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    Episode 1

    “Did you see the news? They say Taichi died.”
“Really? Taichi, the head of Japan’s Shift Guild? That guy’s S-rank!”

    The restaurant fell silent for a moment at the man’s words.
The death of an S-rank Taichi was that shocking.
He was Japan’s only S-rank Awakener.

    “So what? The opponent was the Neverrest Dungeon.”
“What about his pet? Did the King Gindragon die too?”
“All the others died, and only the King Gindragon barely survived, but apparently none of its wings were intact.”
“Wow, so even Japan’s third-ranked pet couldn’t handle it. Hah, looking at this makes life seem pointless. They probably had enough money to live comfortably their whole life.”
“Exactly. Why even attempt it? Golden pets, immortality, holy swords—it's all lies. You’d just be throwing away your life. The dungeon is over 10,000 meters high. With lava and glacier zones mixed together, no matter how powerful the dragons or Giant Eagles you bring are, it’s nearly impossible.”
“But someday, some Hunter will conquer it, right?”
“Maybe, if they have an SSS-rank pet. Hahaha.”

    People were using Taichi’s death as drinking conversation fodder.

    I quietly ate my meal behind them, thinking:

    ‘For a Hunter, that place is basically a dream.’

    Scholars said there was something at the end of that dungeon that could change human history.
If someone discovered it, it would be a greater step than leaving footprints on the moon.
It could mark the start of a new era named after that person.

    ‘Doesn’t matter to someone like me with a disability.’

    That’s what I thought—until I awakened.

    “Hey, Park! Are you mocking me just because I have a lousy little pet?”
“What? Lousy? Even if you’re rude, you don’t call someone else’s precious pet lousy!”
“What the hell! I’ll pluck that beard of yours!”
“Then go find a lousy one yourself! There isn’t one, is there?”

    I was at the early-morning labor market.
There’s never a day without some fight here.
Although I’d awakened, those with low ranks or otherwise unable to complete a dungeon mission alone gathered here.
Most assigned jobs were menial labor.
Maybe that’s why plenty of strong ordinary people also came.
I had been coming here every morning for a week, but to no avail.

    “Lousy! Lousy!!”
“Alright, say it a hundred times. Once you awaken, even a lousy dog becomes golden.”

    Literally.
The “lousy dog” these people shouted about wasn’t lousy anymore.

    Since dungeons appeared, the value of pets skyrocketed.
The brown toy poodle that man had was easily worth the price of a small car.
Why? Because that poodle wasn’t just any poodle.
It was an awakened combat poodle.
Animals had awakened, just like humans.
A hamster running on a wheel could become an A-rank combat animal; a Pomeranian in its owner’s arms could bare its teeth and drool like a ferocious beast.
Those who had pets could now strike a lottery by awakening them.

    Me?
Of course, I didn’t have one.
Even if I wanted to find one on the street, it was impossible.
Before dungeons, all the animals you saw were stray dogs or cats.
Now, even if you looked carefully, they were gone.

    “Park Chang-ho.”
“Yes?”

    A bearded man stepped forward, followed by a small, fluffy yellow dog.
The person calling his name was the daughter of the labor office head, “Yeonjoong.”
In her early twenties, she looked the dog over with disapproval.

    “Is this a combat pet? It looks so small and gentle.”
“Oh no, miss. It may look like that, but once it bites, it won’t let go. Here’s the registration certificate too.”

    The man praised his pet, spitting as he spoke.

    “Go to the green van. You can just carry the pet inside.”
“Thank you.”

    The man left, satisfied.
The green van meant they were going to the dungeon as a combat support squad—pretty lucrative.
Even though he was an ordinary person who hadn’t awakened, he got selected thanks to the pet.
The others watched with a mix of envy and regret.

    Pets could be purchased at pet markets too, but without enough money, it was impossible.
Yet pets were worth buying—they could support their owners once awakened.

    Vroom.
The green van drove off with the man and his dog.

    ‘Lucky bastard.’

    All that remained were laborer jobs.
With dungeons and Awakeners, monster corpses were abundant.
Thus, workers were needed to process them.
Tough jobs fell to laborers.
Handling corpses, among other things, could be especially difficult due to foul smells or toxic excretions.

    ‘I wish I could get that job.’

    But I hadn’t been assigned work for a week.
Only one yellow van remained, and it was for corpse disposal.

    I waited for my name to be called.

    “Kim Jae-won.”
“Go Sun-young.”
“Kim Sang-tae.”
“Do Min-kyung.”

    My name wasn’t on the list.
The manager closed the file and said:

    “Those called, load your pets into the truck and head to the yellow van. That’s all for today.”

    The remaining people turned to leave.
I was used to this.

    My colleagues patted my shoulder.

    “Nothing today either? You’d make things easier if you got in there.”
“They’re too stingy. Won’t let a corpse disposal expert work.”
“Everyone has families to support. Tomorrow there’ll be space. Young folks must understand.”

    Understand?
No one spares you.
I had to survive.
I couldn’t give up.
I lightly touched the daughter of the manager’s shoulder.

    “Our future manager. You haven’t forgotten me, right?”

    Anger was there, but the words were polite.

    “No, you… ha… tomorrow.”
“Again, asking me to wait until tomorrow?”

    Her gaze lingered on my leg.

    “You’ll manage with that leg?”
“Again with the leg.”

    Her words weren’t entirely wrong—I did have a leg disability.
But changing her stance like this wasn’t right.

    “Even with the disability, you’ve never failed to meet your quota. You know that.”

    She gestured at the departing people.

    “I know you’re good, but laborer work is all the same. Times are tough; others are struggling too.”

    ‘Sigh… people.’

    I gritted my teeth to hold back a grimace.

    ‘Disabled? Of course they’d hate it.’

    Still, I worked harder.
Even when others rested, I worked like a dog.
I never earned less than I deserved or broke a contract.
I loved the dungeon, and I was proud of my work despite what others said.
That’s why I met my quotas.
I enjoyed this job.
But now, it wasn’t enough.

    “Either awaken or bring an awakened pet. One of the two.”

    Her words were blunt, her emotion cut off.
The daughter of the manager left.

    “…”

    I silently watched her retreating figure.

    Grrr…
I tried to open the door quietly, but the house dog growled lowly at me.
Even though it saw me every day, it reacted as if I were a thief.
It was black and terrifying to look at.

    “Wah!”

    Normally I avoided it, but this time I shouted too.
It flinched and backed off.
I exhaled softly.

    ‘I’m not a dog.’

    Hobble, hobble.
I struggled up the stairs.

    I reached the rooftop room.

    The warning notice on the door fluttered in the wind.
I hadn’t paid rent for three months.
No money meant no self-esteem.

    Even the kind landlady turned into a demon in front of money.
If I didn’t pay in a week, she said she couldn’t help herself—meaning eviction.

    The room contained only a bed, fridge, and TV.
The fridge had no electricity and was empty.
At least the water still worked.

    I collapsed anywhere.

    …

    Now my heart felt empty.
Tears rolled down for no reason.
My situation was pitiful.
I felt my hard work had been wasted.

    ‘Oh, Yoo-jung. You pathetic woman.’

    I had been called a genius as a child.
I became fascinated by the dungeon after seeing it on TV.
I studied it every day and chose laborer as a profession.

    Then, one day, an accident in the dungeon left me disabled.

    But I had no regrets because I loved the dungeon.

    Despite my disability, I did everything a laborer could.
I had experience and skill enough not to lose to rookies.
I even managed to save some money.

    ‘Ah…’

    But a con artist stole it all.
My leg was the problem.
I was tricked into paying for special magic stones to heal it, and all my savings vanished.
The con fled overseas.
Many others were victims too.
It must have been a meticulous scam.

    ‘I fell into despair and couldn’t work properly for a while.’

    After that, it became harder to enter dungeons.

    ‘If only I had awakened…’

    I envied the Awakeners.
Even a weak skill was fine.
I just wanted to awaken, even if it meant living as a laborer forever.

    ‘Again… stupid regrets.’

    I always regretted.
It was time to move on, but when idle, I indulged in useless nostalgia.
Time wasted when I could be trying to survive.

    At that moment.

    Gurgle…

    My stomach made a sound.

    ‘Thinking about survival just makes me hungrier.’

    But something was strange.
Was it hunger?
My lower abdomen started aching.
It was tolerable at first…

    ‘But I haven’t eaten anything, so why does it hurt?’

    Was it illness?
No time to ponder.
The pain escalated within seconds, stabbing sharply.

    “Ugh…? Kk! This is too painful!”

    I muttered unconsciously and staggered to the bathroom, removing my clothes.
The symptoms were serious.

    Stagger… hobble… hobble.

    I could barely stand.
Each step doubled the pain.

    Crawl… crawl…

    I bent my waist, touching the floor with my knees.
I almost crawled to the bathroom.

    ‘Since when was this bathroom so far?’

    …Something was coming out.

    ‘No! Not here!’

    I was too old. Pride wouldn’t allow it.

    Crunch. I clenched my teeth.
Blood vessels in my eyes felt like they would burst.

    ‘Just a little more!’

    I gritted my teeth and grabbed the doorknob.
But I had reached my limit.

    “Ah…! Ugh.”

    The ceiling turned yellow, and I lost consciousness.

    How long had passed?
I opened my eyes, holding the doorknob, leaning against the door.
I had apparently fainted from the pain.
Strangely, my stomach felt completely fine.
It was like I had emptied everything and felt refreshed.

    ‘Wait. Emptied?’

    A warning light went off in my head.

    “Crazy!!”

    I looked at the floor in shock.
Relieved, nothing catastrophic had happened.

    ‘Was it just a short-lived pain? Should I go to the hospital?’

    But reality struck—no money.
I forced a bitter smile.

    Gurgle…

    Definitely hunger this time.

    ‘Better drink some water.’

    I decided tomorrow would be the last attempt.
If I couldn’t get work then, I’d find another path.

    ‘Hmm.’

    I tried to search recent dungeon lists and news on my old, cracked phone.

    ‘Not much useful info will come from this, though.’

    I thought this would be my last attempt and tried to do whatever I could.

    Then I saw something familiar near the fridge.

    “Huh? An egg?”

    A single white egg lay on the floor.
I quickly picked it up.
I thought carefully.

    ‘When did I even buy this?’

    I had no memory.
The fridge had been off, so the egg should’ve been rotten.
Still, I decided to try cracking it.

    ‘Please don’t be bad.’

    I tapped it on the edge of the sink.

    “No good.”

    The egg felt unusually solid.

    ‘Why is this egg so hard? Or is it just because I have no strength?’

    I tapped harder. Finally, it cracked.
I held it with both hands and pulled it apart.

    Something strange happened.

    Hiiiiiisss…

    Golden smoke rose from the cracked egg.
No yolk or white—just smoke.

    ‘What the…?’

    Even more astonishing, I felt energy coursing through my body.
Like a dying flower revived by a single drop of water.

    ‘…My stomach feels full. What was that egg?’

    I gently rubbed my stomach, feeling strangely motivated.

    ‘I don’t know what that egg was, but… alright. Let’s do this. Tomorrow, I’ll get into the dungeon…’

    Gurgle…
Suddenly, pain returned.

    ‘…Again?’

    Having felt the previous pain, I broke into a cold sweat.
Like a kid visiting the dentist for the first vs. second time, the experience shapes your mind.
This pain demanded full attention.

    ‘This time, it’s for real.’

    My stomach churned violently.
I hurriedly stripped my pants and underwear and headed to the bathroom.

    “Ugh…”

    I had to release it immediately, the pain was like a tsunami.
Only one meter to the toilet.

    I clenched my glutes and turned the doorknob.
I braced myself to avoid disaster.

    Trembling hands grabbed the toilet.
All that was left was to turn my body.
Through the darkness, I could finally see warm sunlight.

    ‘I can do it.’

    At that moment, the string barely held by my sphincter snapped.

    Clunk!

    The egg rolled across the floor.

    And I realized one more thing:

    ‘Huh? My… leg?’

    The leg that had hobbled was now fully functional.

  

    Episode 2

    I froze for a moment, unable to comprehend what had just happened.
My reflection in the mirror.

    ‘My legs…’

    Putting the egg aside for a moment, I was standing upright in the mirror.
My left shoulder wasn’t tilted like it usually was.

    ‘What’s going on?’

    Spin. Spin.
I wandered endlessly around the room, savoring the moment.
Just being able to walk felt so wonderful.

    A feeling I had long forgotten. A single tear fell.

    “Ah… what the heck, how stupid of me.”

    I fiddled with my legs with my hands.
I even jumped lightly up and down.

    I felt joy, like a baby taking its first steps.

    ‘It doesn’t hurt. Not anymore…’

    After a while, my rational mind returned and I started thinking.

    ‘Why are my legs suddenly fine?’

    The answer was far too simple.

    ‘That egg just now!’

    My gaze naturally fell on the broken egg.

    ‘This egg?’

    I looked at the egg in my hand again.

    ‘Is this the legendary elixir?’

    So many questions arose. Why was the elixir in my room? Was it really an elixir?

    ‘It just looks like a big egg to me.’

    An elixir in the form of an egg? I had never heard of such a thing.
An elixir that heals serious disabilities in an instant just by its aroma?

    ‘Is that even possible?’

    Not impossible. Ever since the dungeon appeared, there were occasional reports of elixirs with absurdly miraculous effects.

    Articles about dying awakened adventurers healing with a single drop, or bald men growing a full head of hair after eating a mushroom, came to mind.

    Thinking of that, the egg in my hand suddenly felt like pure gold.
I carefully placed it on the floor and sat in front of it.
Although the egg was white and emitted no light, it seemed to shine with a golden brilliance.

    ‘It must be the elixir.’

    I suspected as much, but there was no way to confirm it.

    At that moment, I remembered another problem with my body.
I ran my tongue over my mouth.

    ‘Nothing? Nothing.’

    I had been suffering from severe mouth ulcers for years.
Poor nutrition was the cause. Anyone who’s had mouth ulcers knows how maddening the pain is.
Recently, I had been drinking only fluids and hadn’t felt the pain, but now my mouth was clean.
The ulcers that would come and go were gone.

    ‘Gone in an instant?’

    I wanted to test the egg more, but there was nothing left in the broken shell.
Let’s assume it’s the elixir.
Then what should I do?

    ‘Sell it?’

    How much would it be worth?
Probably over a hundred million.

    ‘Considering its effects, at least that much.’

    I had heard it could cost several million to receive treatment from a renowned healer, multiple times to fully recover.

    ‘I should see an appraiser.’

    There was a profession that appraised magical stones or items—appraisers.

    ‘The fee is steep, but it’s worth it.’

    My legs were fixed, so making money was next.
At least my job as a porter wouldn’t be at risk because of my legs.

    A pleasant thought blossomed.
What if it sold for more than a hundred million?

    Then another question popped up.

    ‘Where did these eggs suddenly come from?’

    I could guess where an egg would come from…
Honestly, one idea crossed my mind.
I had caused a commotion earlier, so it wouldn’t be hard to guess.

    ‘Ah. Better pretend I don’t know.’

    It probably wasn’t what I feared.
But considering all other possibilities, only one answer made sense.

    ‘Oh no… a virgin laid an egg.’

    I didn’t want to admit it, but it seemed certain it came from me.
Certain… right?

    ‘I kinda don’t like it.’

    Still, I tried to think positively.
Better this than limping around.

    ‘I heard that if someone trains long enough, they produce a relic… but if you starve too much, you produce an egg.’

    I rationalized as best I could.

    ‘Damn… if that’s true, marriage is off the table.’

    Rationalization failed. Damn it!

    Then.

    Bang bang!

    A loud knock. Not the polite kind. It set my nerves on edge.

    ‘Eh?’

    The landlady.

    “Are you in there?”
“……”

    I held my breath, freezing like an invisible person.
Rent wasn’t the problem—her scolding was far worse.

    “Student, I know everything that’s going on in there, so open the door.”

    ‘I’m not a student. I don’t have to open it, right?’

    I froze in fear.

    “Not opening? I heard Angela barking and all the banging in the bathroom. Are you going to keep pretending no one’s home?”

    Damn. Caught.
I had planned to return quietly.

    ‘Okay… what excuse should I use next?’

    Already, the mental image of rent reminders made my mind frantically search for excuses.

    I paused.

    Through the frosted glass, I saw the landlady’s furious face.

    Bang bang!

    “If you don’t open the door, I’ll break it. Let’s see that face of yours. Student.”

    I heard the jingle of keys. I had no choice but to open the door.
Then I realized—
I still hadn’t dressed after leaving the bathroom.

    “J-just a moment! I’ll be out!”
“Ah. Finally, I get to see your face.”

    The knocking stopped. I hurriedly pulled on my underwear and pants, then headed to the door.

    Even in that moment, I felt joy.
Was putting on clothes always this easy?

    ‘Hehe.’

    I smiled unconsciously as I opened the door.

    Click.

    “Hello, ma’am.”

    The landlady with curly hair poked her head in.

    “I heard some noises. Is anyone in there?”
“No, no one’s here.”
“You know you can’t just have friends over and let them sleep, right?”
“Of course.”
“Then why were you late coming out?”
“I was in the bathroom.”
“Oh, I see.”

    She crossed her arms and got to the point.

    “Did you prepare the rent?”
“Ah! Rent! It’s all ready.”
“Really?”
“I’ve already mentally prepared. You should prepare yours too.”
“What nonsense, student?”
“Haha, actually, I’ll have money soon. I promise I’ll pay this week.”

    If I just sold the egg, paying rent would be easy.
If it didn’t sell, or wasn’t an elixir? I didn’t care.

    Daily excuses had become habitual lies.
I could only speak of the best possible outcome from my future.
Survival instinct.

    ‘But this time, it’s real.’

    I prayed inwardly as I spoke.

    “Ah? Really, student? Then you’ll definitely pay this week?”

    Surprisingly, she smiled warmly.

    “Yes, really.”

    I smiled back, but then her face hardened instantly.
Like a chameleon changing colors.

    ‘Oh no.’

    “You’re joking. I’ve heard that before—every time you say ‘tomorrow’ it’s been three months. Three months! I was trying not to nag because I treat you like my own child, but you can’t keep living like this. If your legs are weak, stay at home and glue doll eyes or stream online or do something! My son worked part-time since high school, earned his own money, got scholarships, and now he’s a doctor in the U.S.”

    Wadah-dadah-dadadak—.

    Her words hit like a V8 engine; her flying spittle like a gatling gun.

    ‘Ugh. Here we go.’

    Her lecture soon shifted to boasting about her children.
At least when she boasts, her expression softens.

    After boasting about her eldest son, she went on to her second, a government worker daughter.
I nodded in a reflective pose, trying not to laugh.

    ‘Before, I would have trembled inside.’

    Not anymore.
I’d stop giving empty promises. Even before the lecture ended, I already felt nostalgic for it.

    “Hmph, actually, something good happened to me.”
“Oh? Good news?”

    I nodded.

    “Believe it or not, I won the lottery.”

    Lottery or egg, it’s the same, right?

    “Lo… lottery? Really? Student, you really won? Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”

    I should’ve said it earlier. But then—

    Smack!!

    Her palm hit my back.

    “Ouch!”
“How dare you tease an adult! You starve all day, where’d you get money for the lottery? If you have money, eat! Food! Do you even know the last time you had food? I’ve never seen you eat a single grain of rice. I’m so frustrated. Do your parents know?”

    Then she started boasting about her top daughter.
I stared blankly at weeds growing in the rooftop corner.
By the time she stopped, a small eternity had passed.

    ‘Wow… nature’s wonders.’
Blurry-headed.

    “Are you listening? Student?”
“Yes? Of course. Your children are amazing. I’ll definitely pay this week.”
“Ugh.”

    She handed me two black plastic bags.

    “What’s this?”

    I opened them. Rice in one, side dishes in the other.

    “Eat these to get some strength. Then you can do newspaper deliveries or something. You’re too skinny to work. Eh.”

    I was speechless, tears stinging my nose.

    “I love you.”

    Hugging her, she said:

    “Enough! Gross. This is the last time, make sure you prepare rent.”

    Her tone was still sharp, but faintly smiling.
Her children were all grown and successful, leaving her lonely.

    “Next time, if you lie, I’m sending you out for real.”

    She left for downstairs.
No trace of harshness remained in her voice.

    ‘Thank you… really.’

    I entered my room with the bags, grateful.
Electricity was back too.
Seeing the food, my hunger returned.
I quickly cooked rice and had egg rolls, stir-fried anchovies, and kimchi.
It tasted like pure heaven.

    ‘Alright then.’

    After filling my stomach, I decided to check the market price of the elixir.
But carrying the egg made me nervous.

    ‘Hmm. Can I leave it here?’

    Not because of theft, but the worry that it might break.
Just an egg before, no big deal, but now thinking it’s worth over a hundred million… I couldn’t carry it around.

    The rooftop room had nothing, no one to visit, nothing to steal, and no heating or cooling.

    ‘The fridge will do.’

    I put the egg in the fridge and left.

    ‘Location…’

    Tap tap tap.

    I searched on my cracked smartphone.
It was old and barely turned on; the battery drained in half a day.

    ‘Ugh.’

    I found several places specializing in elixirs.
I headed to the closest department store.

    My steps were light on the way there.
Every step was happiness.
Even without showing it, I skipped a little.

    Arriving at the department store, I stopped at the elixir market.

    ‘Hmm.’

    Expensive, elegantly packaged elixirs caught my eye.

    ‘Wow. Look at the price.’

    Hundreds of thousands, even millions, were common.

    The most expensive ones, in the billions, were treated with even more care.

    It even listed which dungeon the hunter obtained it from, which guild brought it in, and the appraiser who verified it.

    ‘So my egg could be displayed there?’

    I called a store clerk with a confident expression.

    “Excuse me, I have some questions.”
“Yes, sir.”

    The clerk paused, then smiled.

    “How can I help you?”
“I’d like to check on an elixir. Could you guide me?”
“What kind of elixir are you looking for?”
“How much is a healing elixir?”
“Hmm.”

    The clerk tilted his head, smiling.

    “There are many types. One that slowly relieves pain starts from 3 million.”
“3 million… too weak.”
“Then what are you looking for?”
“Stronger! I mean really strong! You know what I mean!”
“Stronger?”
“Yes! Not slowly, but something that heals instantly!”

    I clenched my fists.

    “Ah, yes yes.”

    The clerk’s eyes changed slightly.
He quickly scanned me from head to toe.
T-shirt, jeans, sneakers—obviously not rich.

    I asked even more confidently.

    “Then please show me the one worth billions.”

    The clerk flustered. I felt a strange thrill.

    Then—

    Ding!
A cheerful system sound.
A screen appeared in front of me.

    [Hatching imminent.]

    [Automatic hatching will start in 10 minutes.]

    [09:59]
[09:58]
[09:57]

    “What!”

    I shouted without thinking.

  

    Episode 3

    A screen appeared in midair.

    ‘Status window…!’

    It said that something would hatch in 10 minutes.

    And what that something was was obvious.

    ‘An egg? The one I put in the fridge is hatching?’

    Maybe because I shouted “What?!” the department store employee looked startled and hesitated slightly.

    “…Excuse me, sir?”

    The employee said something in front of me, but I couldn’t focus at all.

    “Sir? We have a sample here.”

    He tried to continue explaining clumsily, but I needed to cut it short.

    Many thoughts flashed through my mind.

    I wondered whether I had truly awakened, but my biggest concern was the egg.

    ‘Ah… the egg!’

    Damn it! It’s in the fridge.

    Half in anticipation, half in anxiety.

    I wondered what would come out of the egg.

    I was curious, but the cold of the fridge couldn’t have been good for it.

    Nor for whatever would hatch from it.

    My body, almost automatically, headed for the department store exit.

    [08:54]
[08:53]
…

    “I’ll come back next time!”

    I left without looking back.

    “E-excuse me, sir!?”

    [07:32]
[07:31]
…

    Was every single minute always this fast?

    It took me 2 minutes just to get out of the department store.

    ‘Why are there so many people?’

    Waiting for the elevator felt like forever. I briefly regretted not taking the stairs.

    Ding!

    The elevator stopped at every floor.

    After 2 minutes, only 7 minutes remained.

    ‘Ah, if only the bus would come faster.’

    Luckily, the bus arrived quickly.

    Once on it, I felt a little regret.

    It would still take at least 20 minutes to get home, even at full speed.

    ‘Ugh.’

    My poor sense of self-preservation. I still didn’t think of taking a taxi in this urgent situation.

    Getting off to hail a taxi was awkward, so I just kept panting.

    ‘The bus takes a bit of a detour, though.’

    Still, my legs were fine.

    Since I found a cheap place to live, the bus stop was a bit far. But with healthy legs, I could cut that 20-minute distance easily.

    Even catching my breath, my heart kept pounding.

    ‘Ah… but wait.’

    I started to come back to my senses.

    Could it be that I really had awakened?

    ‘This is so different from the awakening experiences I’ve only read about online.’

    Then what is my skill?

    I muttered to myself, dismissing the most obvious thought for now.

    ‘The egg?’

    No, that’s not it.

    I have to earn money, get married, and all that. If I could manipulate the status window, I’d know my skills in advance, but I don’t have the mental bandwidth to check everything one by one.

    My mind was filled with thoughts of the egg.

    “Then, what exactly is my skill?”

    As I muttered, my information appeared.

    [Lv 1]
[Owned Skills]
[Egg-Laying]

    ‘Seriously!’

    So that’s it! That’s the skill!

    Though my mind screamed in disbelief, my mouth twisted into a smile.

    A mix of shock and joy, leaning slightly more toward joy.

    Anyway, I’m an awakened one!

    “Hurray!”

    Interestingly, there was only one stat.

    [Endure Pain][1]

    ‘What’s this?’

    Meanwhile, I arrived at my building—only one bus stop away.

    No time for thoughts. My mind raced ahead as I reached the door.

    Ding-.

    I pressed the doorbell, tapping my feet impatiently.

    And when the door opened…

    Bang bang!

    I practically leapt out, running down the road carved into the hillside.

    Time was almost up.

    [02:02]
[02:01]

    The walk home was nerve-wracking.

    “Huff… huff…”

    Panting and chest heaving, I didn’t stop.

    I felt no maternal instinct, but I couldn’t leave whatever hatched from the egg out to freeze.

    Then, the status message changed.

    [Hatching has begun.]

    ‘Already?’

    The elderly grocer who usually knew me gawked, dentures nearly falling out.

    By then, my rooftop apartment was in sight.

    “Huff! Huff! Huff!”

    I could hear the usual barking dogs, but my own heart pounded louder than anything else.

    Bang!

    Inside, “Cough… cough.” I was so out of breath I felt like sneezing.

    But my eyes darted around, immediately heading for the fridge.

    ‘Huh?’

    The fridge was wide open.

    “Phew…”

    I felt a wave of relief. At least it was better than leaving it outside. I didn’t even care about the electricity bill.

    Thunk.

    …Or so I thought. Habitually, I closed the fridge door.

    ‘At least I know it’s empty inside.’

    My small room felt larger than the fridge somehow. Searching the room out of habit, I muttered,

    ‘Please don’t go outside.’

    I couldn’t be sure the hatched creature was safe. If a baby fell or touched something dangerous…

    Then. Rustle.

    A sound came from the bathroom.

    I slowly approached, peeking through the slightly open door.

    As expected.

    ‘A chick?’

    A yellow chick stood on the sink.

    It seemed fascinated by its reflection in the mirror, turning its head this way and that.

    Its tiny tail feathers poked out, and its little bottom wiggled up and down, seemingly in delight.

    ‘A mirror-gazing chick?’

    Cute and funny at the same time.

    But also a bit disappointing.

    ‘I thought it would be an awakened pet.’

    I’d never heard of a chick awakening. Of course, I didn’t know everything about awakened pets, but I knew enough to be slightly let down.

    ‘A chick hatching from what I thought was a miraculous egg.’

    Then, what does my skill do?

    Lay chicks? And fertilized eggs at that?

    ‘Ah, this is exactly what it’s named after.’

    Han Yujeong. Just as the skill says.

    ‘Where would I even use a skill like this?’

    Should I switch to running a poultry farm?

    Though the chick was cute, I felt a bittersweet sense.

    When I opened the door and approached it, the chick turned its head to look at me.

    An unexpected thing happened.

    “Master?”
“…Master?”

    I repeated the chick’s words instinctively.

    ‘It… talks?’

    This was clearly no ordinary chick.

    ‘An awakened chick?’

    No way…

    I’ve heard a few things while running around dungeons, but an awakened chick? Not even close.

    Still, compared to a non-awakened talking chick, an awakened one made more sense.

    “Wow…”

    My short exclamation was full of hope and awe.

    The chick tilted its head and flapped its wings.

    Flutter.

    It flew toward me.

    “Whoa.”

    Startled, I hit the bathroom wall with my back.

    The chick fluttered in front of my face with its tiny wings.

    And then,

    Ding!

    [Chick’s stats displayed.]

    The status window updated.

    I left the bathroom and placed the chick on the bed.

    It seemed happy with me, flapping its wings and clinging to my hand.

    Gently stroking it, I checked the status window.

    [Yellow Chick]
[Skills]
[Fireplay][???][???][???][???]

    “Whoa!”

    I was impressed. Usually, awakened pets’ abilities don’t show up in the status window.

    But this one was different.

    ‘I laid it myself.’

    And now I knew for sure it was an awakened pet with skills, which made me even happier.

    The harsh dawn market, my miserable state—everything had changed.

    The soft fur felt warm in my hands.

    “Hehe.”

    ‘And my legs are healed.’

    Now I even had an awakened pet. The only open skill was [Fireplay], with more marked as [???].

    Probably unlockable later.

    I put my focus on [Fireplay].

    ‘Let’s see… Fireplay…’

    Just by the name, it’s a fire-type skill.

    Fire types are generally easy to use.

    As long as the output is sufficient, it’s competitive anywhere.

    Being common is actually good. It means there are plenty of guilds suited for fire-type pets.

    Even without a guild, I could join dungeon runs easily.

    ‘Even the strongest dragon-type pets are often fire-type.’

    Moreover, a pet that communicates with its owner is even rarer.

    It means I can issue precise commands in a dungeon full of danger and anomalies.

    ‘That alone is amazing.’

    Sometimes in chaotic battles, pets could injure even their owners. But this chick likely won’t.

    I sat the chick in the middle of the room and started asking questions.

    Its fluffy body stayed still as it looked at me, cute as ever.

    “So I’m your master, right?”

    “Yes! Master!”

    It jumped excitedly. I couldn’t help but feel joy too.

    “Then, can you run errands too?”

    “Yes! I’ll do anything you ask!”

    Goodness, it was so obedient that I almost felt guilty.

    First, I needed to check its skills.

    “So, you seem to have a fire-related skill. What exactly is it?”

    “Do you mean something like this?”

    Before I could stop it, the chick took a deep breath and spat out fire.

    Whoosh.

    “Ah… hmm…”

    My anticipation slightly faltered.

    It produced fire, but only the size of a lighter flame.

    Truly fireplay.

    “Is that the most you can do? Can’t you do more?”

    “Sorry, Master. For now, this is my limit.”

    “…I see. That’s fine. Haha.”

    Thinking about dragons and fire-type pets, I felt a little embarrassed at my own imagination.

    ‘Well, there are probably hidden skills.’

    It’ll just grow over time.

    ‘Hmm. How much was pet training…? Probably more than a private university tuition.’

    A huge amount, but what can I do? I was once an incapable person with no opportunity. Complaining now would be foolish.

    I asked another question.

    “Aren’t you hungry? Do you want something to eat?”

    “Food?”

    “Yes.”

    First, I needed to feed it properly.

    Awakened pets each have different diets.

    For a young pet, feeding it well and helping it grow is enough.

    “I like meat. That’s my staple food.”

    “Meat? Great, I love meat too!”

    ‘Damn! My staple food is something I barely get to eat once a year!’

    I chuckled at my own pathetic situation.

    I had to buy it anyway. Just because I couldn’t afford it as a disabled person didn’t mean I can’t now.

    While thinking about what to feed it, an exclamation mark appeared above the chick’s head.

    ‘Could it be a quest?’

    I tapped it.

    Ding!

    [Quest]
[Become friends with the Yellow Chick.]
[The more familiar your pet is with you, the stronger its abilities. Reach 100 friendship.]
[Current Friendship: 50]
[Reward]
[Instant Hatch Voucher]

    ‘Oh-ho.’

    A thrill spread across my face. The skill unlock condition was easier than I expected.

    ‘First, I should feed it well.’

    Compared to dungeon training or expensive pet training centers, this was simple.

    “Alright!”

    Snap!

    I snapped my fingers and stood up. The chick followed me into the air.

    “Why are we flying, Master?”

    “You said you like meat, right?”

    “Yes~ Master!”

    The chick’s excitement at meat made its big eyes blink with joy.

    “Let’s go.”

    “I’m coming too, Master?”

    “I’ll let you eat plenty of meat.”

    “Great, Master!”

    “Tomorrow, though.”

    “Peep?”

    “Don’t be too disappointed.”

    It was already getting dark outside.

    I stayed up all night imagining taking the chick into dungeons.

    In a late dream, I even saw the chick spitting fire and clearing a dungeon.

    “Yawn… good morning.”

    I stretched excessively, feeling like I had a wonderful dream.

    “Did you sleep well, Master?”

    A cheerful chirping.

    “Huh?”

    But somehow, the chick’s energy seemed low.

    ‘Hmm?’

    Checking the status window, I saw its friendship had dropped.

    [Yellow Chick]
[Current Friendship: 45]

    “Why? Are you sick?”

    “I’m actually hungry.”

    Rumble.

    Its stomach growled like a human’s.

    “Oh, I’m sorry. I let you go hungry on the first day. I’ll prepare something right away. You’ll have plenty of meat.”

    I couldn’t believe I had neglected to feed the little creature.

    I knew the feeling—I’d go crazy if I smelled food after a day without it. How hard must it have been for this tiny chick?

    ‘I’ll make sure this little one stays warm and full, no matter what.’

    It was a gift that had come to me.

    “Yes, Master. But I have a question.”

    “A question?”

    The chick could even ask questions.

    “Where are we going?”

    “You’ve never been to a dungeon, have you?”

  

    
      Episode 4
    

    The labor market I visited every time.
Even though it was the usual time, my body felt at ease and my heart was full of anticipation.

    
      "The chick goes in the front pocket."
    

    I wore a work uniform with roomy pockets and placed the chick inside.

    “You have to stay put here, okay?”
“Yes, Master.”

    Amid the chilly dawn breeze, I got on the bus.

    Though it was a familiar place, maybe because my leg was healed and I arrived slightly earlier than usual, there were fewer people.

    I headed to the kiosk to register as a dungeon applicant.
The reason they didn’t accept applications online in advance was that many people would register but not show up in person.

    It was my turn. I entered my information at the kiosk.

    Starting with my name, I filled in various fields.

    
      “Hehehe.”
    

    Two buttons stood out unusually: Disabilities and Pets.

    Tap. Tap.

    I checked “None” for disability and “Yes” for pet.
Just changing this already lifted my mood.
I didn’t reveal my awakening yet, since I wasn’t capable of acting as an awakened being.

    
      "I wonder what the director’s daughter will think."
    

    That awakening field that used to make me feel insignificant… thinking that it was now within reach made me grin.
A chick is still a pet.
And my leg was perfectly fine.

    “Right, little chick?”

    The chick peeked its head out of the pocket and tilted it curiously.

    “So, I should give you a name.”

    I realized calling it just “chick” felt awkward. Since it was a pet, I should at least give it a proper name.

    
      "What should I name it? Since it has a fire skill..."
    

    A perfect name came to mind.

    “From now on, you’re Firedragon. How about that?”
“…Firedragon?”

    The chick’s black eyes sparkled.

    “Do you like it?”
“Yes! I love it. The name is intuitive—it immediately shows my traits, and others can easily remember it. Very efficient, Master.”
“…Oh. Yeah. Right.”

    
      "Smart little thing. I like it even more."
    

    “Then your name is Firedragon now.”
“Yes, thank you, Master.”

    Firedragon was so happy that it tried to hop around in the cramped pocket.

    Ding!
[The yellow chick’s name has been changed to Firedragon.]
[Intimacy increased.]
[Firedragon]
[Current Intimacy: 70]

    
      "Wow…"
    

    Just naming it raised intimacy by 25 points. Such a cute little thing.
I slid my fingers into the pocket to pet it. Firedragon rubbed its head against my hand, clearly enjoying it.

    
      "If raising intimacy boosts abilities…"
    

    I wondered if Firedragon’s skill had unlocked.

    [Yellow Chick][Fire]
[Skill]
[Fireplay][???][???][???][???]

    The skills were unchanged.

    
      "Guess I have to get it to 100."
    

    It was time.
The director’s daughter walked forward with a clipboard.
She would probably call names with that proud expression again.

    “Today, two additional dungeons have opened, so we need more applicants. We’ll proceed quickly, so please cooperate.”
“Yes.”

    
      "A large labor office really gets good dungeon assignments."
    

    This office I visited every dawn was fairly large, so requests came often.
They also allocated applicants appropriately based on dungeon grade and situation.

    “We’ll start calling names now. Please come forward when yours is called. Park Min-kyung. Song Ho-young. Kim Soo-hee. Kim Chan-gyeom…”

    About ten people raised their hands and came forward, all with combat pets.
As expected, my name wasn’t called.

    
      "As expected."
    

    The director’s daughter glanced at me briefly but seemed to avoid eye contact.
Whether she was uneasy because I came again or felt guilty about before, she kept her eyes on the clipboard and just pointed to the bus.

    “The called applicants are Group 1. Load your pets onto the truck, and take the red bus. We’re heading to the dungeon that appeared in Suwon yesterday.”

    The called applicants excitedly headed to the truck with their pets.
Those with combat pets were called one after another.

    “Combat applicants are done. Now we’ll call laborers.”

    “That’s all for today.”

    The director’s daughter closed the clipboard.
Those whose names were called rushed forward.

    My name wasn’t on the list…
I stepped forward confidently.

    “Why wasn’t I called?”

    She glanced at me, then looked away briefly before meeting my eyes again.

    
      "Some kind of conflict?"
    

    “Ah, really. I told you yesterday, it’s tough for disabled people. How can you register falsely at the kiosk?”

    I stepped closer to her.

    “It’s not a lie. Can’t you see? My leg’s fully healed.”

    Close enough that she could see me move my leg up and down.

    “…Huh? W-what?”

    Her wide eyes darted between my leg and face.

    “Before… you said it was a magical injury and wouldn’t heal easily, right?”
“Yes, I did.”

    I wanted to explain in detail but thought:

    
      "No way!"
    

    How could I say I laid an egg, and the healing steam from it fixed me?
Even I was still amazed I’d healed in just one day.

    “That’s… your leg is fine. Still, you can’t be registered. You don’t have a pet.”

    Her tone was a bit softer now.
Does the director’s daughter not realize that a disabled person healed overnight?

    
      "The director must have a hard time with this."
    

    “You really will register me if I have a pet, right?”
“Yes. I’ll do it.”

    I took Firedragon out of my pocket.

    “Oh my, how cute…! I mean… ahem. What is this?”
“It’s an awakened pet.”
“A chick? An awakened pet?”

    No need for long explanations—I placed Firedragon on my palm.

    “Firedragon?”
“Yes, Master! Did you call me?”
“See? It even talks.”

    I spoke proudly, but her eyes just half-lidded.

    “Talk? What talking? It just chirps.”

    …Really?
Apparently, others couldn’t hear Firedragon talk.

    “Well, anyway, let me show you fire. Firedragon, breathe fire.”

    Firedragon opened its beak.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    “Huh?”

    The director’s daughter looked a little dumbfounded.
Her eyes were fixed on the chick, yet fire came from its mouth.

    “Eh? That’s it? Cute, but what’s it for?”

    Right, it didn’t really have practical use.

    “And the name, Firedragon? You came up with that?”
“…Yes.”
“No way… because it breathes fire?”
“Yes.”

    Then she chuckled quietly.
Was the name strange? Either way, I had met all conditions.

    “Now you’re changing your mind? The leg’s healed, and you have a fire-breathing chick.”

    I stepped out confidently, and she pursed her lips.
The promise was the promise.
She couldn’t argue further here.

    “Since it’s not a combat-capable pet, we’ll place you in the corpse recovery team.”
“Yes. That’s my specialty.”
“The pet aside, we’re letting you in specially because of your leg. Handle your minimum quota yourself.”
“Of course.”

    I thought:

    
      "Can’t I handle it?"
    

    Even when limping and hungry, I did this work.
The thought of completing the quota and earning extra pay made my heart race.

    No unnecessary arguments here.
No one needs to nag.
Contracts are contracts; no extra checks needed.

    “Now, go take the bus.”

    She hesitated as if wanting to touch Firedragon, but I ignored her and boarded the bus swiftly.

    
      "Why didn’t you treat me well before?"
    

    Hehe. I smiled inwardly, enjoying the small victory.

    Inside the labor office “Yeonjung.”

    The director’s daughter, Lee Yeon-hee, returned to the office after confirming the bus had left.
She handed the clipboard to the director, Lee Yeon-jung, and sat on the sofa.

    “All departed?”
“Yes.”
“Reported to the guild?”
“Yes, as usual. Stop asking.”
“Hey, that’s your job.”
“I got it handled.”
“Yeon-hee, relax a bit. I know dealing with people is hard, but they’re our customers too. The guild and management office aren’t the only ones.”
“Outside people are irrelevant.”
“Why irrelevant? What if a proper awakened being shows up among them?”
“Yeah, right.”

    Yeon-hee ignored her father and fiddled with her phone.

    “Yeon-hee.”
“Ah, I have a game to play.”
“Why did you register that person?”
“Who?”
“The last name on the list. I said don’t register disabled people.”
“They’re no longer disabled.”
“What do you mean?”
“Suddenly, their leg healed.”
“What? That’s impossible. They couldn’t even walk properly yesterday.”
“I checked myself. Maybe they got some treatment. Don’t bother them.”

    Still, something felt off.
The director started searching on the computer, as if an idea struck.
Yeon-hee returned to her game.

    The director called his engrossed daughter.

    “Yeon-hee.”
“Ah, stop.”
“That person’s strange.”
“The healed leg person? How?”
“They’ve never been in a guild.”
“Obviously. Which guild would accept a disabled person? They probably got some healing potion or something. Just ignore.”
“Yeon-hee, do you understand? A healing potion can’t fix that leg in a day. Only a top-tier healer could.”
“Like Choi Min-young from Blackhawk?”
“Honestly, even Choi Min-young might not manage it in a day.”

    Finally, Yeon-hee put down her phone and looked at her father.

    “Really? That’s impossible. Where would they get such treatment? And the pet? Just a chick.”
“Yeon-hee, the leg healed in a day, didn’t it? That’s no easy feat.”
“Yeah, that’s…”
“To me, it seems they have ties with at least a ‘Top 10 guild’ or the ‘Management Office.’”
“Really?? Then why were they injured until now?”
“No idea. That’s why I said, in this world, someone’s fate can change overnight.”

    The director was unusually serious, while the sound of “Game Over” came from Yeon-hee’s phone.

    Getting off the bus, the dungeon entrance stood before me.
It was a freshly spawned level 20, D-grade dungeon from a few days ago.
Higher dungeon levels mean more difficulty; Neverrest dungeons are known to be level 100.

    When a dungeon appears, a detection-team of awakening-type investigators must inspect first.
Only then is entry allowed.
Here, approval came in just a day because of the low grade.

    “Combat team to Zone B, corpse recovery team to Zone A.”

    The crowd dispersed.
Zone A, where the corpse recovery team entered, had all monsters eliminated.
That was my destination.

    
      "Huh? That’s…?"
    

    Among the combat team, I noticed a famous guild.
A black combat suit with a falcon painted on it—Blackhawk, one of Korea’s top 10 guilds.

    
      "Blackhawk team suit."
    

    I headed toward the corpse recovery team.

    Moo. Neigh.

    Pets like cows and horses were led by their owners.
One caught my eye: a pristine, majestic white horse—a unicorn.
Even more beautiful than the horse was the blonde woman riding it.

    She dismounted and wore the Blackhawk outfit.
Her face seemed familiar.

    
      "Could it be Choi Min-young?"
    

    The vice guild master of Blackhawk and an A-grade awakened, “Saint” Choi Min-young, it had to be.
Her face was often in commercials and broadcasts.

    “Corpse recovery team! Check your numbers before entry. Assemble here.”

    A Blackhawk officer called the team.
They were our guide into the dungeon.
People nearby followed his voice.

    At the team assembly, tables were filled with protective helmets, x-bands, and disassembly tools.

    “Grab one protective gear each. Load disassembly tools on personal carts. Today’s monster is an ogre—saw is essential.”
“Ogre? Oh no.”
“Time’s short, hurry up.”
“Yes.”

    Ogre corpses are big, heavy, and tough.
Today’s work would be challenging. Death sounds echoed around.
But I was eager.

    
      "Body’s in perfect shape."
    

    I thanked the egg that healed me and warmed up.
Today would be small yet special.

    “You excited too?”
“Yes, Master.”

    Firedragon seemed excited too.
I gently petted it in the pocket; it rubbed its soft face against my hand.

    
      "Ah. Healing."
    

    People began grabbing equipment suited to their size.
I prepared mine as well.

    
      "For an ogre with tough skin and bones, saw and hammer are essential."
    

    Firedragon suddenly called me.
I discreetly moved back to avoid looking strange.

    “Master.”
“Firedragon, what is it?”
“My heart keeps racing. I don’t know why. I feel like I shouldn’t go in there.”

    First dungeon jitters?
I reassured Firedragon.

    “It’s okay. No matter what happens, I’ll protect you.”

    Ding!
[Intimacy increased.]
[Firedragon]
[Current Intimacy: 83]

    
      "Oh? Increased again."
    

    If all goes well, this dungeon might unlock another skill.

  

    Episode 5

    “Corpse collection team, 12 people will enter Area A.”

    The corpse collection team was ready.
The supervisor gave the order.

    ‘So it begins.’

    As my heart pounded, one of the workers approached the supervisor with a serious expression.

    “Supervisor.”
“What is it?”
“Is this really safe? I’m a bit uneasy because the approval came through too quickly.”

    The man seemed frightened, but the supervisor replied calmly.

    “Area A is safe, don’t worry.”
“About that incident in Incheon…”
“….”
“I heard it was an ogre back then, too.”

    ‘Reasonable to be concerned.’

    In a dungeon in Incheon, a monster that had been killed came back to life.
They had let their guard down, thinking they had exterminated it.

    ‘Accidents never stop in dungeons.’

    The revived monster ambushed Awakened Ones and killed porters.
Many people died, and even some hunters were injured.
One guild completely went bankrupt.

    Even the Administration Bureau took partial responsibility.

    ‘That’s probably why a large guild like Black Hawk was sent.’

    The Black Hawk members standing alongside us for protection frowned.
The supervisor and the members were about the level of C-rank.

    “If you’re really uneasy, you can back out.”
“No, that’s not it. Just keep us safe.”
“Don’t worry, we’re here. Watch your steps—it’s dark. Let’s get going.”
“Yes, yes.”

    The Black Hawk members led the way.
I followed, pulling my personal cart.

    On the way to Area A, ogre corpses were scattered around.

    ‘Wow, they’re huge.’

    Each one was massive. Even dead, they looked a bit eerie.
One swing of their fist could easily crush a normal person.
Even an Awakened One could lose an arm to one of these terrifying creatures.

    The ogres’ bodies were lying there with almost no damage.

    ‘Skillful.’

    Truly a Black Hawk guild job.

    The guild’s main income comes from the magical stones dropped by monsters.
They also make extra money from the leather and bones from dissected corpses.

    Killing without damaging the body is a skill that brings in money, not just monster slaying.
And this was good news for me too.

    ‘This will make completing quotas easier.’

    Drip, drip. We went deeper with the cart, heading for the piled-up corpses.

    Fur-drum (Buldak) seemed fearful since earlier.

    ‘Afraid of ogres?’

    I worried whether I could feed him properly.
When I asked, he could only give an unclear answer.

    ‘Let’s try raising his affection a bit.’

    “Buldak.”
“Yes, master.”

    “Do you know what to do when you feel down?”
“I don’t, master.”
“Then go for the meat.”

    I stifled a laugh.

    “…?”

    No affection increase.

    ‘Failed.’

    Strange. Even the porters would have laughed at that joke.
Perhaps it was too advanced for a pet to understand.

    I calmly analyzed the situation and kept moving.

    Around then, the supervisor looked around and addressed the workers.

    “All right, today’s worksite is here.”

    It was a dead-end.

    Dozens of ogre corpses lay scattered, the stench revolting.
A nauseating smell that killed appetite.

    “Ugh!”

    Some people gagged at the stench.

    ‘I’m used to this.’

    “Buldak, are you okay?”

    I worried. I had come to feed him, but this wasn’t exactly an appetite-inducing situation.
However…

    “Master.”

    Buldak’s eyes sparkled.

    “What’s wrong?”
“The smell of meat. It smells delicious.”

    ‘Huh?’

    His attitude was different from before.
Good. I liked that he wasn’t picky.

    “Wait a bit, I’ll give you plenty to eat.”
“Yes, master.”

    Even at a glance, there were over thirty corpses.

    ‘No need to compete over quotas with this many.’

    Corpse collection is an individual competition.
The more you collect, the more rewards you get.
Experienced workers naturally earn more.

    “Besides corpses, report any loot, magical stones, eggs, or pets. Anyone caught taking them illegally will be punished.”

    The supervisor glared as he spoke.

    Dungeon drops like monster corpses or magical stones are valuable.
Magical stones are especially useful as energy sources for humanity.
They’re portable, efficient, and eco-friendly—always in demand.

    Even a small piece could be worth more than a day’s wage.
Hence the constant tension between supervisors and porters.

    ‘I doubt anyone would try foolishness against the Black Hawk guild.’

    “Don’t fight over spots. We’ll have a meal in four hours. Let’s start.”
“Yes!”

    People dispersed to their chosen areas and began working.

    I deliberately found a secluded spot.
I wanted to feed Buldak fresh meat without being noticed.

    A suitable spot appeared.
About three meters in, three ogres lay dead, each with a single sharp wound in the neck.
One strike, one kill.
The skill of an experienced hunter.

    ‘Artistic, really.’

    I remembered Choi Min-Young from outside the dungeon.

    ‘An Awakened One of that level must earn huge money.’

    Buldak was restless, circling the area several times after coming out of my pocket.

    “Almost ready.”

    I took out a saw from the cart and started cutting the ogres’ hands first.
Normally, I’d have started from the shoulder, but this was for Buldak, so I began with the smaller fingers.

    ‘Focusing on the softer back-of-hand area.’

    Since hands are normally discarded, no problem.

    Slicing carefully, Buldak circled around, excited.

    “All right, Buldak, time to eat.”

    I placed the cut pieces in front of him.

    Tap! Tap!

    He nodded up and down, seemingly enjoying it.

    Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!

    His little tail feathers twitched with each nod.

    “Delicious?”
“Yes!”

    ‘Eating well.’

    “There’s more, eat plenty.”

    Seeing him eat made me feel a strange satisfaction.
I vaguely understood how parents feel watching their children eat.

    ‘Such a cute thing.’

    I left Buldak to eat and focused on disassembling the rest of the corpses.
About five minutes later, he spoke again.

    “Master, more please.”
“Already finished?”
“Yes.”

    Only bones remained of the ogre hand.

    ‘I thought fingers would be tough to eat.’

    I cut another hand.

    “There’s plenty, so eat slowly.”
“Yes, master.”

    Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!

    “Wow, eating well.”

    He must have been very hungry.
He ate even faster than before.

    “You okay? Don’t overeat.”
“Delicious, master. More, please.”

    Incredible. An ogre hand is bigger than a chick’s body.
He ate two and still wanted more.
Awakened pets really are different.

    Despite my worries, his stomach remained unchanged.

    ‘Let’s give him all the leftover parts.’

    “Wait, I’ll cut more. Not sure if this part will suit your taste.”
“Thank you, master.”

    I gathered the miscellaneous parts and placed them in front of him.
He pecked a few times, then tilted his head.

    “Not tasty?”
“No, just wait a moment.”

    Suddenly, flames came out of Buldak’s mouth.

    Flare. Sizzle, sizzle.

    The meat started cooking.
When I tried to block the fire with my hand, it wasn’t hot at all.

    ‘What?’

    I had never seen this kind of flame from an Awakened One or pet.
Yet the ogre meat cooked quickly, so there was heat.

    “Is this your ability?”
“Yes, master. My flames don’t harm humans.”
“I see. So you can control it.”

    Small but mighty.
Buldak’s fire quickly cooked the meat.

    Sizzle.

    “All done, master.”

    Golden-brown cooked meat lay in front of him.
The aroma made my mouth water.

    ‘Earlier I had no appetite due to the stench… fascinating.’

    “Try it, master.”
“Me? Aren’t you eating?”
“I prefer eating with you.”

    The smell of sizzling meat filled my nose.

    “Thanks, I’ll enjoy it.”

    I took a large bite, savoring the unexpected taste.
Juices flooded my mouth; I chewed eagerly.
It vanished in an instant.

    “Buldak, this is amazing.”
“Thank you, master. I thought you’d enjoy it too.”
“Grateful to you, too. Feeding you and getting to enjoy this is a treat.”

    Buldak flapped his little wings happily at the praise.

    “How did you do it?”

    Humans had tried to cook ogre meat but never succeeded.
The meat and skin are extremely tough; ogre muscles are exceptionally so.

    ‘The edible parts are extremely limited.’

    “It just worked.”
“I see.”

    Buldak happily pecked at the remaining meat.

    ‘The fire is harmless to humans yet can instantly cook an ogre. Amazing potential.’

    His once modest fire now seemed impressive.

    ‘If such a small flame has this much power…’

    I smiled.

    Feeding Buldak, I tasted a few bites myself, then returned to work.
During this, a notification popped up.

    Ding!
[Affection increased.]
[Buldak]
[Current affection: 96]

    ‘Almost there.’

    Buldak seemed full now, lying down with a content purr.

    ‘Good. I can work harder.’

    Sweat soaked my head and shirt.
Feeling comfortable, my work efficiency improved.
I finished one corpse quickly.
Halfway through a second, it was lunchtime.

    By then, Buldak cooked the leftover ogre parts, and I finally feasted.

    “All right, let’s wrap up and head home.”

    The supervisor’s words prompted people to finish their work.
I finished organizing the ogre corpses and prepared to leave.
The cart was heavy.

    ‘This amount is more than enough.’

    Even after a long absence, my cart was fuller than others’.

    “You fixed your legs and managed to do this much?”
“Young man, impressive.”

    Even those who usually ignored me gave compliments.

    “But can you handle that heavy load alone?”
“Yes. I know a trick.”

    Drip.

    By carefully considering the cart’s center of gravity, I could push it with little effort.

    But…

    “Huh?”

    Was it my imagination?
The cart suddenly felt lighter.

    I looked back.
Buldak was flapping behind, helping push.
Strong for his size. His small body had this much power.
Not just fire, maybe brute strength too.

    “Buldak, no need to help, just get back in my pocket.”
“I’m fine, master. I ate, so I should work.”
“Thanks, but don’t overdo it.”
“Yes, master.”

    We must have been together for just a short while, but I already felt attached.
His actions were even cuter than his appearance.

    About ten minutes later…

    Thunk—

    ‘Huh?’

    The cart suddenly felt heavier.
Did Buldak tire?
I looked back, and suddenly he blocked my way.

    “What’s wrong?”
“…Master.”
“Why?”
“We shouldn’t go this way. We have to turn back.”

    Could it be?

    “The feeling I sensed earlier?”
“Yes. It’s scary.”

    At that moment, the supervisor’s radio crackled loudly.

    Chii-zzz.

    —Hey! Collection team!! Get out now!!

    Faintly, there seemed to be an explosion and screams through the radio.

  

    
      Chapter 6
    

    The dark and narrow dungeon was full of hazards.

    
      “Could it be… what Fire Chick was sensing?”
    

    Cliffs would suddenly appear, ceilings would collapse, and even paths they had passed could give way if the ground weakened.

    A desperate voice came over the dungeon radio from one of the Blackhawk squad members. People gathered around the radio.

    “Yes, here….”

    The chief didn’t seem to understand and asked again.

    I heard that too.

    
      “An ogre shaman in a dungeon of this level?”
    

    Even in the same ogre dungeon, the appearance of an ogre shaman or ogre warlord raised the difficulty by one or two levels. Shamans were terrifying regardless of rank. They could charm or confuse people, or even revive monsters. A single shaman effectively doubled the power of all ogres around them.

    The chief snapped into focus and gave orders to a squad member.

    “Go ahead and secure an exit. I’ll lead the corpse recovery team out of the dungeon.”
“Yes, sir.”

    The squad member sprinted ahead like an arrow.

    “Everyone, emergency situation! Evacuate the dungeon quickly! Follow our instructions….”
“Can we take this?”

    A man pointed at a cart.

    “No, leave it behind and get out fast!”
“Wow… what’s with being scared of an ogre?”
“It’s an ogre shaman.”
“Huh!? A shaman?”

    Finally, the panic from the distant workers spread through communication. Just the word “shaman” flipped their attitude 180 degrees. The other corpse recovery teams were the same. They went pale and prepared to flee—their own deaths now a real possibility.

    “Check personnel! Stop what you’re doing and gather immediately!”

    It took thirty seconds to gather people and check numbers.

    “All accounted for. Move out.”

    The chief quickly prepared and began heading toward the exit.

    Rumblings of frustration and anxiety mixed with hurried footsteps. Today’s haul had been good; the corpses left behind by Blackhawk were high quality. Even in a dangerous situation, some disappointment was inevitable. I, too, felt a twinge of regret, but more pressing was the instinct that Fire Chick had shown.

    
      “Was the shaman’s appearance what Fire Chick predicted?”
    

    Without skills like intuition or detection activated, I had ignored it at first. If this was Fire Chick’s ability, it was practically a free skill.

    “Fire Chick, can you still sense it?”
“Yes. It feels like it’s getting stronger gradually.”

    …!

    Immediately after hearing that, we had to stop.

    “Stop! Everyone, halt!”

    The chief shouted. Ahead was a squad member who had gone to secure an exit. At the sight of him:

    “Ah… damn it.”
“Crap.”
“We’re doomed.”

    Everyone groaned. He was covered in blood.

    “Are you okay?”
“Ugh… yes. Reporting: the ogre has already blocked the exit. The shaman must have revived them…”
“Alright, calm down. We’ll figure out an escape route.”

    If the shaman’s influence had reached here, the situation was extremely dangerous.

    
      “Blackhawk’s main combat units should be beyond Area A, fighting in other zones.”
    

    If luck had it, some other zones might already be cleared, and support could arrive soon. But judging from the radio conversation, things weren’t looking good. The ogre shaman had appeared first.

    “We’re doomed.”
“Are we all going to die?”
“Chief, we need reinforcements!”
“We’re being cornered.”

    Unease spread. Panic could trigger uncontrolled chaos among the workers, potentially creating a disaster worse than the monsters themselves.

    
      “There has to be a way.”
    

    I calmly retraced my thoughts. If we could stall until the combat team arrived, we’d have a chance.

    
      “One… two… three…”
    

    I recalled the number of ogre corpses I had seen on the way in. When I was handicapped, I had developed the habit of remembering corpse locations to avoid competition with other workers. Even now, I remembered:

    
      “I saw more than ten.”
    

    Counting the chief and the awakened ones, one was severely injured.

    
      “The power gap is too big.”
    

    The atmosphere was grim, but it didn’t last long.

    …Oh.

    At the dark cave’s end:

    
      “Uoooo!! Uooooo!!!”
    

    The roars of the ogres echoed. People’s expressions turned ashen.

    “Chief, ogres ahead!”
“Fall back!”

    But this alone wasn’t enough. Ogres were also approaching from behind. The chief reached for the radio.

    
      ‘He’s thinking of calling for support.’
    

    I grabbed the chief’s shoulder.

    “What? What are you trying to do?”

    He snapped at me, but I quietly shook my head and gestured to the workers behind.

    
      ‘Stay calm.’
    

    No words were needed. In emergencies, the leader must act boldly. If the chief lost his temper, the panic would multiply among the workers. A panicked crowd is more dangerous than monsters.

    “…”

    He frowned but didn’t argue further, likely seeing the discontent behind me.

    “We’re all going to die here.”
“Damn it! What’s happening with Blackhawk?”
“Chief, do something!”

    Though not the front-line fighter, the chief of a guild like Blackhawk should understand the situation.

    “…You’re right. I underestimated it.”

    The conclusion was simple: with the current strength, we had to break through the ogres. Survival odds were low.

    “Prepare to evacuate civilians. We’ll buy time.”

    Life or death—it was that simple. Fire Chick flew up and slipped into my pocket.

    “Can I give an opinion?”

    I, a corpse recovery worker, spoke, and all eyes turned to me. They wondered what I could know. But I wasn’t inexperienced in dungeons.

    “I counted the corpses. There are over ten ogres.”
“And your point?”
“Direct confrontation is impossible. We should target the leader—the shaman.”

    Another awakened one protested.

    “Do you think fighting an ogre shaman is easy? The ogres around it alone—”
“Wait. Let him finish.”

    The chief intervened.

    “Continue.”
“We were working near many ogre corpses. Most were dismembered, so reviving them will be difficult for the shaman.”
“So…?”
“Yes. If we lure the ogre shaman there, we can exploit openings.”

    The chief’s expression was grave.

    “Do you all agree?”
“Yes.”

    Even the awakened had no objections. This was a lifeline in an otherwise hopeless situation.

    
      “We can get out.”
    

    A strange fighting spirit rose from the Blackhawk members.

    A brief strategy meeting determined combat positions for the chief and awakened.

    “Our squad targets the shaman. Regardless of success, the others escort civilians and escape.”

    It was time to move. We retreated to where corpses were being handled.

    “Deploy.”

    The chief ordered hunters to ambush the point. Deeper inside, workers and escorts waited.

    
      “When the fight starts, we won’t look back—we’ll go out.”
    

    Most revived ogres would guard the shaman. If the shaman could be bypassed, the risk would lessen.

    Thump… thump… thump…

    Even the previously noisy workers held their breath. Any sound now could reveal the ambush and lead to massacre.

    
      “Uoooh!!”
    

    Slowly, the ogre voices drew closer.

    Thud. Thud.

    The heavy footsteps followed the voices.

    Gulp.

    Everyone tensed. The ogres stopped.

    The shaman was probably behind, reviving other ogres where we had been working.

    A brief skirmish erupted to send the chief through the ambush to the shaman. Thirteen ogres appeared, all empowered by the shaman. Too many for regular hunters to handle.

    “Go!”

    Once the ambush broke, the chief ran at the shaman, and chaos ensued.

    “Now! Run!”

    Some frightened workers started running before signals, colliding and causing further chaos. Escorts had no choice but to move.

    
      ‘I knew it.’
    

    I watched calmly, recalling the monsters’ traits.

    
      “If we kill the shaman, the magic flow reverses. The surrounding ogres will stagger.”
    

    Fire Chick’s voice sounded:

    “Master! Danger!”

    I knew, but I had to act. Even the chief and hunters were too busy protecting civilians and fighting ogres.

    
      “If we don’t kill the shaman, we die anyway.”
    

    Dodging an ogre’s palm, I rolled on the floor.

    Ugh!

    I got up immediately and charged at the shaman without slowing down.

    
      “They can’t distinguish awakened from non-awakened.”
    

    Even if I wasn’t strong, it didn’t matter. Humans approaching distracted the monsters’ attention.

    “Chief!” I shouted amidst the chaos. The chief saw me.

    He seemed to mouth “danger”, but I ignored it and charged.

    A shockwave rippled through my mind.

    
      ‘Is this the shaman’s curse?’
    

    I staggered but held firm, rolling to avoid further attacks. While the shaman focused on me, the chief struck him.

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    Grabbing my head, I…

    Bang!

    Hit by something—maybe an ogre. Amidst dizziness, my status window displayed:

    
      [Pain Endurance skill activated]
    

    Fire Chick, rolled onto the floor, was in my arms…

    
      ‘I’ll protect you.’
    

    Instinctively, I wrapped around it and crawled outward.

    “Master! Danger!”

    I knew… that’s why. I’ll protect you.

    
      [Affinity: 92]
    

    Fast!

    
      Cough
    

    
      [Pain Endurance skill activated]
    

    Luckily, Fire Chick was alive.

    Ding!

    
      [Affinity increased]
      

      [Fire Chick]
      

      [Current Affinity: 100]
    

    Ding!
[Quest Complete]
[Bond with the Yellow Chick]
[Reward: Instant Hatch Ticket]

    Ding!
[Fire Chick’s new skill unlocked]

    My mind blurred. I felt something swell in my arms.

    
      “Fire Chick…?”
    

    Perhaps due to dizziness, it felt like Fire Chick was growing. Its yellow feathers turned black and massive, towering above me, almost touching the cave ceiling.

    
      “Am I dreaming?”
    

    Flames erupted. A storm of fire blasted forward.

    Boom!

    The heat surged, wind slammed my ears, and system messages flooded:

    
      [Pain Endurance skill leveled up]
      

      [Pain Endurance skill leveled up]
      

      [Level…]
    

    Flames consumed the dungeon like hellfire, destroying only monsters. Fire Chick incinerated all nearby ogres and pressed on.

    
      “Fire Chick… where are you going?”
    

    My vision blurred.

    
      [Ogre Shaman defeated]
      

      [Title acquired: Shaman Slayer]
      

      [Minor Anti-Magic Power increased]
    

    I lost consciousness.

    
      [Pain Endurance skill activated]
      

      [Regaining consciousness]
    

    “…Huh?”

    When I woke, people groaned everywhere.

    
      “I feel a little dizzy.”
    

    All ogres were burned. The shaman too.

    
      “So Fire Chick growing wasn’t a dream?”
    

    At that moment, the radio buzzed:

    “Hey! What happened there? We’re on our way, just wait a bit!”

    Fire Chick had returned to normal size, exhausted, lying in my arms. I carefully placed it in a warm spot.

    Thanks to Blackhawk arranging a taxi, I returned home easily. Fire Chick slept peacefully.

    
      ‘Are you okay?’
    

    Opening its status window, a previously hidden slot had unlocked:

    
      [Fire Chick][Fire]
      

      [Skills]
      

      [Play with Fire][Arsonist][???][???][???]
    

    
      ‘Affinity reached 100, unlocking a skill.’
    

    [Arsonist]
[Massively increases body size. Play with Fire skill also scales. Duration: 30 min. Usable once per day.]

    Witnessing it firsthand, the skill was enormous.

    
      ‘Against ogres and a shaman, it wiped everything out in one blast…’
    

    A truly dragon-like power, yet it spared humans. Incredible.

    Unlike dragons, whose use is limited in confined spaces, Fire Chick had no such restriction. Plus, all monster XP and titles went to me.

    
      ‘We’re not just a normal owner and pet.’
    

    I wondered what would happen when Fire Chick unlocked its final skill. Gently, I stroked the exhausted chick.

    
      ‘You must’ve been tired too. That skill is insane.’
    

    Steady breathing, safe sleep, and food would be enough.

    
      ‘This little guy… let’s do our best together.’
    

    My wounds from the ogres hadn’t fully healed. A dull ache remained.

    
      ‘Does Pain Endurance not activate for this level of discomfort?’
    

    It was stiff but didn’t hinder movement.

    
      ‘Tomorrow, I should at least visit a hospital…’
    

    Suddenly, my stomach signaled discomfort.

    “Ugh! Why now?”

    I remembered a skill I had almost forgotten.

    
      ‘Could it be… now?’
    

    Clutching my bursting stomach, I dashed to the bathroom.

  

    
      

    

    Episode 7

    My legs were trembling, sweat streaming down my body.

    “This is… too much.”

    My stomach churned as if it were about to rip apart. I came to the bathroom just in case, but there was no doubt—it was an egg.
But why the bathroom?

    ‘If it were… poop instead, that would be a disaster!’

    I spread some toilet paper on the floor to make it soft and positioned myself on it. Just then—

    “Ugh…”

    Pain made my vision turn yellow. I wished I could get an anesthetic shot.

    “Huff… huff.”

    Ding!

    [Endure Pain skill activated.]

    A message popped up, and I felt a bit relieved. It didn’t stop the pain entirely, but it lessened it.

    As the pain eased, my thoughts began to wander. There were only two things I could do with an egg: sell it or raise it.

    ‘If other pets have appetites like Bul-dak’s, I can’t handle it right now.’

    Using Bul-dak’s abilities could definitely make a lot of money.
The problem was, I was broke. Also, raising a pet required space, and my rooftop room was far from ideal.

    I thought of the department store.

    ‘If I take it there, they’ll recognize the value of this egg.’

    If I had enough money immediately, I could solve the financial problem and even feed it pet-exclusive food—food that replenishes the magical energy of awakened pets. I could also buy supporting items for the pet. So selling it for money wasn’t a bad choice.

    ‘The egg can produce more.’

    Thunk!
Clatter…

    The egg fell.

    “…Already laid another one, huh.”

    I caught my breath while staring at the egg on the bathroom floor. It was the third one already, but the pain still felt unbearable. Even though it had eased a little, it would be a lie to say laying eggs no longer hurt.

    ‘The physical pain is one thing, but my heart hurts too. I’m laying eggs… I’m… laying eggs!’

    But then I noticed the color was different. It was sky blue. The first two eggs had been white.

    …?

    I picked it up and stepped out of the bathroom.

    Ding!

    A message appeared in my status window:

    [Egg]
[Unknown for now.]
[Remaining incubation time: 72 hours]

    It said it was still unknown.

    ‘Judging by the color, it’s definitely not a Bul-dak… What should I do?’

    I remembered the reward I got from completing the quest:

    [Instant Hatch Ticket]

    It felt too wasteful to use it out of simple curiosity. Besides, who knew when another quest would appear.

    ‘No rush. 72 hours isn’t really that long.’

    I decided to think about it a bit more.
Bul-dak was still asleep.

    ‘To make the most of its abilities…’

    What mattered more than the pet’s ability was the owner who used it.

    Bul-dak was strong. But it had limits.

    ‘Its giant transformation lasts 30 minutes.’

    I thought about dungeons that could be cleared in 30 minutes. Some places had clusters of monsters that could be wiped out in 3 minutes, but such dungeons were rare.

    ‘If it can clear the scattered monsters, the remaining bosses would be easy for Bul-dak to finish in one hit.’

    There was another problem. It was too strong. I hadn’t seen a dragon up close, but a giant Bul-dak rivaled the legends.
The problem? It was too powerful—monster corpses would turn to ash. That meant very little loot from corpse collection.

    ‘Being too strong isn’t always easy.’

    I needed to think of a way to control its firepower. For now, I’d wait for Bul-dak to recover.
The tiny creature slept peacefully.

    ‘Let’s succeed.’

    Looking at that small life, I felt an inexplicable sense of responsibility.

    The next day, I was feeding the ogre fingers to the now-awake Bul-dak when the TV started a broadcast about dungeons.

    After the citizens’ interviews, the host appeared:

    ‘Swarm spider dungeon…’

    An idea flashed through my mind.

    ‘Obvious.’

    I knew better than anyone from my corpse collection experience: the loot was negligible.
As if reading my thoughts, the broadcast continued:

    There was another reason: the spiders weren’t very dangerous. That’s why the government didn’t heavily fund its elimination.

    Hunters entering the dungeon wouldn’t even make money, and government support was scarce.

    ‘I get it. Guilds are like businesses… still, it doesn’t look good.’

    ‘Perfect. Just what I needed.’

    Guilds avoided this dungeon, so it was convenient to work in. I didn’t need to worry about corpse collection either.
Best of all, the monsters clustered together, and the dungeon was short, typical of an F-rank. A perfect playground for Bul-dak’s overwhelming firepower.

    ‘If I can just locate it…’

    At that moment—ding!

    [Quest]
[Eliminate the Cheongmang Mountain Swarm Spider Dungeon.]
[Ensure the safety of citizens.]
[Time remaining: 23:59]
[Reward]
[Instant Hatch Ticket.]

    ‘Perfect timing.’

    I smirked at the quest. The Instant Hatch Ticket would come in handy.

    ‘Come to think of it… my level…’

    I opened the status window.

    [Endure Pain skill: Level 12]
[Skills Owned]
[Laying Eggs] [Experience Sharing]

    ‘Ah… so that’s what I saw on the status window before.’

    The level-up messages had appeared in abundance. Starting from level 1, I’d jumped this high in one go.

    ‘I see… so my Endure Pain skill… makes sense.’

    I checked the quest details again.

    [Quest]
[Eliminate the Cheongmang Mountain Swarm Spider Dungeon.]

    ‘Cheongmang Mountain? Strange.’

    Even a minor dungeon would be registered immediately for public safety.

    ‘I can’t complete a non-existent dungeon within 24 hours.’

    The system doesn’t lie. The conclusion was clear:

    ‘The dungeon will appear within 24 hours.’

    At the Blackhawk Guild office, Choi Min-young and Kim Jae-jun were talking.

    “Hey, man. I’ve never seen a pet like that. Maybe it wasn’t a monster but something else?”
“There were no monsters. That doesn’t make sense. Even if there were, where would that huge thing suddenly go? Only someone knowledgeable would know.”
“Your tone’s a bit off!”
“Uh? I mean, it couldn’t have been a monster.”
“So it’s a pet, but who carries such a huge one?”
“I don’t know either.”
“Then see properly!”

    Choi Min-young punched Kim Jae-jun’s arm lightly.

    Yet she had doubts too. Besides the guild’s hunters, the rest were laborers. All registered pets belonged to Blackhawk.

    If it was unregistered, it had to belong to a laborer…

    A laborer owning a dragon? And using it for corpse disposal? That made no sense.

    “I was drained by the shaman’s totem, so I was disoriented.”
“Do you even know how important this is? What’s the most important in a dungeon?”
“An Awakened One?”
“Not an Awakened One!”
“A pet, then?”
“Exactly. The pet is most important. But an unheard-of, immensely strong pet appeared.”

    Choi Min-young spoke seriously.

    “If that black dragon is really a pet, we must find the owner.”
“And then?”
“Bring it to our guild, of course.”

    Wham!

    “Ah!”
“Stop complaining! Contact the labor office and check if anyone has a similar pet.”

    After another punch to Jae-jun, Min-young thought for a moment. Then she remembered someone she helped with his back.

    ‘He had the presence of an Awakened One… but why is he just a laborer?’

    Ring-ring. Kim Jae-jun’s phone rang.

    “Hello? Yes? Again? Got it.”
“What is it?”
“It’s the bureau. They’re requesting dispatch. Magical activity detected near Cheongmang Mountain.”
“So? Just go there.”

    Jae-jun’s expression twisted slightly into a smile.

    “It’s a swarm spider dungeon.”
“Again? Seriously? When?”
“Apparently, it will appear around midnight.”

    Min-young’s face contorted. Last time, she barely survived the swarm spiders.

    ‘Ugh! I’d rather fight the ogre.’

    Recalling the feeling sent chills down her spine.
Just seeing the crawling spiders was mentally damaging.

    “This time, they asked us to be on standby before citizens complain.”

    Jae-jun smirked.

    “You’re teasing me, aren’t you? I don’t want to die.”
“No, it’s just… you’ll handle the hard part anyway. I’d like to go with the deputy guildmaster, but I’m on the injury list this time.”
“No. You’re coming too.”
“Eh? I’m still injured.”
“You’re fine now!”
“I just got hurt….”
“Get up! Do you want me to keep you in bed for a year?”

    Min-young raised her fist; Jae-jun jumped up.

    “We’re going! Prepare the team for standby.”
“Focus on fire-element hunters like last time.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

    ‘We’re here.’

    Cheongmang Mountain was low and near the city. If monsters emerged, it could cause serious problems.

    ‘Can we find it tonight?’

    Without detection skills, I’d need to search overnight if necessary.

    ‘Once it’s dark, it’ll be impossible to see.’

    I hadn’t come unprepared. I had something to test.

    “Piyak!”

    Bul-dak chirped.

    “Bul-dak, any strange energy like before?”

    It had detected the ogre shaman’s magic before. Perhaps it could sense danger, which might help.

    “Strange feeling?”

    The little creature closed its eyes and pressed its small wings under its chin, thinking.

    ……
……
……

    “Sorry. I sense something, but I’m not sure.”

    Well, compared to the ogre shaman, the swarm spiders were weak.

    “No need to apologize. I’m just glad you’re here.”
“Master, me too!”

    I patted its head.

    “Let me know if you sense anything later.”

    We’d have to search anyway. Perhaps Bul-dak would sense something as we got closer to the dungeon.

    ‘Let’s search until sunset.’

    Step by step, we climbed the mountain.

    Time passed. The sky was transitioning from deep blue to sunset red. Long shadows warned night was coming.

    ‘Too bad.’

    I took a break and had a boxed lunch. Night comes fast in the mountains.

    ‘I better stop before it gets completely dark.’

    One lantern wasn’t enough. It would be better to resume search early tomorrow.

    Then—

    “Hmm? Master! Master! Something’s here!”

    Bul-dak flew excitedly from my chest pouch.

    “Ugh!”

    The wind blew my face into its feathers.

    “Alright, calm down.”
“Master, yay!”

    I couldn’t scold it when it was this happy.

    “So where?”
“There!”

    Following Bul-dak, I reached an open space.

    ‘There’s nothing here.’

    I looked around, confused, when the space ahead started warping.
A dungeon was forming.

    ‘Wow.’

    I’d seen dungeon generation on TV, but this was my first real-time view.
Even Bul-dak stared in awe.

    ‘So it sensed it before the dungeon even appeared?’

    With that level of perception, it must have a hidden skill.

    “Bul-dak, how’s the status?”
“Perfect.”

    Everything was ready. Even though dungeons are unpredictable and dangerous, I wasn’t afraid of the swarm spider dungeon.

    The pitch-black dungeon emerged.

    “Alright, Bul-dak. Let’s show our skills.”
“Got it, Master.”

    We stepped into the dungeon together.

  

    
      Episode 8
    

    The inside of the dungeon was dark and damp.
When the fire-chicken flew in front of me and breathed fire, the surroundings brightened.

    As the cave deepened, the damp feeling intensified.

    
      Tsutsutsu.
    

    A huge spider scuttled past my feet.
It was the size of a nutria, a creature often called a monster rat.

    “Ugh.”

    A shiver ran through me.
Even the air, which had just felt damp, now felt chilling.

    
      Shashash.
    

    When the spider approached me, I couldn’t help but scream.

    “Eeek!”

    Crack!
Almost instinctively, I stomped on the spider.
The hard shell pressed against the sole of my foot.

    But what was even more horrifying—

    This thing was a monster, and its vitality was insanely tough.
By that I mean, my foot was half-embedded in its body, yet its remaining legs flailed.
“Aaahhh!”

    It felt like the spider’s legs were sprouting from my shoe.
And since it had considerable strength, it flailed, lifting my body and making me slip.

    It was disgustingly terrifying—so much so that I thought wrestling an ogre might be preferable.

    “Die. DIE!”

    I stomped several times.
A sticky liquid coated the bottom of my shoe.

    “Huff… huff… huff…”

    Only when it stopped moving could I finally catch my breath.
Some of the spider remained stuck to my foot, and I didn’t even think to remove it, just lifted my foot and froze.

    ‘Maybe I should just go home barefoot.’

    Damn it.

    My whole body was tense.
My neck and shoulders ached.

    ‘Wow. Even someone like me, who’s known to handle monster corpses without flinching, is shaken.’

    It was at that moment.

    Tap tap tap.
The fire-chicken flew over and pecked at the spider’s corpse.

    “Hmm. Tastes good, Master.”
“Really? That’s good to hear.”

    I didn’t want to think about the taste of spider meat.
I was just grateful the fire-chicken removed the pieces stuck to my foot.

    ‘Ah, I see. Since it’s a bird, it naturally eats bugs.’

    After my shoe was cleaned, I considered just leaving, but maybe because of the earlier commotion—

    Ssssss.
I saw the silhouette of another huge spider moving in the darkness.

    “Let’s clear them all out.”
“This way, Master.”

    Luckily, I only had to watch the fire-chicken in action.

    “Master, I’m ready.”
“Really?”

    Turning around, I saw that the fire-chicken had grown huge.
I hadn’t noticed earlier in the chaos, but it was a truly stunning transformation.
It looked over 4 meters tall, with shiny black feathers, talons sharper than an eagle’s, and a perfect beak.
I could only say one thing:

    “Wow… amazing.”
“Thank you, Master.”
“Fire-chicken, burn them all.”
“Yes, I’ll go.”

    I gestured encouragingly.

    
      Phew. I trust you completely.
    

    Seeing it like this somewhat eased the horror of the earlier encounter.
Its firepower was incredible. As it breathed fire across the dungeon, the darkness was filled with red flames, illuminating the deep interior.

    The results were impressive.
After circling a few times, it even leveled up.

    ‘Sharing pet experience really is nice.’

    Bang!
Every time an explosion of flames lit up the dungeon:

    [Level Up]
[Level Up]
[Level Up]

    Levels rose continuously.
Even though the same messages repeated, just watching them made me feel good.

    ‘But… what exactly is the benefit of leveling up?’

    I had a sudden fundamental question, but for now, I let it slide.
One definite effect was that my pain endurance skill improved.

    ‘Does this make laying eggs easier?’

    Each level-up gave a strangely refreshing feeling, so it probably had other effects too.

    Then:

    [Connection with pet strengthened.]

    I heard the fire-chicken’s voice from deep inside the cave.

    “Master, I’ve cleared everything here. I’ll go deeper.”
“Okay. Are you sure you’re fine?”
“Yes, Master. No problems.”

    ‘Even from so far, I can communicate clearly.’

    Despite the echoing cave, I could hear it.

    ‘For others, it must sound like chirping, right?’

    That I could hear the fire-chicken showed the effect of the pet connection.

    “If it seems dangerous, just come back. Got it?”
“Yes.”

    I followed at a safe distance.

    Where the fire-chicken had passed, burnt spider corpses littered the ground.

    ‘None of them are alive, right?’

    I prodded a corpse with my foot just to be sure.

    “Master.”
“Hm?”
“There’s one spider that looks different.”
“What? No way.”

    That couldn’t be.

    “What does it look like?”

    I asked with a racing heart.
This could… be dangerous.

    “It’s about five times the size of the others, with a hint of gold.”

    I was shocked.

    ‘Could it be?’

    There are two reasons why spider dungeons are abandoned. One is that they aren’t profitable. The other…

    ‘Because they’re not really dangerous.’

    The spiders are unpleasant and annoying but not lethal.
Yet here, a special monster appeared.

    ‘Could this be the hidden boss I’ve only heard about?’

    Even I, a dungeon scavenger, had only heard rumors.

    Dangerous.
The appearance of a hidden boss immediately raises the dungeon’s rank by at least two levels.

    ‘Some of the occasional casualties are caused by this hidden boss.’

    The hidden boss might drop good rewards, but the fire-chicken is more precious to me.

    “Fire-chicken! Stop.”

    I didn’t want to risk its life on this.

    “Yes, Master.”

    The cheerful voice reassured me.
Luckily, this boss didn’t seem aggressive.

    “Carefully retreat.”
“Yes.”
“Absolutely do not fight.”
“Yes, yes?”

    The fire-chicken’s voice sounded surprised.

    “What is it? Don’t do anything dangerous.”
“Well…”
“Well what?”
“I… already killed it… sorry, Master.”
“What? You said don’t fight! You already…?”

    …?

    My brain froze.

    “What? You killed it?”
“Yes. You told me not to fight, but it was already dead while I was just walking and breathing fire.”

    …?

    What’s going on?

    ‘Is the fire-chicken just strong, or are the spiders weak?’

    I was happy, but too shocked to laugh.
Even if this was an F-rank dungeon hidden boss, the fire-chicken was insanely strong.

    ‘Unbelievable…’

    Excited and amazed, I rushed toward the boss’s location.

    “Fire-chicken.”
“Yes?”
“I love you. Eat as much as you want.”
“I love you too, Master!”

    [Quest Complete]
[Clear Cheongmang Mountain Spider Dungeon]
[Reward]
[Instant Hatch Ticket, 2x Experience Potion]

    The fire-chicken, still large, was pecking at the spider corpses.

    Crunch crunch.
It chewed them with ease.
Even the hard exoskeleton became a crispy snack.

    “Yes, Master, come eat too. The shell is crispy and delicious.”
“No, I’m fine.”

    By my standards, anyway.
I didn’t even want to get close.

    Watching the fire-chicken, I decided I’d give it a bath at home and prepare a soft bed.

    I inspected the boss carefully.

    ‘If this is truly a hidden boss, there should be something valuable.’

    Hidden bosses often have a very high chance to drop rare items.
Scholars speculate that special items can turn a monster into a hidden boss. It’s still a hypothesis, but statistically, some external factor affects the monster.

    ‘Is this it?’

    I flipped over the spider corpse and spotted a magic stone—golden and fist-sized.

    ‘Wow… this could be valuable.’

    The energy within the stone was substantial, and golden magic stones are rare, fetching high prices from collectors.

    ‘Could it reach billions? At least tens of millions, I’d guess.’

    I would need an appraiser, but I couldn’t help but smile this time.

    I placed the fire-chicken in my front pocket and descended the mountain.
The path was unlit, but the fire-chicken illuminated the way.

    A Blackhawk bus arrived at the foot of Cheongmang Mountain.

    “Secure the area. No civilians allowed.”

    The surrounding area was already dark, likely devoid of civilians.
The team rushed out of the bus.

    “Check personnel.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Let’s finish this quickly.”

    As they prepared to clear the spider dungeon:

    ‘Huh? Who’s that?’

    A person stood out, emitting a bright light from their chest.
I recognized them.

    Thinking back, I realized I had seen them in the ogre dungeon.

    Choi Min-young approached, but Kim Jae-joon stopped her.

    “Vice Guild Leader.”
“Hm?”
“Ready to go.”
“Did you bring all the equipment?”
“Of course.”

    By the time Choi Min-young looked again, the person had disappeared.

    ‘They left. But why were they here?’

    Kim Jae-joon said next to her:

    “Vice Guild Leader, something’s strange.”
“What now?”
“It seems the dungeon isn’t showing up…”
“Stop complaining, Jae-joon. You’ve been like this since before we arrived.”
“No, I mean, could it… have been cleared already?”

    Choi Min-young smacked Kim Jae-joon on the back of the head.

    “Stop talking and let’s go!”

    They ascended the dark mountain.

    Soon after:

    Choi Min-young was surprised.
Kim Jae-joon teased her.

    “What? How did all the spiders die?”
“See, I told you. That’s why the dungeon’s magic isn’t detected.”
“Go search inside, and stop arguing.”

    Choi Min-young inspected the corpses.

    ‘So clean…’

    There were no signs of battle.

    ‘They were killed in one blow, without a sound.’

    Spiders are annoying and cling to walls and ceilings, yet they were wiped out cleanly.

    ‘Who could it be?’

    Someone capable of projecting firepower over a wide area.

    ‘I need to scout someone like this.’

    After the search, Kim Jae-joon approached.

    “Vice Guild Leader, the inside is the same. All cleared.”
“Really?”
“Interestingly, there’s a residue from what seems like the boss.”
“What? A boss in a spider dungeon?”
“Look.”

    Thunk thunk.
Kim Jae-joon dropped spider legs and heads on the floor.

    “Why are they like this?”
“No idea. Seems someone ate the body, only leaving remnants.”
“Ate it? You mean they ate the spider?”

    Obviously, not a human.
It had to be a pet.

    ‘A pet that eats spiders.’

    This dungeon had only existed for a few hours.
Who could defeat monsters and even eat them this quickly?

    Choi Min-young’s expression changed as she thought.

    “All personnel withdraw.”

    ‘That’s me.’

    Just a few days ago, I was disabled, unable to find a proper job.
Even if I said I could work, no one cared.

    Now? People are curious even without revealing my identity.

    ‘Things have changed.’

    I was holding the egg waiting to hatch.
The warmth felt comforting.

    ‘This is just the beginning.’

    I wondered what would come out of the egg.
It would take 72 hours to hatch, so about two days remained.

    ‘I’ll raise you the best I can.’

    Two days later:

    
      Ding!
    

    [Hatching imminent.]
[Automatic hatching will begin in 10 minutes.]

    [09:59]
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    [09:57]

    [09:56]

    …….

    ‘Hmm…….’

    10 minutes.

    Not a long time at all.

    [07:04]

    [07:03]

    …….

    But why does it feel so long this time?

    [04:31]

    [04:30]

    …….

    Still, this feeling…

    It’s not unpleasant.

    If I were to compare it to a child on the day before a school trip, it would probably resemble how I feel right now.

    “Chirp.”

    The Fire Chicken seems to feel the same, waiting quietly without a word.

    Judging by its sky-blue color, I vaguely suspect it’s a different pet from the Fire Chicken.

    If that’s the case, all the better.

    Just like in guilds, where each talented member has a designated role, pets also have three main roles: attack, defense, and support. Even within those roles, tasks are divided further.

    ‘Let’s see… The Fire Chicken has a strong single attack. It’d be good if this new pet can cover its weaknesses.’

    While thinking about this new pet…

    [00:10]

    [00:09]

    [00:08]

    Time was almost up.

    Thump. Thump. Thump.

    My heart raced with anticipation.

    I’ll hold it in my arms the moment it’s born.

    Such a cute little thing.

    ‘What kind of ability do you have?’

    Depending on its type, I was already planning which dungeons we’d explore.

    [00:00]

    [Hatching begins.]

    ‘What kind of pet will it be…?’

    Snap!

    Creak.

    The egg cracked open, revealing a snake.

    Wow—a snake!

    A snake…?

    ‘Huh?’

    Was there even a snake among pets?

    ‘Well, the chick wasn’t an awakened pet either.’

    The snake’s head is triangular.

    ‘Triangular heads usually mean venomous snakes. Could it have poison attacks?’

    But it looks too small for combat.

    I greeted the black snake.

    “Hello. I am—”

    Before I could finish, the Fire Chicken interjected.

    “This is your master! Say hello.”

    Trying to act like a senior, I suppose. It was amusing to see the tiny chick bossing around the snake, which was much bigger.

    “Your… master?”

    The snake repeated, its tone very different from the Fire Chicken’s.

    A dark voice, as if coming from the abyss.

    “Your master…”

    It repeated the word once more.

    “Yes. That’s me.”

    “Ssss…”

    The snake closed its black eyes, seemingly thinking.

    ‘Well, it’s just been born. It won’t understand everything I say immediately.’

    It would need time to adjust.

    “Your master.”

    The Fire Chicken was now at my side.

    Is it a little scared? Its slightly timid expression was also cute.

    “Isn’t this… odd? Usually it should recognize its master right away…”

    “You mean like that duck that follows the first person it meets?”

    “Yes. It’s called imprinting. It’s instinctive behavior, not learned… But this one’s a bit strange.”

    Indeed… unlike the cute chirping Fire Chicken, the snake exuded a very different vibe.

    Yet to me, the snake, even when distant from the Fire Chicken, felt different.

    ‘Could this be due to its skill?’

    Just like I could communicate with the Fire Chicken from afar, this one didn’t speak but I could sense it.

    A feeling of being “connected” somehow.

    ‘This is my pet.’

    Until now, I thought snakes were creepy, but this one even seemed cute.

    “It seems to be a hybrid.”

    The Fire Chicken said.

    “Hybrid? You mean it’s mixed species, not bloodline?”

    “Yes. Look closely. Its shape is a snake, but the scales are different. It even has some fur mixed in.”

    “I see.”

    Indeed, on closer inspection, it was unlike ordinary snakes.

    Around that time, the snake opened its eyes.

    “You truly are my master.”

    “Yes.”

    I couldn’t help but chuckle quietly.

    “What’s your ability?”

    “My ability is…”

    The snake closed its eyes again.

    The surroundings fell silent, as if a cold wind had blown.

    Even though it was just born, it had an impressive presence.

    The snake opened its eyes and spoke.

    Its black tongue flicked out.

    Its chilling voice echoed through the room.

    “I am a prophet.”

    A prophet…?

    ‘Wow. Incredible!’

    To know the future—its significance doesn’t even need explanation.

    Movies, comics, novels—all feature future prediction.

    Since ancient times, being a prophet was reserved for wise sages or deities.

    “Good. Let’s get along from now on.”

    I barely restrained myself from jumping with excitement.

    One thing was certain: whatever my future held, it was about to change.

    The sound of hooves echoed as it stopped in front of the staffing office, “Yeonjoong.”

    Choi Min-young had arrived.

    “Is anyone here?”

    “Who…!”

    Lee Yeonjoong was startled to see Choi Min-young.

    People sometimes visited the guild, but it was rare for someone as high-ranking as the deputy guild master to come personally.

    Moreover, Choi Min-young is among the top ten hunters in Korea.

    Lee Yeonjoong rushed out in surprise.

    “Blackhawk’s Deputy Guild Master, Choi Min-young, isn’t it?”

    “Yes. Hello.”

    “I’m Director Lee Yeonjoong.”

    “Pleasure to meet you.”

    Choi Min-young looked around the office.

    Lee Yeon-hee glanced at her but turned away with a displeased expression.

    “What brings you here? Wait, Yeonhee, get some tea ready.”

    “No, it’s fine.”

    “We should at least serve something.”

    “I’m not here for hospitality. Don’t worry.”

    Min-young politely declined, and Lee Yeonjoong stopped insisting.

    Even minor guild members often act arrogantly, but Min-young was naturally courteous.

    “Please have a seat. The office is shabby.”

    He guided Min-young to the round table and cleared away newspapers and instant noodles.

    “I’m looking for someone.”

    “Someone?”

    Hearing “someone,” Lee Yeonjoong hesitated.

    The staffing office provides manpower, not searches.

    This implied she wanted them to do something beyond their usual scope.

    “Is it difficult?”

    “Not at all. Of course, we’ll help.”

    “I’ll reward you.”

    “No need. It’s not difficult, haha.”

    Since there was no need to show pride, Lee Yeonjoong smiled widely.

    Being on good terms with a major guild like Blackhawk ensures steady work.

    “Who should we look for?”

    “Do you remember the Ogre Dungeon a few days ago?”

    “Of course. You mean the one with the shaman?”

    “Yes. Can I see the list of workers who went in that day?”

    “The list? We provide that to Blackhawk as well.”

    That was odd. Blackhawk would already have it, so why come personally?

    “Some circumstances require it.”

    Choi Min-young had already seen the list provided to Blackhawk.

    But it didn’t contain what she wanted.

    “I’d like to check it here. Is that possible?”

    “No problem. Please wait a moment.”

    Lee Yeonjoong didn’t ask further.

    Sometimes ignorance is bliss. He simply brought the sheet with the workers’ names.

    “Here it is. These are the people who entered the Ogre Dungeon that day.”

    “Thank you.”

    The list showed the workers’ names in order.

    As Min-young scanned them, she noticed Lee Yeonjoong’s gaze and looked up.

    “Yeonhee, don’t just play games. Have you prepared for tomorrow?”

    “I’ve already done it. Be quiet.”

    “Well done. Please, Deputy Guild Master, take your time.”

    Lee Yeonjoong left, and Min-young continued reading the list comfortably.

    ‘Here it is… but…’

    She found a name, yet it still wasn’t what she wanted.

    “Excuse me, Director. Could you come here for a moment?”

    “Yes, Deputy Guild Master.”

    “This is the person I’m looking for.”

    She pointed to someone.

    “Ah, I know them. They used to come by daily, but not recently.”

    “Really? Then you must know them well.”

    “Not well, just often enough to recognize.”

    “It seems they weren’t affiliated with a guild?”

    “Yes. They weren’t a member, at least not then.”

    “Why?”

    “They were disabled, with a leg problem, but suddenly appeared fully healed. Ah! It must have been that day—they entered the Ogre Dungeon first after recovering.”

    “Wait, you’re saying a disabled person was healed overnight?”

    “Yes. That’s what we know.”

    Choi Min-young’s mind raced.

    ‘As expected… something’s up.’

    She recalled the events of the Ogre Dungeon.

    ‘I treated their back…’

    At the time, she had been busy tending to all nearby injured people and was quite exhausted.

    Considering that, the person would need rest even after treatment.

    ‘But they seemed fine immediately that day.’

    “One more thing. This document says they have a pet. Do you know what kind?”

    “A pet?”

    Lee Yeonjoong looked at Yeon-hee, but she only shook her head.

    “We’re not sure either.”

    Yeon-hee had noticed the chick pet before but didn’t think it was useful.

    Now, even that memory was hazy.

    But the saint’s attention was focused on the pet.

    ‘That pet must have handled the Ogre and Nutria dungeons. If it’s the one that looks like a dragon…’

    A pet capable of taking out the shaman in the Ogre group and clearing the Nutria dungeon in a short time.

    ‘No matter the conditions, we must recruit it.’

    Choi Min-young’s resolve grew stronger.

    I pondered what the snake meant by “prophet.”

    One who knows the future.

    ‘But it can’t have unlimited foresight.’

    There are similar “future-sight” awakened beings.

    Precognitive users are treated as strategic assets by governments. Only a handful exist worldwide. Even then, most can only predict imperfectly.

    ‘What about others?’

    Some can see 1–2 seconds into the future during combat, which can be crucial for survival.

    But that wouldn’t be enough for this snake.

    The extent of its prophecy can only be gauged from now on…

    “Someone is coming.”

    “What? Already?”

    Did the snake predict it? Three seconds later—

    Knock, knock, knock.

    I glanced at the snake, then went to the door.

    “Who’s there?”

    “It’s me. A student.”

    “Ah, wait a moment.”

    It was the landlady.

    The Fire Chicken flew into my pocket on its own.

    “Soon, your master will hide me in a delivery box.”

    The snake predicted again.

    “Don’t say that. Just hide yourself.”

    The pets hid obediently.

    “Hmm.”

    I opened the door.

    As before, the landlady peeked in.

    She looked down, checking my shoes. Naturally, there was only one pair.

    “There’s no one else, right? I heard voices.”

    “It’s just me. Probably the TV.”

    “Really? The TV’s off.”

    “I just turned it off.”

    “Don’t bring anyone else here, using my water and electricity, got it?”

    “Of course.”

    “Thought you might have pets, but… well.”

    I answered guiltily.

    I noticed the box moving.

    The pocket wriggled.

    “All right. You know why I’m here?”

    “Ah! Wait a moment.”

    I rushed inside, took out my wallet, and transferred the Fire Chicken from my pocket into the box.

    The box moved slightly.

    ‘Why is the clever Fire Chicken doing this?’

    I pressed it with my phone and dashed out.

    “Here.”

    I handed the money—no, a bundle of cash—to the landlady.

    Her eyes widened.

    “Oh my, what’s all this money?”

    I smiled.

    “I told you I’d give it. Haha.”

    I emptied all the money from the Ogre Dungeon, including the accident compensation.

    Well, I also have magic stones from the Nutria Dungeon, so bigger money is coming soon.

    “Oh my, I didn’t expect anything, yet here it is.”

    “I’ll pay the overdue rent and this month in advance. You can count it slowly inside.”

    Seeing the shaking box, I wanted her to leave quickly.

    “Better to settle it here, just in case later.”

    “Right.”

    After counting the money, the landlady smiled so broadly wrinkles formed near her eyes and put it in her bag.

    Meanwhile, the box continued to shake.

    “Thank you, student.”

    “Oh, it’s nothing. I have to, of course. From now on, I’ll pay on time, never late.”

    “Wait, student.”

    Suddenly, she called me with a meaningful expression.

    Next ►
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    “Ah, look at my mind.”

    The lady once again handed me a black plastic bag.

    “Here. Take this.”

    Inside were grapes and apples.

    “What’s this fruit for?”

    “I thought of you, student. You should eat fruit; it’s good for your health. Well, I’ll be going now.”

    “Thank you, I’ll eat well.”

    Smiling, I saw her off and entered my room.

    “Phew. I thought I was going to die if I got caught.”

    I looked toward the box.

    “Bul-dak, you can come out now.”

    But something felt off.

    “Ma… master. Do you really hate pets that much?”

    Bul-dak, trembling as she spoke, had probably overheard my conversation with the landlady.

    ‘Ah, no wonder she keeps wriggling around.’

    And the snake shook its head, disapprovingly.

    “Master… even a master has things that should or shouldn’t be said… Bul-dak is very sad.”

    It was a small mistake, but for these little ones, it seemed monumental. They lived solely for me.

    “Ah.”

    I hurried to Bul-dak, sitting down and stacking her on my lap.

    “Why would I hate you? You’re such cute little creatures.”

    I held her gently. She fit snugly in my hands, and I could feel her wriggling. I wanted to wash away her anxious feelings, so I softly stroked her.

    Then, glancing at the snake…

    ‘Is that one okay?’

    As I moved toward it with Bul-dak on my lap, the snake quietly slithered away from me.

    ‘Is that its personality?’

    I guess it was the type that takes time to warm up.

    “It’s because the house is still small.”

    I muttered this almost as an excuse. Yet I didn’t feel bad. In fact, I felt good.

    A heavy burden in my heart had been lifted. How worried had I been about the overdue rent!

    Even a sound outside the door made me nervous. If the landlady knocked, my heart would race like it was being thumped.

    But now…

    ‘Ah, so refreshing!’

    I felt my chest open. My mind was light.

    ‘Heh heh. And this is just the beginning.’

    With these little ones, this current joy would only be a small piece.

    “Now I’ll save up, move to a bigger place, and buy a huge fridge to fill with meat.”

    Other hunters might dream of conquering Neverest, but for me, this simple dream was enough. A big house with my pets.

    ‘Time to set bigger goals.’

    The snake’s abilities were impressive.

    Its prediction skills were extraordinary. Didn’t it perfectly anticipate the landlady’s timing?

    ‘I wish it could also predict money-making opportunities.’

    Just then, the snake spoke.

    “Master, soon you will ask about my abilities.”

    Bul-dak gave me a glance.

    “Go ahead and try.”

    The snake began to speak on its own.

    “Then I shall show you my abilities.”

    As the snake started its prophecy, the atmosphere turned chilling. I shivered and instinctively checked the window. Everything was still, yet the snake quietly closed its eyes and concentrated.

    ‘It’ll just take a little time.’

    I held my breath, worried about disturbing it.

    “I see death.”

    The snake’s voice was eerie.

    ‘It sees death?’

    I repeated the prophecy in my mind.

    “A place pure white.”

    ‘That must be describing the location.’

    “All are wearing the same clothes. They are all trembling. Some don’t move at all. They smell of death.”

    That was it. The snake abruptly stopped speaking, still with its eyes closed.

    ‘Is this the prophecy…?’

    If multiple people are likely to die, it’s usually in a dungeon.

    And seeing people in the same clothes…

    ‘That must be guild uniforms.’

    So it probably means a particular guild will face an accident.

    ‘Dangerous, but manageable…’

    Dungeon strategies have evolved recently, and guilds’ tactics are now systematic. Management also tends to push out poorly ranked guilds.

    So normally, accidents rarely happen.

    ‘A dungeon dangerous enough to kill multiple people?’

    It must indicate something hidden within. Opportunity comes with risk.

    “It’s so cold…”

    Had the prophecy not finished yet? The snake kept trembling.

    ‘Earlier it said a white place… white and cold… ice or snow.’

    My experience as a body retriever sharpened my instincts.

    “People are dying, and those outside are screaming…”

    The snake seemed to feel the suffering of those it predicted.

    ‘As a cold-blooded creature, if that cold is real…’

    I turned on the electric blanket to warm the snake and carefully lifted it into my hands.

    Placing it on the blanket, I switched it on.

    ‘Not too hot, though.’

    I started heating some water in a kettle on the stove.

    Flap.

    Bul-dak flew over.

    “Master, I’ll help heat the water.”

    Breathing fire, she quickly brought the water to a boil.

    “Thanks.”

    The water bubbled vigorously. I poured it carefully, adding a bit of cold water to adjust the temperature.

    ‘This should do.’

    Feeling the warmth through the cup, I brought it to the snake.

    “Thank you.”

    The snake licked the water, and its trembling eased a little.

    “Please save those people.”

    Ding!

    [Quest]
[Grant the Snake’s Wish]
[Reward]
[Affinity Increase]
[Mount Pet Provided]

    ‘A quest!’

    Linked to the prophecy. I skimmed through the details.

    ‘Related to the snake…’

    Looking further down the list, my eyes landed on…

    ‘A mount?’

    Excitement and a bit of fear surged.

    ‘It’s a mount, so it must be quite large. Surely… I’m not supposed to… ride it yet, right?’

    Setting aside worries, this reward was huge.

    Awakened pets are powerful. Considering that a monster is essentially a magical creature, larger awakened pets are harder to tame.

    If it’s a mount suitable for humans, it must be very strong.

    ‘Wow, the scale just got bigger.’

    Thinking about it made my heart race.

    “Do you have more details about the dungeon?”

    “It’s not far. Other than that, I’m unsure.”

    Uncertain information, but a clue nonetheless. An ice dungeon not too far away.

    ‘Then it’s my task from here.’

    I immediately opened my smartphone.

    –Cave Wiki–
[Search: Ice Attribute Dungeon]

    A list of dungeons appeared. Most had already been cleared. A few remained untouched.

    ‘Dungeons with specific attributes aren’t common.’

    And since it’s not far, I can narrow down candidates starting nearby.

    ‘Prophecy may indicate the future. It might not appear here yet.’

    The snake said people were in the same clothes. That means a single guild monopolized it.

    ‘Then it’s probably a specialized guild. Let’s narrow it down.’

    Ice attribute specialized guild.

    [Search: Ice Attribute Specialized Guild]

    A few results appeared. By matching guilds to dungeons, I could track the information quickly.

    ‘Even if I find the dungeon, getting in will be another problem.’

    A specialized dungeon guild isn’t likely to let outsiders in. Their profits and pride are at stake.

    ‘Still, I have to break through.’

    I pondered. Getting in might be harder than solving the event itself.

    ‘A quest is a quest, but people have to eat…’

    With the money I earned, I could finally feast. Gone were the days when I trembled just to buy chicken.

    I sold a golden magic stone at auction for ten million won.

    The appraiser told me that its rarity was more valuable than its actual performance and offered a special market for collectors.

    ‘The fee was a bit high, but it’s worth it.’

    With ten million won in hand…

    ‘Ten million won in my hands?’

    The joy was overwhelming. I had to get used to it.

    There was something I wanted to say once I had money.

    “Today, I’m treating. Eat all you want.”

    Bul-dak jumped with excitement, and the snake showed shy delight.

    ‘Ah, this is it.’

    Treating someone close—this is the small, civilian flex.

    ‘Hmm. I should treat Kang Jin-su, who helped me too.’

    Back when I worked as a porter, a warm bowl of soup from him always lifted my spirits.

    “Finally, I can treat someone.”

    Even a single meal can be meaningful. I felt my eyes water.

    “I’ll go buy lots of meat.”

    I hummed to myself as I opened the door. My steps down the rooftop were light. The cool air felt refreshing.

    Down at the front gate, I opened the door—

    ‘Huh?’

    Someone was peering while on a phone call.

    “Kim Jae-jun, are you sure this is the right place? You don’t seem like someone who’d live here. This is a complete shantytown.”

    A blonde beauty caught my eye.

    “Oh? You are?”

    I immediately recognized her.

    ‘Choi Min-young?’

    The saint herself. Deputy guild leader of Blackhawk and de facto operator.

    ‘Why is such a big name here? Could it be…?’

    My only connection with her was at the Ogre Dungeon.

    “Did I come at the right time? We met at the Ogre Dungeon before, right?”

    As expected, she brought up the dungeon first.

    ‘I won’t forget that day.’

    It was the end of my long poverty and the first dungeon where Bul-dak truly shined. That day would remain unforgettable.

    “Yes. I treated your back then.”

    “Your back is okay?”

    She glanced at my back. I thought before answering.

    ‘It’s fine.’

    It was fine, but I didn’t show it.

    “Oh… half okay, I guess.”

    Just testing her. Bul-dak had motivated me, so I had contributed greatly at the Ogre Dungeon.

    “Oh, sorry. There were many injured, so I had to treat several people… I didn’t have time…”

    She trailed off, a little flustered. My eyes moved to the basket in her hands.

    Clearly, a gift.

    “May I come in for a moment? I have something to give you.”

    She held up the basket, emphasizing the gift. I decided to act a little coy.

    I almost reflexively said, “Yes, come in,” but held back.

    I looked like a complete beggar. My room was even worse.

    ‘I can’t let her see my poverty.’

    “No, thank you.”

    I closed the gate and said this. My connection with the saint would be pivotal. I didn’t want to appear as someone with nothing except pets.

    I didn’t know why she came, but I had to act like someone of value, even more than Bul-dak.

    “Huh?”

    Choi Min-young looked slightly taken aback. I smiled casually, trying to appear at ease.

    “It’s too shabby here. There’s a café nearby; let’s go there.”

    Turning self-deprecation into humility, I gave her an option to continue the conversation.

    “Oh, shall we?”

    Her expression relaxed slightly. She seemed relieved.

    “Yes. Let’s go.”

    We headed to a nearby café.

    Once inside, she stepped forward to order.

    “What would you like? I’ll pay.”

    “I’ll have an iced Americano.”

    “You can sit.”

    “Okay.”

    I collected myself. Being around someone like her made me nervous.

    As she approached the counter, the café became lively.

    She truly had the aura of a saint. A popular hunter seen only once in a lifetime. No wonder. Her skills, appearance, and character all contributed to her fame.

    ‘Nice atmosphere.’

    In a place where others were watching, she maintained her reputation, so no unreasonable requests would likely be made.

    After paying, she returned to me. Since I stayed quiet, she started the conversation.

    “Sorry for coming suddenly. Actually…”

    She began to speak, but people appeared holding white papers.

    “Choi Min-young, may we get your autograph?”
“Can we take a photo with our child?”

    She calmly responded,

    “Sorry, I’m currently handling something important.”

    A refusal delivered with dignity.

    ‘Even such a small act commands respect.’

    The crowd backed off.

    She then turned back to me.

    “Sorry for the inconvenience. I separate work from personal matters strictly.”

    “Yes.”

    The drinks arrived. I took a sip as she got to the main topic.

    “I came because I have a few questions for you.”

    As expected, it was about work. Her girlish demeanor was gone.

    “Do you have a guild?”

    “Not yet.”

    “Good. Then I’ll get straight to the point. Our guild would like to recruit you.”

    ‘What? A recruitment offer already?’

    Heads turned toward us as if a wave passed. Don’t look at me. I’m surprised too.

    ‘I’m not used to this attention. Embarrassing.’

    Choi Min-young didn’t care. She stood abruptly, bowing slightly.

    “It’s sudden, but I hope you consider it carefully.”

    I’d heard Blackhawk invested heavily to recruit excellent hunters. Having someone like Choi Min-young personally approach meant…

    ‘How much do they know?’

  EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Egg-laying Hunter


      
        		
          Chapter 1: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 2: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 3: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 4: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 5: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 6: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 7: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 8: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 9: Egg-laying Hunter
        


        		
          Chapter 10: Egg-laying Hunter
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover Image]
  

