimes people like Baek Dohyeon come who aren't aware or don't understand the situation, but what can you do? I'm not obligated to run a business.

    "Is that so?"

    "Yes, that's how it is."

    In response to my short answer, Baek Dohyeon briefly sighed "Ah" and extended the black plastic bag he was holding.

    "What's this?"

    "Ramingorae. It's a fruit from the gates, I thought it was interesting..."

    In shape and size, it resembled a large persimmon, but the color was like sweet potato, and the peel felt slightly thick, like a mandarin—a strange hybrid.

    "You didn't come to eat, but to give this?"

    "Hmm..."

    It seems he did come to eat after all.

    Why does this guy constantly bring such things, which makes it awkward to simply turn him away?

    
 

  
    

     

    "Oh," I sighed and stepped aside, inviting him to enter.

    "There's no seollongtang, but there's rice. I'll make an omelet if you want to eat with kkakdugi. But I won't take money."

    "I'll pay."

    "No need. Consider it payment for the food."

    I waved the bag with this ramingorae or whatever it was called and went to the kitchen. I quickly made an omelet and took a portion of rice. During this time, Baek Dohyeon put out the kkakdugi and was now waiting, quickly taking the tray from me.

    "Thank you."

    "Next time, come before two."

    "Okay."

    "Eat. I need to wash the dishes."

    After telling him not to mind me and eat, I went to the kitchen and started washing the pile of accumulated seollongtang bowls.

    Seollongtang bowls, kkakdugi plates, water glasses, spoons.

    Why is there so much dishware even though we only have one dish and one side dish? Maybe it's time to buy a dishwasher? Is it worth buying if I don't know how long I'll be running the business? Though, I suppose it's better to have convenience even for just one day.

    I unexpectedly found myself thinking about buying a dishwasher.

    How did grandmother wash all these dishes every day? Moreover, she received many visitors, so there was even more dishware. The world has changed so much, yet she didn't buy a dishwasher and washed everything by hand.

    After finishing washing the dishes with a groan, I came out and saw that Baek Dohyeon, having finished eating, was sitting quietly.

    "Did you eat?"

    "Yes. ...Thank you."

    "If you're grateful, next time come earlier to eat."

    "Sorry about that too."

    "It's enough to thank once. I really need to close the shop."

    I hinted that it might be time for him to leave, and Baek Dohyeon, who was sitting awkwardly, looked at me.

    "I made an appointment at the veterinary clinic. I wanted to finish cleaning and go, but because someone came to eat at the wrong time, it seems I need to hurry and go right now."

    I can't sweep around someone who's eating, and although I finished washing the dishes, Baek Dohyeon's plate is still here. It seems I'll have to leave everything as is and clean up when I return.

    "Veterinary clinic?"

    "I want to check the health condition of my cat."

    "You got a cat?"

    "Yes."

    "...I didn't know. Never seen it."

    "Of course you haven't seen it. I can't bring it to the restaurant."

    It was amusing to see Baek Dohyeon's surprised expression, as if this was something incredible.

    "Anyway, I need to close. Shall we go out?"

    I pushed out Baek Dohyeon, who wasn't planning to leave, from the shop, locked the door, went up to the second floor, put Minyeo in a carrier, and came down. Baek Dohyeon, whom I thought had left, was still standing in front of the shop.

    "Do you want to say something?"

    "No."

    "If you stand here, I'll be late."

    "Can I... go with you?"

    Baek Dohyeon asked hesitantly.

    "I don't mind you coming with me, but aren't you returning from the guild? Don't you need to rest?"

    "I'm still in training. I only go to training dungeons, so I'm not very tired."

    If he's not slacking off during training, it must be tough. But he can't just stand here, and since he wants to come with me, what can I do? I nodded.

    "Get in."

    I sat behind the wheel of the truck and placed the carrier next to me, while Baek Dohyeon awkwardly climbed into the passenger seat. Making sure he was buckled in, I started driving.

    "You drive this kind of vehicle too."

    Baek Dohyeon curiously examined the truck's interior.

    "For a long time. I got my license as soon as I was old enough, and I've been driving since then. Groceries are quite heavy, so a truck is necessary for shopping."

    "Ah... a truck."

    "His name is 'Yeongdal'. He's ten years old."

    I tapped the steering wheel and stole a glance at Baek Dohyeon's face.

    "Are you sure you don't want to say anything?"

    "Huh? Yes."

    "Okay."

    Maybe he was just bored going home?

    It hasn't been long since he moved from Daejeon to Seoul, so he probably doesn't have friends, and it seems he hasn't found peers in the guild. Maybe that's why he feels an inner closeness with me?

    "By the way, do they often give you such fruits? Don't you need to bring out something valuable, like medicinal herbs or minerals?"

    "Porters from the guild enter the permanent gates, so hunters only need to take care of their equipment. When we come out empty-handed, they give us a couple of not-so-valuable fruits so we don't get upset, but this will probably end when I'm no longer a novice."

    "By that time, you'll no longer be interested in ordinary fruits from gates, and you'll be looking for useful herbs instead of free fruits. Like those uncles who look for herbs for potency."

    Baek Dohyeon laughed in response to my words.

    "By the way, in the gates where we were this time, there were herbs with such an effect. The porters collected them first. Very carefully, so as not to damage a single root."

    "In a world where you don't know when you'll die from a monster, and they're still thinking about potency."

    I clicked my tongue, saying that as a man I absolutely don't understand this, and Baek Dohyeon burst out laughing. This guy has some strange sense of humor. Like little children laugh at poop jokes, he seems to like such jokes. Although, he'll soon be twenty, so I guess it's a normal age for interest in such things.

    "You're quite funny."

    "I wasn't trying to make you laugh, but congratulations on finding some amusement."

    "Your expressionless face and indifferent tone make it even funnier."

    He took a deep breath, and then looked at me again and made a sound like a sob: "He-e-e-e".

    Didn't he say in a future interview that it was very difficult for him when he first came to Seoul? Maybe it became easier after joining the guild? I tilted my head, looking at Baek Dohyeon who looked so happy, and parked in the veterinary clinic's parking lot.

    "We're here."

    "...Can I come in too?"

    "Since you've come this far, why ask?"

    I took the carrier with Minyeo and entered the veterinary clinic.

    "I have an appointment at three o'clock, Minyeo."

    "Ah, Minyeo. Please fill out this questionnaire first."

    Owner's name, address, contact phone, pet's name, species, age, current condition.

    It was more like filling out basic information rather than a questionnaire.

    The veterinary clinic would also have difficulties if someone left without paying, so they needed to know basic information.

    I diligently filled out and submitted the form, and after about five minutes, we were able to enter the examination room.

    "Welcome."

    It seems this was an awakener veterinarian with abilities related to animals.

    Perhaps because of the awakener title, this clinic was more popular than others, and many clients came here. It was impossible to dream of a same-day appointment; even with a reservation, you had to wait several days, but it seems human psychology is such that people come here thinking that an awakener with abilities will better examine their pets.

    I also came here after hearing rumors, and surely there are many like me.

    "Hello."

    "This is a cat, right?"

    "Yes."

    "You don't know the exact birth date, but it's a kitten. And you've been keeping it for about a month, correct?"

    "Yes."

    "What's bothering our Minyeo?"

    "Actually, nothing specific is wrong. An acquaintance gave her to me to raise, and I wanted to check if she's growing well and if there are any problems."

    "Ah, I see. Then let's look at Minyeo."

    The veterinarian, who asked several questions in a calm voice, opened the carrier and carefully looked inside. After examining carefully with his eyes, he gently took Minyeo out.

    "Hmm... this isn't a cat, but a wildcat."

    "...What?"

    "A wildcat. Don't you know what a wildcat is?"

    "I know. I know, but..."

    I know what a wildcat is. I've just never seen one in person.

    And knowing what a wildcat is and the fact that Minyeo turned out to be a wildcat - these are different things, aren't they?

    A wildcat? Minyeo is a wildcat?!

    A wildcat is a wild animal!

    "It's about two months old. Did the person who gave it to you also not know it was a wildcat?"

    Probably didn't know. Didn't know, so brought it, saying it was a cat.

    "I heard that all the cats that looked like the mother and siblings died, and this one remained alone nearby. That's why they brought it."

    This person, it seems, really did pick it up on the road, as he said.

    It seems that Minyeo's touching story wasn't fiction either, but could be true. I ignored Sa Gongwoo's words about having to raise it one way or another, but...

    "Wildcats resemble domestic cats, so ordinary people don't distinguish them very well. Do you see these white crescents behind the ears? And these white markings from the eyes to the forehead? These are characteristic features of wildcats. If you turn it over, there are also clear spots on the belly, and the tail is short and blunt."

    "Yes..."

    ...This is indeed a wildcat.

    Hearing about the characteristic features, I realized it was one hundred percent a wildcat.

    "Minyeo, it turns out you have a birth secret, cat... no, wildcat. Oppa is a bit shocked right now."

    "Hmm."

    I said this while tickling Minyeo's cheek with my finger, and the veterinarian let out another "hmm." I tensed up a bit, wondering what else he was going to say.

    "Actually, Minyeo... is male. You didn't know and called him Minyeo?"

    "..."

    "When they're small, it's difficult to distinguish gender. The testicles aren't yet developed, so it's visually difficult to determine. Many owners get confused and make mistakes, and then are surprised, but it's not something to worry much about."

    But it is very worrying!

    It turns out that Minyeo, whom I've known until now, is actually not a cat and not female.

    It's very worrying, I tell you!

    Both the species and the gender are different from the Minyeo I knew.

    "Now please call him Minam."

    "Ah, yes."

    In response to my subdued words, the veterinarian was momentarily confused, and then let out another "hmm."

    Enough, that's sufficient.

    I began to fear new secrets about Minyeo... no, Minam, that might be revealed.

    
 

  
    

     

    "Oh," I sighed and stepped aside, inviting him to enter.

    "There's no seollongtang, but there's rice. I'll make an omelet if you want to eat with kkakdugi. But I won't take money."

    "I'll pay."

    "No need. Consider it payment for the food."

    I waved the bag with this ramingorae or whatever it was called and went to the kitchen. I quickly made an omelet and took a portion of rice. During this time, Baek Dohyeon put out the kkakdugi and was now waiting, quickly taking the tray from me.

    "Thank you."

    "Next time, come before two."

    "Okay."

    "Eat. I need to wash the dishes."

    After telling him not to mind me and eat, I went to the kitchen and started washing the pile of accumulated seollongtang bowls.

    Seollongtang bowls, kkakdugi plates, water glasses, spoons.

    Why is there so much dishware even though we only have one dish and one side dish? Maybe it's time to buy a dishwasher? Is it worth buying if I don't know how long I'll be running the business? Though, I suppose it's better to have convenience even for just one day.

    I unexpectedly found myself thinking about buying a dishwasher.

    How did grandmother wash all these dishes every day? Moreover, she received many visitors, so there was even more dishware. The world has changed so much, yet she didn't buy a dishwasher and washed everything by hand.

    After finishing washing the dishes with a groan, I came out and saw that Baek Dohyeon, having finished eating, was sitting quietly.

    "Did you eat?"

    "Yes. ...Thank you."

    "If you're grateful, next time come earlier to eat."

    "Sorry about that too."

    "It's enough to thank once. I really need to close the shop."

    I hinted that it might be time for him to leave, and Baek Dohyeon, who was sitting awkwardly, looked at me.

    "I made an appointment at the veterinary clinic. I wanted to finish cleaning and go, but because someone came to eat at the wrong time, it seems I need to hurry and go right now."

    I can't sweep around someone who's eating, and although I finished washing the dishes, Baek Dohyeon's plate is still here. It seems I'll have to leave everything as is and clean up when I return.

    "Veterinary clinic?"

    "I want to check the health condition of my cat."

    "You got a cat?"

    "Yes."

    "...I didn't know. Never seen it."

    "Of course you haven't seen it. I can't bring it to the restaurant."

    It was amusing to see Baek Dohyeon's surprised expression, as if this was something incredible.

    "Anyway, I need to close. Shall we go out?"

    I pushed out Baek Dohyeon, who wasn't planning to leave, from the shop, locked the door, went up to the second floor, put Minyeo in a carrier, and came down. Baek Dohyeon, whom I thought had left, was still standing in front of the shop.

    "Do you want to say something?"

    "No."

    "If you stand here, I'll be late."

    "Can I... go with you?"

    Baek Dohyeon asked hesitantly.

    "I don't mind you coming with me, but aren't you returning from the guild? Don't you need to rest?"

    "I'm still in training. I only go to training dungeons, so I'm not very tired."

    If he's not slacking off during training, it must be tough. But he can't just stand here, and since he wants to come with me, what can I do? I nodded.

    "Get in."

    I sat behind the wheel of the truck and placed the carrier next to me, while Baek Dohyeon awkwardly climbed into the passenger seat. Making sure he was buckled in, I started driving.

    "You drive this kind of vehicle too."

    Baek Dohyeon curiously examined the truck's interior.

    "For a long time. I got my license as soon as I was old enough, and I've been driving since then. Groceries are quite heavy, so a truck is necessary for shopping."

    "Ah... a truck."

    "His name is 'Yeongdal'. He's ten years old."

    I tapped the steering wheel and stole a glance at Baek Dohyeon's face.

    "Are you sure you don't want to say anything?"

    "Huh? Yes."

    "Okay."

    Maybe he was just bored going home?

    It hasn't been long since he moved from Daejeon to Seoul, so he probably doesn't have friends, and it seems he hasn't found peers in the guild. Maybe that's why he feels an inner closeness with me?

    "By the way, do they often give you such fruits? Don't you need to bring out something valuable, like medicinal herbs or minerals?"

    "Porters from the guild enter the permanent gates, so hunters only need to take care of their equipment. When we come out empty-handed, they give us a couple of not-so-valuable fruits so we don't get upset, but this will probably end when I'm no longer a novice."

    "By that time, you'll no longer be interested in ordinary fruits from gates, and you'll be looking for useful herbs instead of free fruits. Like those uncles who look for herbs for potency."

    Baek Dohyeon laughed in response to my words.

    "By the way, in the gates where we were this time, there were herbs with such an effect. The porters collected them first. Very carefully, so as not to damage a single root."

    "In a world where you don't know when you'll die from a monster, and they're still thinking about potency."

    I clicked my tongue, saying that as a man I absolutely don't understand this, and Baek Dohyeon burst out laughing. This guy has some strange sense of humor. Like little children laugh at poop jokes, he seems to like such jokes. Although, he'll soon be twenty, so I guess it's a normal age for interest in such things.

    "You're quite funny."

    "I wasn't trying to make you laugh, but congratulations on finding some amusement."

    "Your expressionless face and indifferent tone make it even funnier."

    He took a deep breath, and then looked at me again and made a sound like a sob: "He-e-e-e".

    Didn't he say in a future interview that it was very difficult for him when he first came to Seoul? Maybe it became easier after joining the guild? I tilted my head, looking at Baek Dohyeon who looked so happy, and parked in the veterinary clinic's parking lot.

    "We're here."

    "...Can I come in too?"

    "Since you've come this far, why ask?"

    I took the carrier with Minyeo and entered the veterinary clinic.

    "I have an appointment at three o'clock, Minyeo."

    "Ah, Minyeo. Please fill out this questionnaire first."

    Owner's name, address, contact phone, pet's name, species, age, current condition.

    It was more like filling out basic information rather than a questionnaire.

    The veterinary clinic would also have difficulties if someone left without paying, so they needed to know basic information.

    I diligently filled out and submitted the form, and after about five minutes, we were able to enter the examination room.

    "Welcome."

    It seems this was an awakener veterinarian with abilities related to animals.

    Perhaps because of the awakener title, this clinic was more popular than others, and many clients came here. It was impossible to dream of a same-day appointment; even with a reservation, you had to wait several days, but it seems human psychology is such that people come here thinking that an awakener with abilities will better examine their pets.

    I also came here after hearing rumors, and surely there are many like me.

    "Hello."

    "This is a cat, right?"

    "Yes."

    "You don't know the exact birth date, but it's a kitten. And you've been keeping it for about a month, correct?"

    "Yes."

    "What's bothering our Minyeo?"

    "Actually, nothing specific is wrong. An acquaintance gave her to me to raise, and I wanted to check if she's growing well and if there are any problems."

    "Ah, I see. Then let's look at Minyeo."

    The veterinarian, who asked several questions in a calm voice, opened the carrier and carefully looked inside. After examining carefully with his eyes, he gently took Minyeo out.

    "Hmm... this isn't a cat, but a wildcat."

    "...What?"

    "A wildcat. Don't you know what a wildcat is?"

    "I know. I know, but..."

    I know what a wildcat is. I've just never seen one in person.

    And knowing what a wildcat is and the fact that Minyeo turned out to be a wildcat - these are different things, aren't they?

    A wildcat? Minyeo is a wildcat?!

    A wildcat is a wild animal!

    "It's about two months old. Did the person who gave it to you also not know it was a wildcat?"

    Probably didn't know. Didn't know, so brought it, saying it was a cat.

    "I heard that all the cats that looked like the mother and siblings died, and this one remained alone nearby. That's why they brought it."

    This person, it seems, really did pick it up on the road, as he said.

    It seems that Minyeo's touching story wasn't fiction either, but could be true. I ignored Sa Gongwoo's words about having to raise it one way or another, but...

    "Wildcats resemble domestic cats, so ordinary people don't distinguish them very well. Do you see these white crescents behind the ears? And these white markings from the eyes to the forehead? These are characteristic features of wildcats. If you turn it over, there are also clear spots on the belly, and the tail is short and blunt."

    "Yes..."

    ...This is indeed a wildcat.

    Hearing about the characteristic features, I realized it was one hundred percent a wildcat.

    "Minyeo, it turns out you have a birth secret, cat... no, wildcat. Oppa is a bit shocked right now."

    "Hmm."

    I said this while tickling Minyeo's cheek with my finger, and the veterinarian let out another "hmm." I tensed up a bit, wondering what else he was going to say.

    "Actually, Minyeo... is male. You didn't know and called him Minyeo?"

    "..."

    "When they're small, it's difficult to distinguish gender. The testicles aren't yet developed, so it's visually difficult to determine. Many owners get confused and make mistakes, and then are surprised, but it's not something to worry much about."

    But it is very worrying!

    It turns out that Minyeo, whom I've known until now, is actually not a cat and not female.

    It's very worrying, I tell you!

    Both the species and the gender are different from the Minyeo I knew.

    "Now please call him Minam."

    "Ah, yes."

    In response to my subdued words, the veterinarian was momentarily confused, and then let out another "hmm."

    Enough, that's sufficient.

    I began to fear new secrets about Minyeo... no, Minam, that might be revealed.

    
 

  
    

     

    Before, I didn't understand why grandmother used old things when there were new ones, but now I understand. Quality expensive items are heavy. Just taking them out of the cabinet and putting them back is already work, you need to be careful not to break them, and most importantly, they're too heavy for wrists.

    That's why grandmother used plastic dishes, and I also ended up choosing plastic items. Or stainless steel.

    For dishes, light and practical is best.

    The heavy sullongtang pots in the restaurant are enough.

    I thought there would be many things to move from my room, but since I bought a new bed, blanket, and pillow, I only had to sort out clothes. Small or old clothes that I don't wear, I left in the closet in the old house, and those I wear, I moved to the closet inside the "door."

    The bed, blanket, and several clothing items remained in place.

    "I think no one will say this is an empty house now."

    I decided I would sort out the small things in the drawers another day, and moved to grandmother's room.

    "..."

    For some reason, even just entering the room makes me want to cry.

    It's been two months since grandmother died, and for me, who returned to the past, more than ten years have passed, but every time I entered grandmother's room without her, my heart still tightened.

    "Grandmother probably doesn't want to move to a new house. Right? Grandmother likes this house? Although I cried and begged to move, you agreed to everything except this. You said if we moved, what would happen to the people in this area."

    Though grandmother had no obligation to feed the people in this neighborhood. But grandmother worried about feeding the local residents. So, without a single day off, for decades she opened the shop, not even resting properly. Always greeting people with an unchanging smile and feeding them warm food.

    "This doesn't make sense... No. I should stop thinking about this."

    Grandmother died doing what she liked.

    She always said she wasn't doing it to get some gratitude or reward, but because she enjoyed it.

    I shouldn't say it was meaningless. That would devalue grandmother's entire life.

    I shook my head and opened grandmother's closet.

    Since she always stayed here and wanted to die here, I decided not to move grandmother's things. But I thought I should still tidy up, so I took everything out of the closet, wiped the dust inside, carefully folded grandmother's bedding and put it back, shook the dust out of clothes and neatly hung them on hangers.

    After finishing with the closet, I began sorting through grandmother's dresser.

    "This definitely needs to be taken."

    I collected the albums, which were grandmother's treasure and my treasure too. Albums with photographs covering my entire life, from birth to last year. In these albums were my father and mother, whose faces I vaguely remember, and grandmother, whom I can no longer see.

    Checking if I'd forgotten anything, I rummaged through the dresser drawers and found a bundle of papers tied with string, and pulled them out.

    Grandmother didn't write a diary or accounting books on such sheets, so there must be another reason why she collected these papers.

    Intrigued, I began looking through the bundle of papers, and suddenly my hand stopped.

    "..."

    Before, that is, before returning to the past, before I died and came back in time.

    Although it was a few months later than now, Lee Dongjae suggested moving, saying we needed to live in a safe place without suffering.

    I was torn between wanting to preserve this place where grandmother stayed until the end, and wanting to leave this place where grandmother ended badly.

    Unable to decide on my own, I shared my concerns with regular customers whom I considered close, like family. Some discouraged me, saying I needed to preserve this place, some envied that I was moving to a good place, some advised me to do what I wanted.

    And a few days later, thieves broke into the house.

    Someone snuck in while I was sleeping and ransacked grandmother's room. Although nothing special was stolen, the fact of the intrusion into the house after grandmother's bad death frightened me. The fact that I followed Lee Dongjae was partly out of a desire to live with him, but this theft incident also had a strong influence.

    Later, focusing on living together with Lee Dongjae, I didn't think too much about the theft...

    But now, remembering it, I realized there was something strange.

    Grandmother had no jewelry, and she didn't keep cash at home, so everyone who might know should have known there was nothing to steal.

    Why did the thief break into grandmother's room specifically?

    What did the thief who turned the whole room upside down steal?

    Now I could find the answer to this question.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    For several days, I regularly opened the shop and stacked boxes at the entrance to the building leading to the apartment on the second floor. In the bottom of the boxes, I put various junk that I was going to throw away, and on top - old clothes that grandmother had once wrapped in a bundle, saying she would throw them away someday.

    At first, visitors passed by, thinking it was trash, but when boxes started to accumulate one by one each day, they became interested in what it was.

    "What kind of boxes have you stacked here?"

    "I'm trying to sort through grandmother's things."

    "Ah, so these are grandmother's things? Although it's a bit late, it's good that you decided to deal with this now."

    "Yes, it's not good to hold onto a dead person's things. It's bad for both the living and the dead who can't leave peacefully."

    The visitors commented approvingly on my actions.

    "That's true, and besides, when things aren't used by anyone, dust accumulates on them. I decided to take this opportunity to turn everything over, shake out the dust, throw away the unnecessary, and set aside what needs to be preserved. Even if not throwing everything away, it's necessary to tidy up."

    "Clothes need to be burned, and what absolutely needs to be kept, put in boxes. If all this is constantly in sight, it will also be hard for you, Roy."

    "I'm now sorting through grandmother's room. Grandmother lived here for more than twenty years. I've also lived here for fifteen years. So, many things have accumulated. I'm looking to see if grandmother hid anything good that I don't know about."

    After these words, said as a joke, the atmosphere in the restaurant slightly changed.

    Some got the joke and laughed, some awkwardly smiled and looked away, some tensed up, some coughed and buried their faces in their sullongtang bowls, some started calling somewhere, and some, without finishing their meal, put ten thousand won on the table and hurriedly left.

    Those who laugh have nothing to do with this. Those who react strangely are clearly hiding something.

    In other words, those who borrowed money from grandmother.

    I remembered the bundle of IOUs that I found in grandmother's dresser.

    Papers on which it was written who, when, and how much borrowed money.

    Although grandmother wasn't involved in usury, the form of the IOUs was very similar, as if they were drafted from a template. Checking the names of people who borrowed money, I saw that most of them were from one company. It seems a rumor spread among them that grandmother gives loans if you bring an IOU.

    It seems for amounts of tens of thousands of won, they didn't write IOUs, but there were IOUs for several million won, and even several for tens of millions. The reasons were different. Someone talked about urgent expenses for surgery, someone about an unexpected accident and the need for compensation or a fine, someone about possibly losing their home due to debt.

    It was hard to imagine how much the total sum of IOUs collected over twenty years could be.

    When I systematized the dates, names of borrowers, and loan amounts, it turned out that many people, with the exception of a few who sought urgent help once or twice, borrowed again and again.

    Although I still didn't know that grandmother had lent so much money to the surrounding people, somehow I could imagine the situation.

    At first, they probably asked for help in urgent cases. The amounts were small.

    A few tens of thousands of won because there's no rice for tomorrow, a few more tens of thousands of won because there's no money to live on this month.

    Grandmother, who said that even if a person is poor, they shouldn't go hungry, gave money without unnecessary words.

    After several such loans, they probably started thinking of her as a wallet from which money flows endlessly.

    Given grandmother's character, she didn't take IOUs and interest on loans, so I think people who came to borrow wrote the IOUs themselves, saying they wanted to do at least this. When this rumor spread, everyone started coming with one IOU and borrowing money.

    Maybe they wanted to feel at least a little more dignified? Or they wanted to borrow money a little easier? Maybe they thought it would be easier for grandmother to open her wallet if they wrote at least an IOU, instead of just persistently asking for money?

    Recalling the time before returning to the past, I don't remember a single person who came to return money borrowed from grandmother. No, I didn't even hear anyone talk about borrowing money from grandmother.

    When Lee Dongjae abandoned me, and I had no money even for food and lodging, I returned to this area, but they turned away from me. They turned away as if there was nothing between us, and even insulted me to my face, telling me to get out and not cause them trouble.

    "Ha..."

    Even now, thinking about it, I couldn't believe it.

    
 

  
    

     

    When I remember how cruelly I was rejected by those who not only ate at grandmother's place but even borrowed money from her, I don't want to be angry, but to laugh.

    That's human nature for you.

    "I want to use this opportunity to sort through the house. When you live in one place without moving, things just accumulate. I'm thinking of selecting what can still be used and giving it to those in need."

    "Are there such things?"

    "It turns out that among the gifts to grandmother, there are many things she didn't use because she was saving them. Cosmetics sets or clothing gifts - grandmother kept most of them in their original packaging."

    "Oh! When you finish sorting, pick a day and lay everything out. People will be lining up."

    When I said these were gifts addressed to grandmother, the women's eyes sparkled.

    "Yes. I'll do that soon. I've already sorted through half of everything."

    I smiled widely, feeling the excited atmosphere.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    I woke up to a severe trembling in my hand. I had set the vibration intensity to maximum, and now my hand was moving uncontrollably.

    Checking my smartwatch, I saw notifications about motion detection from the home camera app continuously coming in. Only after pressing the confirmation button did my wrist finally calm down.

    I launched the home camera app on the phone lying on the bedside table, and a familiar room appeared on the screen.

    A dark figure was carefully searching the room, like a scene from a movie. It would be very exciting if not for the fact that the background on this screen is grandmother's room, which is just a few steps away from the room where I'm lying.

    Although I expected this to some extent, it was impossible to control my rapidly beating heart due to instinctive fear. After calming my breathing, I sent a report about the incident. After I provided the reporter's name and address, I received a message saying they were leaving immediately.

    Good, so far everything is going according to plan. I need to stay calm a bit longer.

    Afraid that the thief might give up early and leave, I continued to watch the phone screen attentively, holding my breath.

    Before spreading rumors about sorting through grandmother's things, I bought and installed a home camera online.

    It would have been more convenient to buy and install it offline, but in this neighborhood, there are no secrets. Living here for a long time, people know each other through and through, and even if they fight to death every day, the next day they eat and drink together.

    It was a tight-knit neighborhood where rumors about what happened in some house spread in less than a day. I confirmed this again after the incident with Sa Gongwoo. If I had suddenly installed a home camera, the rumors about Sa Gongwoo would have turned into certainty and would spread quickly again.

    While this might have prevented thief attempts, it wasn't the result I wanted. So I had to secretly buy a camera online and somehow install it, hiding it in the corner of the room, despite my clumsy hands. I put on the smartwatch again, which I had taken off due to discomfort during work.

    Although it was uncomfortable to wear something on my light wrist, in the end, it proved useful.

    I waited, watching the screen for several minutes. Then I received a message from the police about their arrival. I sequentially reported the password for the building's entrance door, the password for the security door, and the password for the apartment's entrance door.

    It seems the security door was installed in vain. People secretly entering the house just tear off the grill on the window, so it only creates inconvenience for me when entering and exiting, and is completely ineffective for protection.

    I heard the sound of the entrance door opening: "pi-ri-rik." Checking the home camera, I saw that the thief also heard this sound and froze in the same position where he was searching through drawers.

    I opened the door to my room, nodded to the police officer I met, and pointed my finger at grandmother's room. The police officer nodded in understanding, took out his gun, and carefully approached grandmother's room door, opening it abruptly.

    Thinking that if I followed, I might become a hostage, I quietly observed through the home camera from the corner of the living room. I saw the thief panicking, trying to escape through the window. But for some reason, he changed his mind, halfway out, and came back into the room.

    "They're waiting downstairs to take you, why are you coming back?"

    It seems another police officer was waiting downstairs. I was surprised why he returned, interrupting his escape, but apparently, he realized there was no chance to escape by jumping out the window, and surrendered.

    "If you have anything in your hands or clenched in them, put it down. Raise your hands above your head."

    The police officer's voice was heard from the room. The police officer, ensuring there were no weapons, led the handcuffed thief out of the room.

    Click, I turned on the light in the living room. When the dark house was illuminated, I could see the thief's face.

    He was one of the regular customers who came to our restaurant to eat not just a few times, not just a few days, and not even a few months, but for more than ten years. He was also one of those who occasionally said that grandmother's things should be sorted out, and recently unexpectedly offered to introduce me to some company.

    I was surprised and irritated why he kept doing this when I refused, but now, it seems, I understand the reason.

    Probably, he wanted to somehow remove the promissory notes before I discovered them. He borrowed money but didn't intend to return it, and thought that if the notes disappeared after grandmother's death, he really wouldn't have to return them.

    Although I expected this, I still couldn't shake the feeling of disappointment and disgust.

    "He tore off the window grill and entered. Looks like he cut it with wire cutters."

    "...Yes."

    I stared at the thief's face, who avoided my gaze, and answered with a slight delay. The police officer asked if I knew this person.

    "He's a regular customer at the restaurant. We've both been living in this area for quite a long time."

    "...R-Roy... I'm sorry."

    In response to my words, the thief, who was a regular customer during the day and today became a special night guest, mumbled an apology in a trembling voice.

    "Sigh, life is already hard, and you want to rob your neighbor? Because of bastards like you, people can't even trust those who live next door."

    The police officer clicked his tongue, hitting the thief on the back of the head.

    "The window grill is broken, which creates a security problem. Do you have a place to stay?"

    "No."

    "Oh, what should we do?"

    "It's not worth sleeping anymore anyway, so I'll leave the light on, and first thing in the morning, I'll fix the grill."

    Looking at the current situation, it seems that the window grill doesn't help with security at all. Isn't a grill that anyone can tear off and enter through useless?

    "Are you sure? I see the grill is very old. These are easily cut with wire cutters. An adult man can easily bend it by applying force."

    Yes, an adult man can just tear it off with his hands and enter. I couldn't say this out loud and just smiled awkwardly.

    "There are many good options now. Even though it's more expensive, replace it with something sturdy. Although you have a very good security door."

    "Yes, I'll probably do that. Thank you for your concern."

    "You're welcome. If anything happens, call right away. And when dawn breaks, we can contact you to get the victim's testimony."

    "Yes, alright."

    The police officer, leaving a few instructions, led the thief out of the house.

    I remained alone in the illuminated living room and stood in a daze for a while before entering grandmother's room.

    Although he tried not to make noise, apparently, he was in a great hurry, because things in the closet and drawers were scattered in disarray. The neatly folded blanket, neatly hung clothes, drawers that I had carefully cleaned of dust and put in order. If I had known it would be like this, I would have postponed cleaning grandmother's room.

    Who would have thought that in grandmother's drawer there would be a stack of promissory notes? Why didn't grandmother tell me about this? Although I wouldn't have gone around demanding repayment of debts anyway, why did she hide it so carefully?

    Grandmother, probably accepting the notes, didn't think about using them to recover the borrowed money. She probably thought: "Someday, when their situation improves, they'll come and return the debt. It seems their situation is still not good enough to return the money." And just set them aside.

    Until her death, she probably never asked for the borrowed money back. And those who borrowed, as soon as grandmother died, immediately thought about how to get rid of the notes.

    I wonder if the thief was the same person before my return to the past as he is now?

    When I moved then, I didn't see anything like promissory notes. That's why I was so surprised when I found them in grandmother's drawer this time. Although this isn't the first time I've sorted through grandmother's things, it's the first time I've seen something like this.

    Taking a deep breath, I closed the wide-open window. Right now, I have neither the time nor desire to do anything, so cleaning the ransacked room will have to wait until tomorrow. Feeling suddenly tired, I opened the "door" and went inside.

    My own space, where no one can intrude. A safe space without any threats. A space where there's no need to be afraid, even if there are no grills on the windows or security doors, even if there are panoramic windows through which everything is visible from outside.

    Only after entering this space did I finally relax my shoulders, which were highly tensed.

    
 

  
    

     

    A busy lunch time when the restaurant is full of visitors.

    I ran out to greet a guest who opened the door and came in.

    "Oh, Mr. Kang has come?"

    "Ah, our Roy. No, Owner Cho!"

    "Haven't you had lunch yet? Come this way."

    We exchanged somewhat exaggerated greetings, as if in a theater, and I showed him to a table that had just become available.

    "You said you were busy. I didn't expect you to come so quickly."

    "In our business, you need to act quickly when an opportunity arises. If you drag your feet, flies will swarm and it will get noisy."

    "Flies?"

    I laughed loudly at this not-at-all funny joke, putting only sound into the laugh, but not soul.

    I suddenly understood the difficulties faced by service workers.

    "I prepared the contract, and the items?"

    "I gathered them, but eat first."

    "I'm just impatient. I'm one of those who can't eat while leaving matters unfinished."

    "Then you'll have to work while eating. I'll bring the seolleongtang and prepare everything."

    Tired of communicating in this uncle's style, I temporarily took refuge in the kitchen. I prepared a bowl of seolleongtang and a portion of rice, and then took out a stack of IOUs that I had carefully hidden in the corner of the kitchen cabinet.

    "I counted. Although you said you'd take only the principal amount, but the human heart isn't so simple. I see that many of them are very old. So I think I'll give you two, no, three times the principal amount... How about that?"

    Although many IOUs are indeed old, what does he mean by offering me three times the principal amount? It means he's ready to squeeze out even more. It means he's confident he can squeeze out every last drop.

    Yes, Mr. Kang was a loan shark.

    A loan shark who lends money and profits from interest.

    A loan shark who buys other people's debts and plays on interest.

    And I was about to transfer the IOUs to this loan shark.

    If my late grandmother knew about this, she would have severely scolded me for my current choice, saying that it was money she never intended to recover, and that it's natural for those in a better position to help those in difficult situations.

    But constantly facing the true face of people in this area, I began to wonder what "human relationships" really are.

    When parasites and mosquitoes swarm around, most of which live by sucking the juice out of others without remorse.

    And this is called "human relationships"?

    No, it's wrong.

    No matter how much I thought about it, it was wrong.

    Even if they can't repay others' kindness, they should at least take responsibility for their actions. These people should have understood that.

    "It's fine. It's enough for me to receive only the principal amount. Grandmother lent money with good intentions, so this is right."

    "I know, I know. What a kind soul grandmother was. Because of this, it was so hard for me to do business in this area..."

    Mr. Kang pretended to hold back tears, pinching the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger.

    "Owner Cho, do you know? It was very difficult for me. Every time people in this area needed money, they went to grandmother. When the rumor spread that grandmother was wealthy, everyone came here to borrow money, and it was very hard for me to make a living all this time."

    "I don't know. I only learned about the existence of these IOUs now, while sorting through grandmother's things. During her lifetime, she never talked about lending money to anyone, so I didn't even know that such things were happening. I knew that people turned to grandmother for help in difficult times, but I didn't think they borrowed money so seriously, even leaving IOUs."

    "Exactly. This is already quite serious. It means they intentionally wanted to extort money from grandmother. Borrowing money, even leaving IOUs, and not paying interest? It's just a desire to rob an old lady, leaving only a piece of paper, what is that?"

    Mr. Kang, suddenly agitated, began speaking heatedly, even mixing in an incomprehensible dialect.

    "And grandmother too. She would have been better off buying something tasty for her grandson with that money. Instead, she helped complete strangers and died. What is that, I ask?"

    Mr. Kang asked "Isn't that right?", as if seeking my agreement, but seeing that I was sitting quietly without much reaction, he cleared his throat.

    "Owner Cho. I suffered a lot all this time to feed my children and not let them starve. There were moments when I thought I would have to leave this area."

    "Now you won't have to suffer."

    "That's right. Now that these people have lost their support, they're all in my hands."

    Mr. Kang, tapping on the stack of IOUs and chuckling, looked at my face and realized too late.

    "You understand that I'm not blaming grandmother and not saying it's good that she died? We had a pretty good relationship. I was also a regular customer here."

    "Yes, I know."

    Although he grumbled that his business wasn't doing very well because of grandmother, their relationship wasn't actually bad. I remember him as a customer who, though not often, would occasionally come to eat seolleongtang when he wanted to.

    "Although my business wasn't easy, I don't blame grandmother. Grandmother was a good person. In today's world, it's hard to find someone like her. But the problem is that not everyone accepts this kindness properly. Everyone tries to deceive and use."

    Mr. Kang said this, clicking his tongue in bitterness.

    "And the contract?"

    "Ah, here. I printed it exactly the same as I showed last time. Nothing has changed, so check it and sign."

    We had already met several times and discussed this with Mr. Kang. The fact that he came today not only to finalize the deal but also chose this particular time and place was also to show it to others.

    After making sure I signed the agreement transferring the right to claim, Mr. Kang immediately transferred the money. When I checked on my phone, an amount equal to the total of all IOUs had been transferred twice.

    "The first is the principal amount, the second is from me personally."

    Mr. Kang playfully winked. I barely suppressed the rising nausea from this elderly man's flirtatiousness and forced myself to smile.

    We divided the signed contracts, and the stack of IOUs passed to Mr. Kang.

    "Whew, I haven't had such a pleasant deal in a long time. It seems Owner Cho is compensating me for all my past hardships."

    "I don't understand what you mean. You must be hungry, eat before you leave."

    "Hey, you miser. When we were drafting the contract, you were so clever, and now you're pretending not to understand?"

    "What do I understand? I knew nothing and was confused, so I'm just grateful that you helped. I need to go, I'm busy."

    "Alright. I can't stay here either. I now have so much work to do, need to be active. Now I won't have to worry about what to feed my family for some time. Owner Cho! Good luck in business, prosperity, okay?"

    Mr. Kang, clutching the stack of IOUs to his chest, hastily left the restaurant.

    Son of a bitch, if you're calling me owner, at least don't speak so familiarly. You cut words in half, but think that adding "owner" creates respect?

    Swallowing the curses that I couldn't spit out loud, I again placed the untouched bowl of seolleongtang on the tray.

    "Roy, why did that man come here?"

    "Yes, he's really someone you shouldn't deal with. You can't just sign anything, what did you do with him?"

    "Do you know what this man does when you were signing documents? He's a very dirty type."

    People who couldn't say a word while Mr. Kang was here now began to chatter noisily.

    "He lends money, doesn't he?"

    "Exactly, why are you even meeting with such a type?"

    Am I not allowed to meet with people as I see fit? They're interested in every little thing and discuss everything.

    "A few days ago, I found a huuuge pile of IOUs in grandmother's drawer. I was wondering what to do with it, and Mr. Kang said he was an expert in this field, so I asked him, and he immediately offered to help."

    "So what was before..."

    "Yes, it was an agreement transferring the right to claim."

    "T-then the IOUs..."

    "I just gave them to Mr. Kang."

    When I innocently said this, blinking with round eyes, people around me groaned: "Oh."

    "How could you give the IOUs to this Kang!"

    "And the interest! What about the interest!"

    I wonder why they're reacting like this, why do they care who I transfer my IOUs to? Do you transfer IOUs based on someone's character? It's funny that people who didn't even mention interest when the IOUs were lying in grandmother's drawer now first ask about interest when the IOUs have been transferred to Mr. Kang.

    "Do you have a brain or not? You gave it to a bloodsucking mosquito!"

    I wonder who's calling whom a bloodsucking mosquito.

    They probably don't realize that I'm trying hard to hold back the laughter rising from within.

    "Even if you don't understand anything about life, how could you fearlessly make a deal with this type!"

    "Do you want to strangle other people for the sake of getting some principal amount?"

    People, realizing that the IOUs had completely passed to Mr. Kang, surrounded me and started shouting.

    I wonder how naive these people think I am? Do they think I'm very young and don't understand anything about life? Is that why they're talking such nonsense now?

    "Does Mr. Kang forcibly give money and take interest? He tells in advance what the interest will be to those who come asking for money. People know about this when they go to borrow, right? I don't understand why you're scolding Mr. Kang."

    I understand perfectly. Both the one who borrows money is an idiot, and Mr. Kang, who lends at compound interest, is a bad person. But my current image is "I know nothing," so I just blinked my eyes and said irritating things.

    
 

  
    

     

    "After my grandmother's death, not a single person came to me and talked about borrowed money or promissory notes. I never heard anyone say when they would return the money, and no one came to return it. On the contrary, a regular customer whom I've known for more than ten years came as a thief. I didn't know what to do, and I was very scared, but that's when Mr. Kang offered to help."

    "You... Then you should have told us first."

    "Yes. Why did you talk about this with Kang? Do you know what kind of person he is?"

    "What to do now? He'll come demanding money tonight, what will you do?"

    He probably won't demand money right away.

    He lives on interest, so a quick return of money would be more of a loss for Mr. Kang.

    "Don't worry so much. Even if it's interest, it won't be that high. If the calculations were unrealistic, would Mr. Kang still be in business? He explains everything in advance, what idiot would borrow money agreeing to unrealistic interest? And yet people constantly come to borrow money from him."

    Looking at me, who was saying "Everything is fine, everything is good" and smiling, the visitors clutched their chests as if they were in pain.

    "And besides, you're going to return the money. Money that you were supposed to return to grandmother or me now needs to be given to Mr. Kang. Is that such a big problem?"

    When I asked, tilting my head, people cleared their throats and looked away.

    Looking at the faces of people whose thoughts were completely visible, I smirked.

    "Maybe... you weren't planning to return it?"

    I know. They probably weren't planning to return it.

    But what to do now when the promissory notes have been transferred to a loan shark? They'll have to return it.

    They thought it was just money that fell from the sky, but now they're in a situation where they definitely have to return it, so this must be like a bolt from the blue for them.

    Watching people who realized that nothing would change even if they poured out their discontent on me, running out of the restaurant like mice with burning tails, I wondered.

    Where are they heading now? Will they go crying to Mr. Kang? Or, worried about the interest, will they search for ways to urgently get money?

    When grandmother was alive, these people only thought about how to borrow money, but not about how to return it. Now that the promissory notes have been transferred to Mr. Kang, they're rushing around like a burned cow on a burning riverbank, and it only makes me laugh.

    Mr. Kang will probably make good use of the received promissory notes. He'll squeeze them dry like a wet rag.

    It was a clean finish, without the need to make a fuss to get the borrowed money back, and without internal suffering from giving up on the money, considering it lost. I felt relief, as if I had blown my nose without using my hands.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    "Sorry about yesterday."

    Baek Dohyeon, who came in early in the morning when I was preparing to open, said this through the closed door.

    It seems he was apologizing for yesterday evening when his father, who came to eat together with Baek Dohyeon for the first time, spent almost thirty minutes praising his son.

    "It's fine, don't worry about it."

    As luck would have it, there were no other visitors at that moment, and I was terribly tormented, wondering how long I would have to listen to these laudatory speeches and how to naturally avoid this situation.

    Despite Baek Dohyeon's protests that the seolleongtang would get cold, his father spent thirty minutes without a break praising his son sitting next to him. It was probably as awkward a time for Baek Dohyeon as it was for me.

    "Usually in youth people brag about money and work, and when they reach your father's age, they start bragging about their children. Then, probably, they'll brag about their grandchildren. Everyone is so similar."

    Of course, Baek Dohyeon's father is a bit more extravagant in this regard.

    When I opened the door and said this face to face, Baek Dohyeon looked relieved.

    "It seems your father was pleased to have dinner together for the first time. I don't pay much attention to it, so don't apologize. Did you come so early just to say this? It's still early for lunch."

    "Ah, I didn't come to eat. I stopped by on my way to the guild."

    "Oh, to work. Great."

    Although I'm not particularly envious.

    I still run a business because as an individual entrepreneur I can open and close the store when I want, but if I had to go to work almost forcibly every day, I would definitely quit. Although I should live diligently, having received a second chance at life, now I need more freedom than diligence.

    "It's not so much work as daily training. I'm still very weak."

    Baek Dohyeon joined the Yeomyeong Guild at the same time as before returning to the past. Does this mean he receives direct instructions from the head of the Yeomyeong Guild? Or will there be some connection with the guild head later?

    "It's tough for you."

    "But I work hard. When I start really going through gates, I think I'll be able to save money to move to the center."

    "Probably. Hunters really earn a lot."

    Although it's a lottery - which gates you get into, but if you hit good gates, it's not unlikely that you can earn several tens of millions of won at once. These days, hunters have more chances to turn their lives around than the lottery.

    "Are you... okay?"

    "What?"

    "Well... they say you sold promissory notes to a loan shark... people in the area..."

    "Did your father hear and tell you again?"

    "He said there was a lot of talk."

    Not a lot of talk, but a lot of discontent. I smiled, looking at Baek Dohyeon, who apparently couldn't tell me to my face that people were cursing me, and tried to express it indirectly.

    "They're neighbors, maybe that was too much?"

    "What?"

    What was too much?

    I tilted my head, hearing these unexpected words.

    Does he mean that the neighbors went too far, borrowing so much money? Or that I went too far by selling the promissory notes to a loan shark just because the neighbors didn't return a little money?

    "The loan shark... is a bad person."

    Ah. So he means I went too far.

    Understanding Baek Dohyeon's words with a slight delay, I quietly nodded.

    "He's a bad person? Why?"

    "They say he charges very high interest. They say that eventually the interest becomes more than the principal... That's not right."

    "Hmm, then shouldn't they just quickly return the money?"

    I guessed what Baek Dohyeon wanted to say. I also had a lot to say about it, but I just smiled, pretending not to understand, thinking what's the point of explaining all this to him in detail.

    Either because he's young, or because he hasn't suffered much, but it seems he doesn't yet have a clear understanding of what's bad, what's pitiful, and what's unfair. So he just listens to what the surrounding people or his father say, and comes with thoughts like "Loan sharks are bad! Giving them promissory notes is too much!"

    Do you know how much these people borrowed from grandmother?

    Do you know how long they didn't return this money?

    Do you know what these people did to get rid of the promissory notes instead of returning the money?

    Looking at Baek Dohyeon, who says such things without thinking about the difference in positions, I'm not angry, but just click my tongue and think: "Oh, kid."

    "I never met your grandmother, but I've heard a lot about her. They say she was really a good person. They say she helped many people in need. That you sold the promissory notes to a loan shark..."

    "Are you saying I disgraced my grandmother?"

    Although I don't have particular feelings toward Baek Dohyeon and his father because they recently moved to this area, didn't borrow money from us, and didn't cause any harm. But I wish he would somehow watch his language.

    "N-no, that's not what I meant..."

    "That's exactly it. I don't want to get angry at you, who has absolutely nothing to do with this, but if you mention grandmother one more time, I think I'll already be angry."

    "...I'm sorry."

    I silently looked at Baek Dohyeon, who was apologizing with a noticeably depressed expression, shoulders drooping.

    "Hey."

    "Yes?"

    "Baek Dohyeon."

    "Yes."

    "Dohyeon."

    "..."

    Baek Dohyeon, who had been responding to my addresses, closed his mouth and looked at me.

    "Do you feel sorry for the people in this area? They have no money, no decent job, no future. They're so unfortunate and pitiful."

    "..."

    "I think in a few years you'll become a famous hunter. One of the best hunters in the Yeomyeong Guild."

    From this unexpected praise, Baek Dohyeon was embarrassed and blushed.

    "When that time comes, help many people from this area. Remember these thoughts, these feelings. Don't forget about the neighbors who live in difficulties, and about me, who was too harsh on them. Even if they don't return the money, understand that they probably have their circumstances."

    I understand that when a person lives in difficult conditions themselves, they tend to think from the position of the one who borrows money, not the one who gives it. But it was a bit funny to hear such words from Baek Dohyeon, who has a bright future opening up before him. I wonder if he can say such things when he learns about the money and fame that await him in the future.

    Maybe he can. Because now is now, and later is later.

    I wonder how much of that money you earn you'll be able to share with the poor and needy people?

    If we connect later, in five or ten years, I would really like to ask about this.

    "That's not what I meant..."

    "That's exactly it. Now you're speaking very vaguely, using 'this, that, this.' That 'this' that you say you didn't mean is exactly what you meant."

    "Ah, true."

    Baek Dohyeon scratched his head, apparently feeling that everything was confused in his mind.

    "Although you say I went too far, there's probably also a bit of concern for me."

    "I am worried. ...I am really worried about you."

    "Thank you. Thank you, but I would prefer if you didn't come specially to convey that people are saying this or that. Before succumbing to others' words, think about what's right, and before saying something, think carefully."

    I really am worried about your future.

    
 

  
    

     

    No matter how you look at it, this wasn't the kind of mouth that would make life smooth. Whether it was Baek Dohyeon's own life or the lives of those around him. It was a mouth that seemed destined to ruin someone's life.

    Amid the awkward silence, I turned at the sound of knocking on the glass.

    "Choron. A visitor?"

    Sa Gongwoo, who entered by opening the door, asked, glancing at Baek Dohyeon.

    "It's too early for visitors, we haven't opened yet. He just came in to say a few words."

    "Who is this?"

    "Baek Dohyeon..."

    "Ah, that guy with the awakened lightning ability?"

    Sa Gongwoo quickly approached and stood next to me, placing his hand on my shoulder and asking.

    What's with him suddenly? The height difference is so noticeable.

    When I tried to shake off his hand by raising my shoulder, Sa Gongwoo playfully embraced me around the shoulders.

    "Ah, enough!"

    "We haven't seen each other for so long, and Choron isn't happy to see hyung?"

    "Man, it's heavy for me!"

    "Are you angry because hyung came late? Hyung wanted to come earlier too, but these gates were so difficult. But ten days is too much, right? Is that why you changed the house password?"

    "Your late return has nothing to do with changing the password, understand?"

    The more I tried to break free, the tighter he hugged. I finally managed to push Sa Gongwoo away by elbowing him in the side.

    "Oh, anyway, you've been driving people crazy since you appeared."

    "That's my presence."

    I clicked my tongue, looking at Sa Gongwoo who winked, making finger guns.

    "If you're done talking, leave. You'll be late."

    "Huh? ...Yes."

    Baek Dohyeon, who had been staring intently at me and Sa Gongwoo, frowned slightly, thinking about something. He cast a glance at Sa Gongwoo, full of slight hostility, then nodded with a sour expression.

    "Sorry for the trouble in the morning. I'll go."

    Baek Dohyeon said goodbye in a voice that somehow conveyed regret and left the store. Sa Gongwoo watched Baek Dohyeon's retreating back, then turned to me.

    "What was that?"

    "What?"

    "Why did he come in the morning? What business does this kid have?"

    "You think a kid can't have business? You're underestimating young people."

    I can tolerate when he treats Baek Dohyeon dismissively, but I can't forgive when he includes me, who is the same age. I stared at him intently, and Sa Gongwoo asked, "So what was it?"

    "Meaningless business. What important business could a kid have? He's just a kid."

    When I emphasized the word "kid," he replied, "Are you offended?"

    "Why would I be offended? It's true that he's young. I guess it's good for some people to be older. Ugh, I also want to get old quickly and become an old man. Like someone here."

    I said "like someone here" while looking at Sa Gongwoo, and he pretended not to understand who I was talking about and looked away. This was a moment when I learned a life lesson about not aging like that.

    "By the way, Choron."

    "What?"

    "The door wouldn't open, did you really change the password? I left the gate early this morning and came straight here, but the door wouldn't open at the building entrance, so I went back to the dormitory."

    "If you left the gate, why didn't you go to the dormitory instead of coming to someone else's house?"

    "This is my home and my native place."

    Why is he talking nonsense from the very morning?

    I ignored him and went to the kitchen, with Sa Gongwoo following me.

    "So why did you change the password? Maybe you changed all the doors? Are you abandoning me because I'm no longer needed?"

    He started whining like a melodrama hero: "You moved all the things, so you don't need me anymore?" Someone might think I'm trash. If I had really thrown him away, it wouldn't be so offensive.

    "A thief broke in. I gave the password to the police, so I changed everything after that."

    "...A thief?"

    "Yes, a thief. So now I'll sleep inside the 'door'. And when the store is closed, I'll be there too."

    "Why suddenly a thief..."

    Sa Gongwoo, with a suddenly serious expression, grabbed me and examined me from top to bottom.

    "You're not hurt? You didn't confront that thief, did you?"

    "Thanks to the quick arrival of the police, he was caught on the spot, I wasn't harmed."

    "Did he enter while you were sleeping?"

    "Apparently inspired by rumors that someone tore off the grill and broke in through the window, he tore off the grill in grandmother's room and entered."

    I said this while staring at him, and Sa Gongwoo cleared his throat.

    "It seems that when we fixed the grill in my room last time, we should have replaced all of them with stronger ones. They said the old grills were too weak."

    My choice to replace only the grill in my room with a similar one, without giving much importance to the grills, was careless from a security standpoint, but considering this case, it can be said it was for the better.

    If the grill had been impenetrable, the thief wouldn't have even thought about entering. If the thief hadn't broken in, I wouldn't have experienced disgust for this cursed neighborhood again and wouldn't have thought about transferring the promissory notes to the loan shark.

    "This time I found a professional company and completely replaced all the grills with new ones made of a special alloy."

    "Yes, you did well. That person who installed the grills back then was also strange. He went around telling people about clients' business."

    It seems these rumors reached Sa Gongwoo's ears as well.

    The problem isn't just the chattiness of the person who installed the grills, but the main problem is the person who tore off the grill and created the problem. I wonder who's angry at whom?

    "They say they can't be cut or bent. They say it's easier to break through the wall than to break them, but we'll see. They're expensive, so don't even think about trying."

    "I wouldn't do that. People should enter through doors."

    The person who tore off the grill and entered said this shamelessly.

    "It's good that you weren't hurt."

    Sa Gongwoo, who had been taking my wrists like a doll and lifting and lowering my arms, feeling my thighs and calves, quickly jumped back when I tried to kick him.

    "Where are you putting your hands?"

    "I was checking if you were injured."

    "Do you think you can tell that way? Don't tire me out and just stand still."

    It's just maddening how annoying he is.

    "Why did the thief come exactly when I wasn't around? How can I walk around calmly after this?"

    "It's surprising that nothing has happened in this neighborhood until now."

    It seems all the troubles that had bypassed us until now decided to hit in this year - the year has been incredibly unlucky. If I recall the time before returning to the past, the year after grandmother's death was particularly unlucky. Although most of the troubles were because of Lee Dongjae, the fact that troubles continue to happen now when Lee Dongjae has disappeared makes me think that maybe my luck this year is just terrible.

    "It seems I'll have to live with you."

    "What?"

    "You must be scared living alone. You'll feel safer if I'm around."

    What is this unfounded confidence?

    "No, that won't do. I should go and pack my things right now."

    "What?"

    "Don't worry. Now hyung will be nearby and protect you."

    "Every two weeks? Even if you protect, it's only one week. Then you have to go into the gates again."

    What's the point of living together for a week if I'll have to live alone the next week anyway?

    "You might as well just say you want to live at my expense."

    "I want to live at your expense."

    Did he really say that because I suggested it?

    "No. Not allowed. Don't."

    "I'll pay for the accommodation."

    "So you also want to eat at my expense. Rejected."

    "Accommodation fee plus providing labor! When hyung isn't entering gates, he's unemployed. Hyung has a lot of time. I can do anything."

    Is this something to speak about so confidently? Because of his unusual confidence, I somehow start to listen.

    "I'll clean and do laundry. I'll clean the store, serve customers, and even deal with problematic visitors."

    "..."

    Somehow this sounds even attractive, but just a little bit.

    "If you need to lift something heavy, call me. If a dangerous situation arises, also call me. I can handle it with bare hands."

    "..."

    Looking at his boasting, my trust falls again.

    Unlike before, I don't respond with a categorical refusal, but I don't agree either, and Sa Gongwoo, looking at me, hesitantly asks:

    "Should I go and pack my things?"

    "No."

    That's not it. What is he hinting at?

    "Then how about living together for a week as an experiment? After a thief broke into your place, you'll feel safer if someone is around."

    I replaced the glass in the store, the door to the house, and now completely replaced the grills, so unless the building wall is destroyed, there shouldn't be a way to secretly enter inside.

    "I don't see reasons to feel unsafe."

    "Hey, but the human heart doesn't work that way. When you lie down to sleep alone in the evening, you feel lonely and scared, right?"

    "No..."

    I slept perfectly well yesterday. I slept soundly until morning, not waking up once.

    "When someone is nearby, it's still calmer and there's someone to rely on."

    Oh, no.

    This is exactly what I wanted to avoid most in the future.

    Not relying on or leaning on others.

    My wavering thoughts came to a decision.

    "No, don't."

    Sa Gongwoo looked confused at my suddenly decisive answer.

    "Then... let me stay for just one week. I'll work as a personal servant."

    "I said I don't want this. Why are you saying the same proposal but in different words?"

    "Please! Ple-e-ease!"

    Now there are neither negotiations nor proposals. Looking at Sa Gongwoo who is throwing a tantrum like a two-year-old child, not like a thirty-two-year-old man, I again decided that one shouldn't age like that.

    "Oh, I need to prepare for opening. If you're going to make noise, leave."

    "Choron. Hyung has been lonely lately. When I sleep alone, I feel very lonely and have nightmares."

    "Don't you live in a dormitory? You live with team members."

    "But I sleep alone."

    "So you want to sleep with me when you stay at my house? Ugh, I dislike this idea even more. I don't like it at all."

    "..."

    His face had an "oops" expression, but my heart had already turned away.

    
 

  
    

     

    Sa Gongwoo, after having breakfast at Roy's, headed to the dormitory to collect his belongings.

    Since the dormitory was shared with the team, personal belongings consisted only of clothes. Adding to this a few small personal items, it came to exactly two bags.

    Taking a bag in each hand, he first went to the office.

    Sitting in the empty office and compiling a report on the latest gates, he saw his teammates enter.

    "Oh, Sa. Where were you? We went to eat without you."

    "And there was no thought to call and ask before eating?"

    "If you're here, we go together, if not - we go with whoever is present. Are you a child, to be called and invited?"

    "..."

    Although this was true, and he knew these people well, still. Is it really so difficult to care about the commander? He couldn't help clicking his tongue at such an attitude.

    "You haven't eaten yet? Go eat. We went to the sullongtang restaurant as soon as it opened, and were the first to eat."

    "I ate with Choron, just the two of us, before the restaurant opened."

    "Wow. Is that boasting? Too childish, impossible to watch."

    "Don't look at me, sit down and write the report."

    "Let me digest first."

    Saying this, Cha Yeseung sprawled on the couch. On the couch were already comfortably settled Ma Changgun and Park Cholsoo, each in their own pose, buried in their phone screens. Only Jayeon, who wasn't lazy, took out a toothbrush and started brushing his teeth, but even he, after brushing, would probably spend some time in prayer.

    In the end, no one was writing the report.

    And I have to keep these people in the team?

    "Hey you, get up and write reports!"

    "Let's rest a bit. I ate so much that I don't want to move."

    "Isn't it better to finish quickly and go home to rest?"

    "Reports should be written at the last moment, postponing until the end, that's when it's best."

    "...I agree."

    "First I'll watch the Angel Hunter videos that I missed for ten days. Heh-heh-heh, the report isn't more important than Angel Hunter."

    That kind of thing should be watched in private!

    Leaving religion aside as a delicate issue, Cha Yeseung and Ma Changgun are already old enough to let admonitions pass by their ears, so they could be tolerated, but the problem was Park Cholsoo.

    I'd like to understand that at twenty-two, entertainment is more interesting than work, but that's exactly why he caused more concern and attention.

    As they say, if a barrel leaks from the inside, it will leak from the outside, and I was worried that he might behave like this in other places. You need to study how this industry works while you're young, so you can handle work everywhere, but the only colleagues around are these guys sprawled on the couch, so I was worried about what he might learn from them.

    Look at how they sit on the couch. Their posture when they're half-lying, pushing their hips forward, directly reminds me of the expression "birds of a feather."

    "I'm getting old because of you."

    "No, Sa. You're already old."

    In response to Cha Yeseung's remark about why I suddenly pretend not to be old, I crumpled and threw the paper on which I was writing. Cha Yeseung caught it with the words "nice throw," unfolded it, and her eyes shone.

    "Great, I got the report!"

    "Give it back, you."

    "I don't want to, I'm going to copy from this."

    "At least change a few words. Don't copy shamelessly word for word."

    "Okay."

    "...Me too."

    "Go and brew a cup of coffee. If you make it delicious, I'll show you."

    I sighed, looking at Cha Yeseung, who was boasting with someone else's report, and at Ma Changgun, who stood up to make coffee, hoping to get at least something.

    "...What's this?"

    Ma Changgun, who was carefully walking with coffee, asked, seeing the bags standing next to the table.

    "Ah, I'm moving out of the dormitory."

    "Hooray, that means now I'll have my own space. Finally, the era when my collectibles will see the light!"

    Park Cholsoo raised both hands and shouted "Hooray!" welcoming a separate room.

    Probably it was uncomfortable when Ma Changgun and Park Cholsoo shared one room. But since I didn't trust them enough to leave them alone, I half-forcibly kept them together. Although I was a bit worried if these guys could be left alone and if I could leave the dormitory, Roy caused more concern, so if I had to choose one, it would of course be Cho Roy.

    "Monk. Maybe you'd like to move into the dormitory?"

    "It's all right. I have my own place where I should be."

    Although he refused with a smile, Sa Gongwoo saw the expression on Jayeon's face, who seemed afraid that the care of these two might fall on him.

    "Okay, divide the two rooms between yourselves. And split the rent in half now. Clean up on time. Please keep it clean, even if no one says so. And eat well."

    "Freedom! Independence! Liberation!"

    Despite Sa Gongwoo's lectures disguised as guidance, Park Cholsoo only jumped with joy.

    "By the way, why are you moving out of the dormitory? Where are you going to live?"

    "At Roy's."

    "Oh, are you two finally going to live together?"

    Cha Yeseung, who was drinking coffee, lit up with her eyes and quietly approached.

    "You've already progressed so far?"

    "Again, again you're saying strange things. I asked you not to talk about such strange things, didn't I?"

    "Why! Did I say something wrong? If you live together, it's cohabitation. What, is it separate living?"

    "...Although that's true, when you say it, somehow it sounds too strange."

    "That's because you have dirty thoughts in your head, so you perceive everything others say in such a way. Try to think purely and virtuously. Even if I really say something with a strange nuance, you won't care."

    "..."

    Although she was rather making Sa Gongwoo look strange, he didn't give in. Because Cha Yeseung's expression when she said such things was also crafty.

    "Your expression speaks for you. Before saying such things, open your eyes normally. When you squint and speak with a strange nuance, it's clear to anyone that it's strange, you."

    Sa Gongwoo hit Cha Yeseung on the forehead with the edge of his palm, reproaching her.

    "Wow. Says the pervert who's targeted a boy who's not even twenty yet."

    "Who targeted whom!"

    "Secretly peeped! Secretly entered the room! We agreed to call people who do such things perverted stalkers."

    "I told you it was out of concern! Roy and I are family."

    "What family, dog crap. For him, you're just an annoying client-pervert-stalker-leech. No matter how much you shout that you're family, you're strangers without a drop of common blood, understand? There are only two ways you can become family with him: steal his seal and put it on a marriage certificate, or kidnap him and live together, creating a de facto marriage."

    "You, damn. How can you think only in such a direction."

    Sa Gongwoo hit her on the forehead again with the edge of his palm and got angry.

    Although he dismissed the nonsense about marriage registration and kidnapping, part of what was said was true, and perhaps that's why he was angrier.

    No matter how much he shouted that they were family, they were strangers without a drop of common blood.

    This indisputable fact made Sa Gongwoo especially angry today.

    11

    Although I close the restaurant during breaks, there are still visitors who don't distinguish between working and non-working hours, so a few days ago I installed roller shutters on the windows. When it's not working hours, I lower the shutters, closing the windows, so there's no need to worry about looks inside, and it becomes calmer on the soul and freer in movements.

    When some time passes and visitors get used to it, they'll be able to judge whether the establishment is open simply by looking outside, whether the shutters are lowered, and won't need to come and ask "Are you open?"

    As soon as the lunch business finished, I closed the door with a lock and lowered the shutters, closing the windows. And when I turned around, smiling contentedly, Sa Gongwoo was kneeling before me, placing a large travel bag beside him.

    I don't know whose knees these are, but they're clearly cheap.

    "No. I said it's not allowed."

    I categorically refused, not even letting Sa Gongwoo start speaking. Because it was obvious what he was going to say.

    "If Roy doesn't accept me, I'll have to sleep on the street tonight."

    "Uncle, go home."

    "I moved out of the room. Now I don't have a home."

    What nonsense are you talking.

    "Forgot how you said you'd live together for just a week? What? You moved out of the room?"

    "Then let's live together for a week to start?"

    "Are you joking? Won't you leave?"

    When I took off one boot and held it in my hand, Sa Gongwoo raised his bag as a shield, covering himself.

    "But I really moved out of the room."

    "Move back in."

    "It's too late. Cholsoo has probably already occupied my room."

    "Then sleep on the street."

    "Mr. Choron! Please, plea-ea-ease!"

    Sa Gongwoo desperately cried "please" and grabbed me by the legs.

    "Oh, really. Let me go."

    I shook off Sa Gongwoo, holding onto the waistband of my pants, which he was pulling down.

    "Just a week. Huh? Exactly one week."

    Looking at Sa Gongwoo, who was desperately shouting about a week, although I didn't know what he was planning to do during this week, I sighed.

    "Will a week suit you?"

    "Yes."

    "Don't take back your words."

    "Maybe Choron himself will want to change his decision."

    "Maybe I'll want to kick you out even earlier."

    In response to my words, Sa Gongwoo clicked his tongue, but couldn't hide his smile and stood up.

    Somehow he looks a bit disgusting. I also have an unpleasant feeling that I'm going along with Sa Gongwoo's intentions.

    "Maybe I should think again..."

    "I'll start washing the dishes right away."

    
 

  
    

     

    Sa Gongwoo, putting down his bag, rolled up his sleeves and entered the kitchen.

    "Scrub until it shines."

    "Yes, boss."

    I watched, arms crossed, as Sa Gongwoo diligently scrubbed the pots, squeezing dish soap onto the sponge and creating a lot of foam.

    Hmm...

    Is this the feeling of an employer using an employee?

    Somehow it's not so bad.

    "Do it more thoroughly."

    I made a remark and, while Sa Gongwoo washed the dishes, I cleaned the dining area.

    While I wiped the tables, Sa Gongwoo washed the pots. While I cleaned the floor in the dining area, Sa Gongwoo was still washing the pots. When I finished cleaning the restaurant and entered the kitchen, Sa Gongwoo was still washing those pots.

    "How much longer are you going to wash the pots? We still have so many dishes to wash."

    It's nice to delegate something to others, but the speed isn't satisfactory. If this continues, he seems like he'll be washing dishes until the evening service. Feeling irritated, I eventually pushed Sa Gongwoo aside and took the sponge.

    "It's my fault for trusting you with this, it's my fault."

    "Hyung aims for 'thoroughness,' not 'speed.'"

    "Can't you do it quickly and thoroughly at the same time?"

    If you just stayed quiet, it wouldn't be so annoying. This mouth knows neither repentance nor modesty, just considers itself the smartest.

    "Choron. What will we eat for lunch?"

    "You want to eat after such work?"

    "I could have done it, but you took it away from me."

    Sa Gongwoo resentfully said that he was doing well, but I didn't let him finish and now I'm scolding him, which is too cruel.

    Although that's true, if I left him, he'd probably be washing dishes until the evening service, how can I just leave it at that?

    "...Fine. I don't want to understand, but I'll take the circumstances into account. What do you want to eat?"

    "Something delicious."

    "So what exactly is delicious?"

    Sometimes I think the most difficult food in the world is "anything" and "something delicious."

    You want to eat something, but you don't know what you want, you think about eating anything, but you don't know what exactly, you want something delicious, but you can't think of what exactly is delicious.

    Sa Gongwoo threw such a complex task at me.

    "Sullongtang?"

    "...Let's make kimchi-jjigae."

    I don't want to eat sullongtang three times a day just because I have a sullongtang restaurant.

    In response to my words, Sa Gongwoo showed an "okay" sign, forming a circle with his thumb and index finger, and I handed him the sponge again.

    "I've already soaped them, now they just need to be rinsed. You can do that 'quickly and thoroughly,' right?"

    "I repeat, I was doing well before."

    "I'm just asking you to add 'quickly' to that. Finish washing the dishes while I prepare the jjigae."

    When I said this, taking out a container of kimchi from the refrigerator, Sa Gongwoo, with a gloomy expression, began to move his hands quickly.

    ∞ ∞ ∞

    After a late lunch and cleaning the restaurant, I firmly locked the door and went up to the apartment on the second floor.

    "You can use grandmother's room or my room. As you wish."

    "What about you?"

    Sa Gongwoo, who followed me with bags in both hands, asked with a puzzled face.

    "I'll sleep inside the 'door'."

    "And me?"

    I pointed my finger at the floor, as if asking why he was asking such an obvious question.

    "Here."

    "You'll leave me here and sleep alone inside the 'door'?"

    "There's no danger inside the 'door'. You came with your things because you were worried, so guard here well."

    "No, no matter how..."

    I've already moved important things inside the "door," and only furniture and appliances that have been used for more than ten years remain here. Although I had an instinctive aversion to letting a stranger into my home, I wasn't worried about him stealing anything.

    I didn't just pretend to give in to Sa Gongwoo for no reason.

    "When I come out of the 'door', I'll appear here, so please guard this place well so nothing happens. Now I have a lot to do, so I'll go."

    When I playfully waved my hand and opened the "door," I heard a plaintive call: "Roy."

    "Oh, really."

    I turned to Sa Gongwoo with irritation, about to enter the "door." It's not like I was stopped by this plaintive call. I was just forced to stop because my ankle was actually grabbed.

    "Why do you want to do everything yourself when there's a universal worker here? Hyung will do everything for you."

    Sa Gongwoo, grabbing my leg, asked with a humiliated smile.

    "I just want to do it myself."

    "Why-y-y? I'm saying hyung will do it. Trust hyung."

    He speaks so well, not even knowing what I'm going to do.

    Someone would think he's really an experienced worker.

    "Let's go together. Huh? Where should hyung start?"

    Worried that I might enter alone and close the "door," Sa Gongwoo grabbed my waist with one hand, picked up two bags of things with the other, and entered the "door" simultaneously with me.

    "Wow, while I was in the gates, you've changed a lot here?"

    Noticing my intense gaze, he quickly released my waist and began looking around, trying to defuse the situation. Minyeo, no, Minam, who had been alone all this time, ran up to me.

    "Ah!"

    By the way...

    "I have something to say."

    I had been mentally sharpening a knife, thinking "just you wait till you come," but for a moment I even forgot about it, seeing his face for the first time in ten days.

    "What to say?"

    "I went to the hospital."

    "To the hospital? Were you sick? Is everything okay now? What did they say at the hospital? Did you hear something bad?"

    "Yes. Very."

    "Very?"

    "I heard three very shocking news."

    "...Three?"

    Sa Gongwoo looked at me with a frozen face.

    "First, Minyeo turned out to be a wildcat."

    "Why suddenly about Minyeo..."

    "Second, Minyeo turned out to be male. So I renamed her to Minam."

    "..."

    "Third."

    Here, it seems, Sa Gongwoo sensed something bad, because he licked his dry lips and looked away.

    "Minyeo, no, Minam turned out to be under the influence of taming."

    As soon as I finished speaking, Sa Gongwoo's knees, who had turned away to the window, slowly bent and touched the floor. Really cheap knees. Since I had already seen this scene several times today, now I didn't feel particularly excited.

    "I even took a test because I couldn't believe it. When the results came, and the veterinarian was about to report the crime, I barely stopped him, and I was so ashamed."

    "..."

    "Do you have a reason to attach a cat, no, a wildcat under the influence of taming to me? If you knew it was a wildcat, I could understand that you used taming because of its wild nature. Although the fact that you didn't tell me about this in advance is concerning, I could somehow understand and forgive, but that's not the case, right? ...Why did you hide this? To get personal information or passwords from bank accounts?"

    "That can't be."

    Sa Gongwoo shook his head, saying it was impossible.

    He had a rather offended face, but the very fact that he gave me an animal under the influence of taming without prior notification was an impure intention.

    "I... was worried about Choron. I'm not always around, what if something happens when you're alone? If someone breaks in, or you suddenly get sick, or a monster appears somewhere, you won't have time to contact anyone."

    "So the goal was vision sharing."

    "Choron..."

    "How often did you peek?"

    "Once or twice a day. When you were in the restaurant, the cat was home alone."

    "Wildcat!"

    "Yes, wildcat. I just checked if you were sleeping well at night and waking up well in the morning. Really. And only when I wasn't in the gates, because inside the gates consciousness doesn't connect. I had no bad intentions. I didn't think anything bad. I was just checking if you were okay."

    Sa Gongwoo quickly justified himself, not giving me a chance to interject.

    "And how did such observation help me?"

    "..."

    "That day, when my ability manifested. That's why you tore off the grill and broke in. After I mentioned the gates and disappeared."

    "..."

    "And I was surprised how you came at such a fortunate moment. Although you said it was because I wasn't answering calls and showing signs of life, but is that a reason to tear off the grill and break in... Now everything is explained."

    Sa Gongwoo, who only moved his lips, took a deep breath and fell face down on the floor.

    "What are you doing?"

    "Repenting for my sins."

    His broad back today looks particularly attractive to stomp on. I lightly pushed his shoulder with the toe of my foot.

    "Don't lie like that, get up."

    "I'm showing my repentance."

    "You're forcing me to forgive you. Putting pressure, as if I'm doing something wrong if I don't forgive. With a silent threat that you won't get up until I forgive."

    "It's not like that..."

    "It is exactly like that. I don't like looking at this, so get up. What I hate most is when people do something bad, and then get on their knees and beg. And that's what you're doing right now. It's becoming more and more disgusting to look at you."

    From the moment when the killer's surrogate parents, brought by the lawyer, fell on their knees before me and started begging, this became the most hateful action for me. It's no longer a Confucian sense of awkwardness, as before, but literal disgust.

    Hearing my words, Sa Gongwoo raised his head and quickly stood up.

    "I believe hyung."

    "Choron..."

    Sa Gongwoo, whose eyes shone like those of a moved person, spread his arms, trying to hug me. I stepped back, refusing, and continued:

    "Until now, only until this moment, I will believe you. The fact that you do something at your discretion, hiding behind concern for me—I will believe you only this time."

    "..."

    
 

  
    

     

    I know that Sa Gongwoo thinks about me, worries, and cares.

    I learned this not only from meeting with Cha Yeseung before returning to the past but also felt it while communicating with Sa Gongwoo after returning.

    He genuinely cares about me.

    But even if intentions are good, you can't say the result will also be good, and you can't guarantee that these intentions will never change.

    Therefore, my silent agreement with Sa Gongwoo's actions ends here. This was not only a warning for Sa Gongwoo but also a caution for myself that I should no longer allow such behavior from Sa Gongwoo.

    I remembered myself in the past when I blindly believed and trusted Lee Dongjae's words. What was the result of following his words without any doubts?

    "Don't deceive me."

    "I wasn't deceiving..."

    "I hope you're not going to spout nonsense about just not telling me. If I hear such a ridiculous excuse, I'll get even angrier."

    Hearing my words, Sa Gongwoo obediently closed his mouth.

    "From now on, whatever you do related to me, talk to me first. If you can't say it, then don't do it. If you can't get in touch or the moment was inappropriate, just don't do anything. Don't do anything."

    "No, but this..."

    "Just don't do it."

    "But urgent situations might arise..."

    "Don't do it."

    "...Okay."

    Sa Gongwoo, observing my reaction, nodded in response to my resolute words. Having received the desired answer, I turned away.

    "Choron, so you're not angry anymore?"

    "I'm still angry, but I'm trying to calm down."

    "..."

    Sa Gongwoo, it seemed, didn't know what to say and just darted his eyes around. I left him and retrieved a large glass jar from the multipurpose room, disinfected with boiling water and already dry. Along with it, I brought previously purchased soju for tinctures and a basket covered with gauze.

    "What's this?"

    I laid everything out on the kitchen table and demonstratively removed the gauze.

    "...Ginseng."

    Sa Gongwoo came closer, sniffed, and made a facial expression as if asking "Why ginseng?".

    "I got the seeds and sowed them, and they grew well."

    "You know, ginseng needs to be grown in the shade."

    Sa Gongwoo tried to show off his knowledge. I nodded and said "Yes," but inwardly smirked. Besides being basic knowledge that can be found on the internet, I had conducted several experiments myself.

    Unlike fruit trees, which grew well even if you just sowed the seeds, I wanted to know what the result would be if you didn't provide special growing conditions for plants requiring a specific environment.

    Ginseng was the perfect test subject to answer this question.

    So I sowed ginseng seeds in three places: on open land under the sky, in the shade, and in a dense forest of mana trees. When I harvested them a day later, all the roots looked similar in size, shape, and aroma. There was no difference in what grew better and what grew worse.

    I harvested the rest with a one-day interval. Ginseng grown in one day, in two days, and in three days was approximately the same size.

    Although fruits on trees usually ripen, fall, and rot over time, I vaguely assumed this by looking at how fruits on the trees planted here ripened and remained in that state.

    It seems that plants here not only grow quickly but also don't depend on growth conditions such as temperature and humidity, and when they reach an optimal state, they stop growing further and maintain that state.

    "I planted everything well. You'll see the result yourself."

    "That's right. The ginseng looks big and beautiful."

    Sa Gongwoo seemed to want to show off his knowledge but couldn't and disappointedly clicked his tongue.

    I placed the carefully washed and dried ginseng with undamaged small roots in the glass jar and poured in the soju. Although I'll have to wait at least ten years, by that time I'll be old enough to enjoy ginseng liquor, so it's fine.

    The ginseng harvest was good, and I was able to make a whole five jars. Although there's still a lot of unharvested ginseng, and I could make more, but if you think about how much ginseng liquor I'll actually drink... Hmm, it seems I won't be able to finish even these five jars in my lifetime.

    "And what's the ginseng liquor for?"

    When I had securely sealed the jars, written the date of manufacture, and attached tags, Sa Gongwoo asked with puzzlement.

    "I saw a photo of a liquor shelf on the internet. It looks cool, and when the liquor matures, you can drink it, plus liquors are good for health. I thought it could be a practical interior element and a hobby."

    "...Isn't Choron too young to be concerned about health with liquors?"

    "You can't drink this right now anyway. When ten years have passed after I made this, it will also be time for me to take care of my health, so this is just the right time."

    "No, even at thirty, you don't need to take such care of your health..."

    "That's exactly the right age. They say that after thirty, strength decreases every year."

    It's not for nothing that the uncles and aunties who come to the restaurant look for something beneficial for health. They constantly say that with each day their strength is leaving. If after thirty, strength decreases every year, then after forty - every day, and after fifty they feel strength leaving in real-time. They said that to avoid suffering in old age, you need to take care of your health from youth.

    "Who even says such things? Hyung is thirty-two, but he's still full of energy!"

    "This is said by someone who constantly returns beaten up by monsters."

    "...Monsters are inevitable. It's like being hit by a car. It has nothing to do with age!"

    "You need to be careful not to get hit by a car. Who says it's normal to be beaten up? You need to dodge before you get hit."

    "No, does that depend on a person's wish..."

    Ignoring the quietly grumbling Sa Gongwoo, I transferred the jars of ginseng liquor to the small room.

    "And what's this..."

    "A shelf for liquors. I placed an order, and it was very quickly manufactured and delivered."

    I looked with pleasure at the liquor shelf installed on one of the walls of the small room. Although it's empty for now, the thought of liquors gradually filling it fills me with satisfaction.

    I placed the freshly made jars of ginseng liquor in a row on the bottom shelf of the rack.

    "No, why so many shelves... You filled up a whole wall."

    "On this shelf, I'll store liquors made from medicinal herbs, such as ginseng, platycodon, codonopsis. And on that shelf will be liquors from fruits and berries."

    "...Are you planning to sell alcohol?"

    "Why are you constantly so sarcastic? Don't you want to try?"

    "I'm worried that it was hard for you. These aren't just one or two things, how did you move all this? It must have been difficult, you should have waited until I came. Next time, if you're going to do something, call me."

    Sa Gongwoo completely changed his attitude and began to flatter me obsequiously.

    Good. If you bow down so humbly for about ten years, maybe in ten years I'll have the desire to let you try a sip of ginseng liquor.

    Not knowing if he understands my thoughts, Sa Gongwoo winked at me.

    "Is that all the tasks for today?"

    Sa Gongwoo, looking at the liquor shelf, clapped his hands and turned to me.

    What an optimistic question.

    "This is just the beginning."

    I wiggled my fingers, ushering Sa Gongwoo into the living room, and then brought paper and a pen.

    "Now, look carefully."

    I sat Sa Gongwoo on the sofa, sat next to him, and drew a circle on the paper.

    "Let's consider that this space where we are is an island. Here's the forest, and the rest are fields. The house stands at the border of the forest and fields. What does this mean? It means we can cultivate more than half the area of this island."

    "..."

    "But if you plant everything indiscriminately, it will be difficult to find what grows where, right? Therefore, we will plant fruit trees with fruit trees, vegetables with vegetables, medicinal herbs with medicinal herbs."

    I wrote "fruit trees," "vegetables," "medicinal herbs" in the part of the circle representing fields and tapped on the words with the tip of the pen.

    "Teacher, I have a question."

    Sa Gongwoo, who had been listening quietly, raised his hand and asked.

    "Where will you plant flowers and ornamental trees?"

    "We won't plant such things. What cannot be eaten, we don't need. We will only plant what can be harvested and eaten."

    "Wouldn't it be good to plant flowers and create a colorful garden?"

    "No, it's not good. If you're not going to eat the flowers, don't say such things."

    "..."

    A garden doesn't feed you, and there's no point in wasting energy on creating a garden that just takes up space.

    Hearing my decisive answer, Sa Gongwoo couldn't find what to say and just moved his lips.

    "To start with, I planted apple trees, pear trees, persimmon trees, mandarin trees, peach trees, quince trees, fig trees, cherry trees, mango trees, plum trees, apricot trees, date trees."

    "You planted a little of everything while I wasn't around."

    "Yes. They grow quickly and bear fruit, so I felt the joy of farming. No need to spend money on buying, no need to worry about when to eat a purchased pack, and you can immediately pick and eat when you want, no need to go to the market. It's so great."

    "Teacher, are dates also classified as fruit trees?"

    "...There's no need to know such details. Focus on 'trees that give edible fruits'."

    Usually, it's the bad students who cling to strange things. One needs to understand the essence of what is being said, but they get fixated on secondary details and dig into them, which is why they can't learn well. Warning with a glance about the non-serious attitude, I continued:
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