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  Prologue

    
      Prologue
      Humanity is an extremely valuable resource. 
      By giving up one's humanity, one would have the chance to gain immense wealth and power.
      The harder life became, the more one's desires outstripped one's abilities, the more easily people abandoned their humanity. 
      Even though humanity was an immensely valuable asset, it was an intangible one that could be discarded with ease.
      In the midst of turbulent history, it was only natural for mankind to forsake their humanity.
      *
      July 19, 1990.
      The 'Great Rift Incident' occurred.
      A worldwide anomaly known as 'rifts' appeared. 
      From these rifts, supernatural monstrous lifeforms called 'demonic beasts' poured forth.
      The demonic beasts indiscriminately killed people and destroyed civilizations. 
      Before the demonic beasts' strength that brought about upheaval on a cosmic scale, humanity was helpless. 
      Half the world's population vanished, and countless nations and cities were erased from history.
      That was, until someone transplanted the body parts of demonic beasts onto themselves.
      *
      And so, by 2050.
      South Korea and North Korea had long since perished, and it had already been 49 years since an absolute monarchy known as 'Great Joseon' was founded on the Korean Peninsula.
      As history began to forget the wounds and threats of the Great Rift, 
      as everyone tried to seize strength by abandoning their humanity,
      there was still one person who stubbornly insisted on remaining human.
    

  Chapter 1: 001. White Heart (1)

    
      001. White Heart (1)
      Kang Hyunseo.
      At the mere age of 23, he obtained a doctorate in 'demonic beast life sciences', becoming Korea's youngest-ever PhD and a nationally renowned celebrity.
      His talents were recognized, and he was recruited as a core member of the InnoBionics research team at Cheonseong Group, the largest corporation in Great Joseon.
      On the surface, his life appeared to be on an unimpeded upward path.
      But Hyunseo had suffered three really shitty incidents in his life.
      At 12. 
      On the day his beloved parents were preparing a surprise birthday party, on his way home, his parents were devoured alive by a vagrant who'd turned into a demonic beast. 
      Right before his eyes.
      At 24. 
      After becoming the chief researcher at InnoBionics, he was forced to participate in inhumane research.
      The trauma from his past was triggered, he objected, and as a result, he was blacklisted by the company's higher-ups.
      Right after. 
      He was betrayed by his research colleague and first love.
      His research results were stolen, and he was framed for a crime, leaving him saddled with over ten billion won in debt.
      The title of the youngest PhD was swapped out for "traitor to the nation doctor".
      For the next five years after that, Hyunseo lived under the grip of an unfair and coercive contract, exploited as a demonic beast butcher by a black-listed company.
      Thus, his 29-year life hit rock bottom.
      Even so, he didn't give up.
      "Hey, Kang Hyunseo. What the hell is this? A resignation letter? Are you out of your mind?"
      After fiercely scrambling, by January 3, 2050, he had repaid all his debts.
      "Is there a problem?"
      There was a chill in Hyunseo's tone as he replied. 
      With only a month before this relationship would be over, there was no reason to be polite. 
      The other party was well aware of that, too.
      Yang Kyungtaek, head of Hansung Bio's Demonic Beast Processing Division 1. 
      Practically born to torment Hyunseo.
      A man with an M-shaped bald spot, addicted to fast-money schemes and using illegal connections for results. 
      With a recent promotion looming, his antics had reached their peak.
      Given this situation, Hyunseo's resignation was the last thing Kyungtaek wanted.
      "... Hah. I can't believe this."
      Kyungtaek cast a sharp glance at the resignation letter tossed onto his desk.
      His expression was like someone bitten by his own dog.
      "So, what's your complaint? Is it how I treated you like crap? Forcing you to process illegal demonic beasts? Stealing your safety equipment? What the hell are you complaining about, and why now of all times?"
      What if his "ace employee," whom he had berated for five years, quit right before promotion?
      He could end up exposing all of Kyungtaek's dirt and illegal actions to HR.
      It might not ruin his life in this day and age, but it would certainly ruin his chances at promotion.
      But Kyungtaek's situation didn't matter to him.
      "I'm dissatisfied with it all, but honestly, I can't be bothered anymore."
      "So what is this, a wedding invitation, you bastard?"
      "I'll take it that you've accepted my resignation."
      "Ah, this is driving me nuts..."
      As he watched Hyunseo's back, Kyungtaek ground his teeth quietly. After a moment's thought, he called out to Hyunseo.
      "Hey, then do one last on-site job and then go."
      "On-site butchering? Out of nowhere?"
      On-site butchering. 
      Sometimes, hunters go on long expeditions into rifts, and the demonic beast butchers go with them.
      The byproducts from demonic beasts vary widely in price depending on the part.
      There are heavy, cheap cuts full of fat, and there are light, expensive special tissues or magitech cores—mahacks—that are raw materials for magitech engineering.
      The task of sorting these, extracting only the light, expensive parts on-site, is called field processing.
      Hyunseo guessed Kyungtaek's motive.
      'He wants to let me touch some big money, so I'll go quietly.'
      Field butchering is dangerous and hard, but it pays well.
      Butchers get 10% of the byproduct value, and if they're skilled, hunters often give generous tips—a bribe to entice them into exclusive contracts.
      Hyunseo had received a considerable sum in tips that way.
      He was well-known for his skills among the hunters.
      The most he'd ever received was during an expedition with an A-rank hunter party from a famous guild. The total payment exceeded 500 million won.
      All that money went straight to paying off his debts, though.
      'Right. I'll need real research funds soon anyway.'
      Desperate for cash, he accepted the offer.
      "Who's the client?"
      "Kang Dojin's party. You know them, right? You've seen them about three times."
      Of all people, it was a client he wanted to avoid.
      He wasn't close to the party, and although there was little reward, it was back-breakingly hard work.
      "Fine, whatever... let me get ready."
      After all, he wasn't in a position to pick his clients.
      *
      Chiiiiik—
      The zipper on a black body bag was being pulled open. 
      Inside, Hyunseo barely managed to open his eyes. It was a horrifying way to wake up.
      Before him stretched a dark and musty cave. His skin felt strangely prickly. He was inside a rift.
      "Could we please change this method of transport?"
      "Sorry. Security reasons."
      The man who unzipped the bag answered lightly.
      This was one of the reasons Hyunseo disliked Dojin's party.
      This was an unregistered rift. 
      They wanted to keep it secret and monopolize it, so they knocked Hyunseo out to bring him in.
      Every time he woke up, his head throbbed and his throat burned, but what could he do? 
      The client who paid was the law.
      "Two months, was it? You look like you've aged a dozen years."
      Short-cropped black hair, average build, and a sly smile—this was Kang Dojin, the leader of the five-person party.
      Party leader Kang Dojin. C-rank hunter. Sly and calculating.
      Assault team member Choi Minho. D-rank hunter. Scrawny as a stick.
      Vanguard Lee Kyungsoo. D-rank hunter. Two meters of muscle.
      Recon Yoo Seoyoung. D-rank hunter. A woman with a vicious temperament.
      Support Park Jin-ah. E-rank hunter... or maybe not even that.
      "Oh, hey~ We meet again!"
      Park Jin-ah greeted Hyunseo with her usual easy warmth.
      Hyunseo had always wondered why she was on support.
      He'd never seen her fight.
      No one in the party seemed to pay attention to her, either.
      'Honestly, it's more like they ignore her...'
      Shaking off the aftereffects of being knocked out, Hyunseo asked,
      "My stuff? My smartphone and butchering tools?"
      "Looking for your USB, right? Don't worry, we kept it safe. We're not rookies."
      That answer eased Hyunseo's mind a little.
      Rifts are notorious for destroying electronics.
      Bring in a smartphone by accident, and it's turned into a million-won paperweight. 
      It's a common mistake among hunters.
      'My research data should be safe.'
      Simple storage devices like a USB stick are relatively safe, but if it broke, he'd rather be dead.
      "Alright, let's get to earning money."
      Once Hyunseo had gotten his bearings, the hunt began.
      There was no doubting this group's hunting prowess.
      With one C-rank and three D-ranks, it was already a solid combination.
      Park Jin-ah's E-rank status remained a mystery.
      Hunter rank is strictly performance-based.
      Your rank is proof of your experience and strength.
      "Veno-Webber. Kyungsoo, take position."
      At Dojin's instruction, kyungsoo adjusted his stance.
      Their target demonic beast was the Veno-Webber.
      A massive tarantula-like beast, it was a dangerous C-rank class medium monster—strong enough to crush a car single-handedly.
      "It's coming! Get ready!"
      Recon Yoo Seoyoung rejoined the party with agile movements. 
      At the same moment, the demonic beast charged at them from the far side of the cave.
      In the gloom, four red eyes flashed. In an instant, the Veno-Webber went for Kyungsoo's head with venomous fangs.
      "Hup!!"
      Kang—!!
      Kyungsoo swung his sledgehammer in a clean arc, warding off the monster's attack.
      "Blocked it! Go for the kill!"
      With the ambush parried, the hunt began in earnest.
      Kyungsoo kept the beast's attention at the front and absorbed its attacks.
      Minho used his sword to carefully slice at the weaknesses in its carapace.
      Seoyoung immobilized its legs with specially made steel cables.
      "I'll crush it...!"
      With Dojin's outstretched hand, the Veno-Webber's body was pressed down by invisible force.
      It was the bioware ability called Gravity Pressure.
      Bioware refers to biological prosthetics or demonic beast prosthetics—body augmentation tech products. 
      These don't just replace organs, but also massively enhance specific abilities.
      For instance, swapping out muscles grants many times greater strength, and reinforcing the nervous system boosts reflexes and precision to superhuman levels.
      Some products even grant special supernatural powers.
      In short, it's prosthetic tech that turns humans into supermen.
      'Cheonseong Group's C-rank product, gravity Pressure series. Looks like an older model, but did those run for a billion won?'
      The other party members' gear wasn't shabby, either.
      Kyungsoo had C-rank Drake Arms on one arm, five hundred million won.
      Seoyoung had D-rank Black Leopard on her legs, eighty million won.
      Minho had a D-rank Critical Booster installed in his nervous system, fifty million won.
      With other support bioware included, this team had nearly two billion won invested in equipment alone.
      'But still...'
      Hyunseo glanced sideways.
      There was just one person whose bioware he couldn't identify.
      "... Still not fighting today, huh?"
      "What are you talking about? I'm the support, remember!"
      The gray-haired woman, Park Jin-ah, replied with a light laugh.
      Jin-ah had always been like this from the start. She'd chatter on about anything and burst into giggles at random.
      Maybe that was why she never meshed with the others. Hyunseo didn't recall ever seeing her really talk with the party.
      'Why do they even bring someone like her along?'
      Hyunseo himself had no idea why she was there.
      In the end, he was the only one who would keep her company.
      "Don't you use bioware, then?"
      "Haven't got the money."
      "Broke, are you? Oh, that's right! You're the broke one! Because of the debts!"
      "If you're not going to pay off my debt, keep it down."
      As Hyunseo bantered with Jin-ah, the hunt wrapped up.
      When the hunt was done, it was time for Hyunseo to work.
      It took him almost an hour to sort and extract only the valuable, lightweight tissues.
      Hundreds of kilograms of carcass reduced to just a few kilos.
      When the butchering was done, they went off hunting again.
      This cycle repeated throughout the 15-day expedition.
      It was grueling work. Hyunseo was always under supervision, and any attempt to rest was met with verbal abuse. 
      Such was a butcher's life.
      '... Still, this is the last time.'
      Once this expedition ended, a new life would begin.
      He would return home and apologize to the only family he left behind five years ago.
      He would present his painstaking research at the conference and shake off the traitor's stigma.
      Ever since that day, he'd dreamed of this.
      A world without demonic beasts.
      'As long as I just wrap up this job, everything is possible.'
      But things started to go wrong.
      On the scheduled final day of the expedition, when the party should have already returned, they were still hunting.
      Hyunseo, unable to bear it any longer—despite knowing how dangerous it was to antagonize hunters—confronted them.
      "We're out of supplies. I can't process anything more. Besides, today is the last day of the contract."
      "Oh, is it that time already?"
      "You knew all along. We're going back. If you break contract, I won't let it go—"
      "Agh, you're noisy. Kyungsoo."
      "Yes, hyung."
      Kang—!!
      His vision blurred, and he collapsed to the ground, powerless.
      His body wouldn't respond.
      Kyungsoo had just smashed his head with the sledgehammer.
      "Ugh, ah...?"
      Disoriented, Hyunseo watched as Dojin approached with a sinister grin. Dojin nudged Hyunseo's head with his foot.
      "Kyungsoo, you're supposed to do it with one hit. What was that?"
      "Sorry, hyung. Didn't want any blood to splash on you."
      From those words, Hyunseo picked up on their intent.
      They were about to kill the butcher they'd finished using.
      'You'd commit murder over just a 10% cut of the byproduct...?'
      It was common enough for people to die in rifts, but that only applied to hunters.
      If a party killed a non-combatant 'only', that party's reputation would tank, and neither companies nor associations would hire them again.
      No reason to do something that would shorten their careers as hunters.
      But there were exceptions.
      Gangsters.
      "Right, Minho. How much are we getting this time, again?"
      "Two sheets, just like we agreed."
      "Two? God, what a cheapskate. Bragging about his promotion and look at the way that baldie spends money..."
      'Balding, promotion... Could it be, Yang Kyungtaek...?'
      At last, he understood everything.
      Kyungtaek was about to sink him in order to get his promotion.
      And in the most horrific way—using gangsters.
      "Make it quick. The bastard did clean work with the butchering. Let's send him off neatly, too."
      With a nudge of his toe, Dojin signaled to Kyungsoo, who slowly approached, sledgehammer in hand.
      'Is this really the end for me?'
      He couldn't accept such a pointless death. After enduring those five bitter years, to end up like this—a senseless, pathetic death.
      'Three shitty events in life are enough!!'
      At that moment—
      "Wow, that's gonna hurt. Didn't see this coming."
      Barely managing to turn his heavy head, Hyunseo saw Park Jin-ah, her hands behind her back, smiling down at him quirically.
      "I underestimated how violent these guys would be. This is a problem. I really put a lot of work into this operation, you know."
      Hyunseo couldn't make sense of her words or the situation.
      Her words sounded worried, yet her smile never faded.
      All Hyunseo could do was beg for his life.
      "Spare me... I don't want to die..."
      "It's fine. You're not going to die. This is just a minor accident."
      With a gentle, mischievous smile, Jin-ah whistled a strange tune.
      He had no idea how she planned to save him.
      Kyungsoo soon reached him, raising the sledgehammer high. If he struck down, Hyunseo's head would be smashed.
      "See you, butcher bastard."
      There was no miracle, and the sledgehammer fell.
      'I'm sorry, uncle...'
      Just as Hyunseo closed his eyes—
      Dududududu... Kugoong!!
      Suddenly, a tremor shook the ground, causing the hammer to strike earth instead of his head. 
      An unknown vibration was approaching.
      They were in a dark, lifeless cave. In such places, approaching tremors could only mean one thing.
      "Prepare for combat!!!"
      A demonic beast was coming.
      "Hyung, isn't this a bit much?"
      "Shut up and take your position! This isn't normal!"
      "What's got you so worked up..."
      Kyungsoo muttered as he stepped forward, annoyed.
      Thanks to the demonic beast, Hyunseo's death was deferred—for the moment. 
      But only deferred. Once the threat was gone, he'd be in danger again.
      Right then, even Hyunseo sensed something was wrong.
      'This... isn't a Veno-Webber.'
      Despite their size, beno Wyvers are stealthy creatures.
      Hundreds of hairs on their feet mask sound and vibrations, allowing them to ambush prey silently.
      So whose footsteps were causing these huge tremors now?
      Dudududu... Kugugung—!!
      By the time everyone realized these were not Veno-Webber's vibrations, the newcomer was already filling up the cave's entrance.
      Kyaaaaak—!!!
      It shrieked as it appeared, swinging its jaws—
      Kwa-jik—!!
      Kyungsoo's entire upper body vanished instantly.
      His lower half collapsed, and the upper half was being chewed alive in the beast's jaws.
      "Aaaagh—!!! Help!!!"
      It was massive and heavy enough to fill the whole cave.
      Black, iron-like carapace, an endlessly long body, dozens of legs. A demonic beast like a giant centipede.
      Hyunseo recognized its name.
      One of the extremely high-risk demonic beasts he'd only seen in videos.
      A monster centipede capable of devouring dozens of B-rank hunters with ease.
      It was an A-rank demonic beast, the Dragon Centipede.
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      002. The White Heart (2)
      The A-rank demonic beast, the Dragon Centipede, is cunning and sadistic by nature. It enjoys watching its prey struggle desperately for as long as possible.
      Because of this, Kyungsoo was still alive even after losing the lower half of his body—for the beast's perverse pleasure.
      "Please... spare me... I don't want to die..."
      Kyungsoo struck the beast's jaw with his Drake Arms, strong enough to smash a truck, but it didn't even flinch.
      Rather, the more intensely its prey resisted, the more the Dragon Centipede shuddered with delight.
      The creature relished feeling the prey gripped in its jaws slowly give in to death, its gaze fixed on the other paralysed prey, frozen in fear.
      It almost seemed to be laughing.
      Kyaaaaaaak—!!!
      "Get it together! It's just big, that's all! Aim for its eyes!"
      At Dojin's shout, the party members pulled themselves together.
      They quickly took up combat stances, but it was a reckless move.
      They knew nothing about the demonic beast before them.
      If they had realized it was an A-rank demonic beast, they would all have fled, but in their panic, they simply saw a large beast.
      Regardless, now was their only chance to escape.
      "Excuse me for a moment. I need to check something important."
      But escape was impossible. Jin-ah blocked Hyunseo's way.
      She grabbed Hyunseo's head in both hands. Despite the giant beast rampaging nearby, she showed no hint of tension.
      The moment Hyunseo felt her fingers tighten—
      Piiiiing—
      "Ugh... ah... aghh..."
      A piercing headache thrashed through Hyunseo's skull.
      A moment later, Jin-ah let go and sighed with relief.
      "No impurities... nothing broken... perfectly fine."
      "What did you just do...?"
      "Think of it as a quick health check~"
      While Jin-ah spouted nonsense, the situation for Dojin's party worsened.
      "This won't work...! This bastard's too big!"
      "There aren't any gaps between its shell plates!!"
      Dojin's gravity field was far too weak to crush such a giant demonic beast, and Minho's attacks couldn't penetrate its carapace.
      Seoyeong tried to bind the beast, but she was no match in sheer strength. Kyungsoo had been able to do it, but he was already dead.
      "Damn it! That thing's at least A-rank!"
      "What's an A-rank demonic beast doing here?!"
      "Did you forget this is a special rift, idiot!?"
      Special rift. At those words, Hyunseo was shocked.
      Special rifts are a different form of rift.
      Though they also connect to another world from which demonic beasts emerge, there are a few key differences.
      There are many reasons why these rifts are dangerous, but the most important is that the government has strictly banned their privatization by 'decree'.
      If the concealment of a special rift is discovered, everyone involved is executed without exception.
      These maniacs had brought Hyunseo to a place like this.
      'If I get out and report this first, I can survive...!'
      Unfortunately, that was wishful thinking.
      Thud! Crack—
      The beast shook its body, and disaster struck.
      "Aaagh! My leg!! My leg is broken...!"
      Dojin was sent flying into a wall by a blow from the beast's jaw.
      His shin was gruesomely shattered and twisted at a grotesque angle.
      "Damn it...!"
      Realizing the situation was dire, Seoyeong fled. Thanks to the Black Leopard implanted in her leg, she escaped in an instant.
      Minho hurried over to Dojin.
      "Hyung! We have to go! The monster's coming!"
      "C-carry me! My shin is broken...."
      "Uh, carry you...?"
      "You bastard, you want me to just die here?!"
      Dudududududu—
      The beast approached, lazily but inevitably.
      Minho considered his options and made his decision.
      "Hyung, there's no choice. Whoever can live, should live."
      "Hey, Choi Minho, you..."
      Screech—!!
      Minho severed both of Dojin's wrists with his sword.
      It was to prevent Dojin from stopping his escape.
      "Aaaaaaagh—!!!"
      "Don't hold a grudge. I'll take care of things from here on."
      Minho escaped, sneering.
      Kyungsoo was dead, Seoyeong and Minho had run away.
      Now only Dojin, Hyunseo, and Jin-ah remained.
      Crunch—!!
      "Aaagh! Why—why me?! Why am I first?!"
      The Dragon Centipede passed Hyunseo and Jin-ah, heading for Dojin.
      Unlike Kyungsoo, who had the upper half of his body torn away, Dojin had only injured his shin.
      His fate was to suffer for a much longer time.
      Hyunseo witnessed this horrific scene at close range, chilled to the core.
      What terrified him even more was that the beast ignored him entirely.
      "W-what's going on...?"
      "Has your headache subsided? Then follow me."
      Jin-ah walked ahead as if the gruesome spectacle meant nothing to her.
      Hyunseo, tense and confused by these bizarre events, trailed after her.
      "Don't tell me you summoned that demonic beast?"
      "I don't have that kind of power. I just lured it here."
      "What? Weren't they your party?"
      "I never once said they were."
      Jin-ah leaned against a wall, then stomped the floor.
      A wide hole opened, and she tossed her backpack inside.
      She grabbed Hyunseo's hand and pulled him toward the hole.
      Hyunseo guessed her intent and tried to pull away.
      "What are you, insane...?! If I fall in there, I'll die!"
      "So, could you get out alive by just sitting here against that?"
      Jin-ah pointed at the Dragon Centipede.
      It was still gnawing Dojin to pieces.
      Once Dojin died, the next targets were obvious.
      "I told you, I'd let you live. This is the way."
      "Who... what are you really?"
      Rather than answer, Jin-ah handed him something.
      It was a handgun.
      "There's one bullet in the chamber. If you really can't hang on... you know? A quick way out is your choice."
      "..."
      "You asked what I am?"
      With a strange smile, Jin-ah spoke.
      "I'm on the side of humanity. That's all you need to remember."
      "What...?"
      "Now, do your best."
      With that, she shoved Hyunseo into the hole.
      "Damn—!"
      He never imagined she'd really push him, after claiming she'd save him. 
      Who pushes someone into a deadly abyss and calls that rescue?
      Luckily, it wasn't a cliff.
      "Uaaaaaah...!"
      The hole was a sloped tunnel, like a steep slide.
      ...perhaps a bit steeper than most.
      Hyunseo's body shot down the slope.
      The speed kept increasing, so there was nothing to grab onto.
      How many minutes did he fall at that speed?
      By the time the terror of falling had turned numb, an end appeared in sight.
      Plop—!
      "Kgh!"
      At the bottom, there was a backpack filled with byproducts.
      Fortunately, he landed on the backpack and avoided crashing into the hard ground. 
      The backpack served as a cushion.
      Other than spraining his ankle pretty badly, he was fine.
      "Ugh... dammit... how far did I drop...?"
      It must have been several hundred meters.
      Surviving was a miracle.
      'The manalite's intact, at least...'
      He took a moment to recover and assess the situation.
      He was in a massive underground cavern.
      His manalite couldn't even illuminate the whole space.
      It felt like a nest fit for a giant monster.
      'So this is what she meant by the only way to survive...!'
      He'd escaped the monstrous centipede, but things were still as bad as ever.
      It was only a difference of dying quickly or slowly.
      'I can't die like this.'
      Hyunseo grabbed his backpack and started moving.
      Using the first aid kit in his bag to splint his sprained ankle, he made it at least somewhat bearable.
      Not knowing the terrain, he kept his hand on one wall and continued along. 
      He was barely crawling, but it was all he could do.
      'On the side of humanity? It's as if she's not human herself...'
      Park Jin-ah. What on earth was she?
      Thoughts of her kept looping in his head.
      Looking back, her behavior had always been suspicious.
      Though she called herself support, she'd never once helped the party.
      He'd never seen her talk with anyone in the party.
      Others never found it odd to see Jin-ah and Hyunseo conversing. In fact, they simply ignored it entirely.
      'I thought she just had trouble with people...'
      But, changing the premise, everything fell into place.
      What if the others had never been able to recognize Jin-ah in the first place?
      If Hyunseo was the only one who could see her?
      '... Why?'
      He had no way to know.
      The important thing was, Jin-ah had guided him here.
      If he wanted to live, he had to find a way out.
      Before he was eaten by the beast, starved to death,
      or broken down by the rift's stay time limit.
      'Fifteen days left until stay limit.'
      The stay limit is the time until any object or organism from the present world is decomposed inside a rift—about a month.
      Beyond a month, a person's mind begins to collapse, and their body is racked by slow, agonizing pain as it's torn apart.
      Then, they're completely erased without a trace.
      He had to escape before that happened.
      *
      No miracle occurred.
      The threshold of the stay limit came rushing up.
      Hyunseo was still wandering the cavern.
      "..."
      He ran out of food and water after five days.
      For water, he trickled drops from stagnant puddles in the cave, filtering them with a makeshift purifier, again and again.
      To stave off starvation, he ate whatever edible muscle byproduct from the demonic beast he'd packed in his bag.
      The taste was so disgusting that he vomited countless times and suffered near-deadly diarrhea but somehow endured.
      Now even that was all gone.
      He'd already been starving for seven days.
      And today, the thirtieth day, was the absolute limit.
      Fsssss—
      His backpack and clothes started to break down, bit by bit.
      The scratching feeling on his skin grew steadily sharper.
      Hallucinations and phantom voices began to appear.
      He'd long crossed the boundaries of what the mind could bear.
      He was at his breaking point—his head was about to hang down.
      "Light...?"
      From a distance, a faint light shone.
      Like a moth to a flame, Hyunseo walked toward it.
      Shining his manalite around, he spotted artificially-made structures.
      Pillars set at regular intervals.
      A plinth at the center.
      A circular pattern carved into the floor.
      It looked, at a glance, like an altar.
      'Relic...?'
      Evidence of a civilization discovered inside the rift world—a relic.
      Until now, relics had only been found in small, fragmentary form.
      This was the first time he'd seen one in the form of a clear structure.
      He must have been the first human to find an intact relic.
      'What is this... a heart?'
      Atop the altar's plinth, something glowed white, floating in midair.
      It looked very much like a heart.
      But its structure was clearly alien, entirely unlike a human heart.
      Its size was strange, and its shape unnatural.
      It looked almost mechanical.
      Thump... thump...
      Amazingly, the heart was pulsating slowly, as if alive.
      On the heart, countless blue lines were traced in geometric patterns—on closer inspection, they were tiny blue letters.
      He recognized something similar.
      'Artifact...!'
      A mysterious manmade object that the science of contemporary humanity, even at its singularity, cannot reproduce, or even interpret.
      There was a very high chance that this white-glowing heart was an artifact.
      Artifacts are supreme treasures, often worth name-your-price.
      Normally, it would be a cause for celebration, but not now.
      Because of Park Jin-ah—the one who had led him here.
      He'd had plenty of time to consider her intentions.
      'Summing up...'
      For some reason, Jin-ah had brought Hyunseo here.
      That meant, a living person was required for something.
      Otherwise, she wouldn't have prepared the backpack.
      'At first, I thought I'd just be thrown to the monsters for food...'
      But over the past fifteen days, he hadn't seen a single demon beast.
      The only traces of life were of the Dragon Centipede.
      As the cavern's top predator, it was only natural there were no other signs of beasts.
      'The odds she did this just to torment me are... low.'
      Of course, it was possible she was just a mad psycho who dumped him here, but she'd prepared things far too carefully for that.
      It was almost certain she had a purpose.
      That suspicion was confirmed when he discovered the artifact.
      He had two choices.
      'Take the artifact. Or put a bullet in my head.'
      Jin-ah had given him the handgun for the latter option.
      That gun was still in his hand.
      There was only one way to find the answer.
      "... All knowledge starts with observation. I know, uncle. I haven't forgotten."
      Clack—!
      Gripping the gun tightly, he walked slowly toward the altar.
      If things went wrong, he intended to fire, artifact or not.
      'Not much will happen with just one bullet anyway...'
      Just as he carefully approached the altar to observe the artifact—
      Tap—
      It happened the instant the gun entered the circle inscribed at the altar's base.
      Wooooong—!!
      An enormous flood of blue light erupted from the floor, as if exploding out.
      The blue light formed a repelling force, as if trying to push the gun away.
      At the same time, the gun let off a strange glow, resisting the repulsion.
      "Ugh...!"
      It was all too sudden.
      To eyes barely adjusted to the blackness, the intense blue flash was blinding and overwhelming.
      Startled as the gun was knocked from his hand by the force of the blue light, he reflexively flinched, his finger still on the trigger.
      A negligent discharge. A mistake typical of handgun novices.
      "Damn—"
      He was flustered to realize he'd pulled the trigger, but what rang in his ears was not a gunshot.
      KWAANG!!
      It was a blast.
      The handgun didn't fire a bullet but exploded right in his hand.
      At the same time, as if waiting for it, the explosion shattered the blue wall surrounding the altar.
      With that wall gone, the altar's circle also lost its glow and fell silent.
      "K-hugh..."
      Hyunseo's body was flung into the center of the altar by the blast and the force of the anomaly.
      It was only then he realized, too late, that what Jin-ah had given him wasn't a gun, but some kind of bomb.
      Caught in the explosion, his body was reduced to a wreck.
      Already physically depleted, it was especially fatal.
      'I'm sorry, uncle...'
      Finally, his consciousness faded.
      The blood loss from the explosion was fatal. He was sure to die soon.
      That was when the anomaly occurred.
      Woom—
      The bizarre white heart resting atop the altar's plinth began to move on its own.
      The white heart slowly drifted toward the unconscious Hyunseo.
      Hovering above his weak body, it soon dropped onto his chest.
      Crack— squelch— CRUNCH! Crack!
      The white heart, using tentacles of faint energy, forcefully tore open his chest and rummaged through his organs at will.
      After working on him for a while, the heart burrowed into the chest and replaced Hyunseo's own heart.
      Hyunseo's body, which had been shuddering violently, soon went limp.
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      Consciousness suddenly returned.
      Hyunseo found himself standing unharmed at the center of the altar.
      'What... what happened...?'
      He recalled the moment he'd lost consciousness.
      The instant he pulled the trigger of the pistol Jin-ah had given to him, it exploded. 
      He was flung into the altar and blacked out.
      Only then did he truly realize he had lost consciousness, and checked his body's condition.
      'My clothes and backpack are nearly disintegrated.'
      He had long since exceeded the limit for staying here, yet somehow he was still perfectly lucid.
      Normally, reaching that limit would drive one insane, or physically tear the body apart.
      He didn't even feel that usual prickly sensation from surpassing the limit. 
      In fact, his body's condition was so good it was almost unnatural.
      He immediately found the cause.
      'The heart artifact is gone...?'
      The moment he realized it, an odd sensation in his body registered belatedly.
      A long scar was slashed across his chest, as if from surgery.
      Something had entered his chest.
      It wasn't hard to deduce that it was the white heart artifact.
      'What kind of monstrous shit did they do to my body...!'
      Before the terror of his bizarre predicament could overtake him, a far more intense sensation seized him.
      Emptiness and hunger.
      His body desperately craved a sacrifice for fuel.
      Hyunseo quickly scanned his surroundings.
      The only organic material among the remains of his disintegrated backpack caught his eye.
      It was several venom glands and body hairs from Veno-Webber.
      These were valuable materials for making bioware, but not something one could actually eat.
      Even so, Hyunseo instinctively shoved them into his mouth. Instinct overrode reason.
      Only after consuming several dozen kilograms of deadly toxin did the hunger finally subside.
      Once the hunger faded, reality returned.
      Realizing what he had done, his face grew pale.
      "Shit...!"
      He immediately tried to induce vomiting by sticking his fingers down his throat, but found that his body was calmer than expected.
      'Why am I okay...?'
      If the toxins were a problem, symptoms would have already begun.
      But there was nothing wrong—in fact, he was perfectly fine.
      They say spider toxins are protein-based and sometimes edible,
      but to eat that much and feel nothing?
      'Now that I think of it...'
      Hyunseo checked his body again.
      He'd been seriously injured, but at some point his wounds had all healed up.
      On top of that, he could see everything around him clearly.
      The manalite had broken long ago, so there shouldn't have been any light source.
      'Well, I guess that's for the best.'
      It was a horrific situation, but for now it was fortunate.
      There seemed to be a monster's heart inside his body, but at least his sense of self remained intact.
      He wasn't Kang Hyunseo MK2.
      That alone gave him enough relief.
      "Let's get out of here."
      He stood up.
      All that remained was a Veno-Webber's demonic core, just the size of a knuckle.
      He didn't know what would happen from here.
      But he had to have something, at least.
      After all, he'd come here to make money.
      With a vague hope, he started moving forward.
      He barely had time to lament.
      Dudududududu...
      A vibration he'd heard once before approached from afar.
      He didn't have to think hard about what it was.
      'Dragon Centipede!'
      An A-rank demonic beast was approaching.
      Hyunseo immediately ran like a madman.
      No matter how monstrous his body had become, getting caught in a real monster's jaws would mean death all the same.
      Kyaaaaaa—!
      - My treasure!! Who took my treasure!!!
      Blaring out its fury, the Dragon Centipede's cry was unmistakably full of rage.
      No, it was more than just emotion—he could clearly sense its will.
      "What the hell...!"
      It wasn't an auditory hallucination. He could actually hear its will in his mind.
      This too must be an effect of the heart artifact.
      For a moment, he wondered if he could resolve this through conversation.
      Kiyaaak!!
      - Whoever I catch, I'll kill!!!
      It was clearly infuriated.
      Escaping was the only option now.
      Strangely, his steps felt lighter than usual.
      Thanks to that, he was able to run faster than expected.
      His shoes must have disintegrated, but his bare feet stuck with each stride, propelling his body forward.
      'What is this? Easier to run than I thought...?'
      Even when running flat-out, he wasn't short of breath.
      No, it was because he didn't even know how to sprint at full power.
      He didn't have the knowledge to fully utilize his physical abilities.
      Realizing that, he understood he'd truly become a monster.
      'I'll give up on going to a hospital. I'll definitely get dragged to a research facility.'
      But even as he ran as hard as he could, the pounding vibrations of the monster drew closer. 
      It was faster than he'd expected.
      Kyaaaak—!!!
      - Found you, thief! I'll kill you!
      As he got used to running, a wall appeared in front of him.
      It was the slope he had descended earlier.
      Rather than stopping in despair, he chose to climb.
      If he was going to die, he'd rather die fighting and struggling.
      The slope was steep. Just running wouldn't get him up it—he'd have to use his hands, too.
      Without hesitation, he bit down on Veno-Webber's demonic core and began climbing the slope in a spider-like, awkward fashion.
      He worried he'd slip, but it was an unnecessary concern.
      'I can make it!'
      Dadadadat—!
      He scrambled up the slope as swiftly as a cockroach, moving his arms and legs quickly. 
      He didn't slip at all.
      'This is steep and narrow. Maybe the monster can't follow—'
      Boom—!!!
      Kyaaaak—!!
      - Think you can escape me by squeezing into a tight spot?!!
      What was happening behind him?
      For a brief, reckless moment, Hyunseo looked back. He immediately regretted it.
      "Fuu—"
      Kwaggagagagagak!
      The Dragon Centipede's massive legs tore through the tunnel like a giant excavator.
      One false step and he'd drop below, only to be shredded by its legs into a miserable chunk of meat.
      "Son of a—!"
      He blurted out nonsense with the demonic core clenched in his teeth.
      He continued clambering up the slope in his ugly, cockroach-like pose.
      Perhaps fueled by amplified terror, his speed increased.
      Fortunately, the monster's tunneling speed wasn't as fast as its running.
      He just managed to keep some distance.
      Bang! Bang!
      Huge vibrations knocked down sharp stalactites.
      He dodged them instinctively before they hit.
      This, too, was an ability he didn't have before.
      'As long as I stay alive, that's good enough!'
      Hyunseo resigned himself to his circumstances.
      What else could he do? It was already done.
      'I see the end!'
      Climbing for what felt like an eternity, he finally saw a hole up ahead.
      It was definitely the entrance he'd come in through.
      By then, his lungs were starting to ache.
      Climbing a slope of several hundred meters was inevitably grueling.
      Kyaaaak—!!
      - Stop, thief!!! Damn you!!
      Apparently, climbing that steep slope was a burden even for the Dragon Centipede—its drilling speed had noticeably slowed.
      This was his one and only chance.
      Hyunseo prepared himself to leap out in one go.
      He gave every ounce of remaining strength to his arms and legs.
      Pang—!
      "Ugh!"
      He vaulted with all his might. He moved faster than he'd expected.
      'Too fast...! If I shoot out the hole, I'll—!'
      If he hit the wall, his body would be smashed to bits.
      Thank god, nothing like that happened.
      Shwhoom—!
      "Khek...."
      Gulp—
      He slid cleanly through the hole.
      Tumbling across the stone floor, he came to a stop.
      He'd managed to climb back up the slope.
      Hyunseo sprawled out, gasping for breath.
      His lungs ached so much he could barely stand.
      But only briefly. Relief flooded him as he realized he'd survived.
      "I... I made it... Alive... what...?"
      But something felt off.
      His mouth felt empty. The demonic core he'd been holding in his mouth was gone.
      He looked around, but couldn't find the demonic core anywhere.
      "No way... I ate it?"
      Hyunseo's face turned pale in an instant.
      He hurriedly tried to induce vomiting to spit out the demonic core.
      Thud—!! Kyaaaak!!
      - Damn it!! If I catch you, I'll kill you as painfully as possible—!!
      The area near the hole started shaking.
      The Dragon Centipede seemed about to break through.
      There was no time to leisurely try and vomit.
      "Persistent bastard...!!"
      Hyunseo started running again.
      He still remembered the way back.
      If he followed it, there would be a rifts exit.
      That was the only way out.
      'As long as I don't run into Veno-Webber on the way!'
      Bang bang bang bang!! Kyaaaaaaak!
      - It's no use running away!!!
      The Dragon Centipede would burst out any moment.
      This wasn't a slope.
      It would be faster over here.
      Even if he managed to open enough distance, could he reach the exit before getting caught?
      Should he try to find another way?
      He was pondering desperately when the worst happened.
      "Veno-Webber...!"
      A giant spider appeared, blocking the path.
      Even if his body had become monstrous, could he really fight a real demonic beast?
      He didn't even have time to face off. If he fought here, he and the spider would just become food for the Dragon Centipede together.
      'If only I could avoid it and use this thing as bait.... But would it even care about bait—'
      - Want help?
      Again.
      Again, a voice rang in his head.
      He could have dismissed the Dragon Centipede's will as a hallucination, but this was clearly different.
      Come to think of it, these creatures always ambushed prey.
      There's no way it would just appear out in the open like this.
      Was it truly here to help him?
      "Y-you...."
      - The queen of the labyrinth is furious. You have to escape fast.
      He didn't hesitate for long.
      "I must be crazy. If you help me, I'm grateful...!"
      - Hop on.
      The spider lowered its belly, letting him climb on.
      For a brief moment he wondered if it was a trap.
      'Not the time to hesitate.'
      He made up his mind and agilely jumped onto the spider's back.
      - Hold tight.
      And the instant Veno-Webber shot forward—
      Pang—!!
      "Hnngh—!!"
      A gale slammed Hyunseo's face.
      If he hadn't clung tightly, he'd have been flung off.
      That was how insanely fast Veno-Webber was running.
      'At full speed, they say it can hit over 100 kph during an ambush!'
      No wonder it was Yoo Seoyeong, the scout during hunts, who used to tie up Veno-Webber's legs to subdue it.
      It was ironic that it was now carrying him away at such a terrifying speed.
      Unable to contain his curiosity, Hyunseo asked,
      "Why are you helping me?"
      - Helping the kin of the labyrinth is natural.
      "Kin of the labyrinth...?"
      - You may look like a hairless prey, but I can tell.
      Hairless prey clearly referred to humans.
      The kin of the labyrinth must be demonic beasts that live in this rifts.
      - I sense the aura of the labyrinth's kin.
      "...."
      Could it be because he'd eaten the demonic core earlier?
      It was absurd, but certainly a blessing in disguise.
      "Since you're helping, could you take me to the hole where the hairless ones come out?"
      - That place is dangerous.
      "I'll be fine. Please take me."
      Obediently, Veno-Webber swiftly carried him to the rifts exit.
      - We're here. The strange hole where the hairless prey come out. I can't go any farther.
      "... Thanks for the help."
      - Farewell.
      Before he could even complete his farewell, Veno-Webber scurried up the ceiling and disappeared through a hidden gap.
      They must have their own tunnels.
      Hyunseo pushed aside his thoughts and gazed at the rifts exit.
      There might be someone from Dojin's party outside.
      Any organization guarded rifts with an iron will.
      Besides, this wasn't a normal rifts.
      It was a special rifts that the authorities forbidden from being privatized.
      He had no idea what kind of preparations awaited.
      'It's dangerous to just dash out right now.'
      Hyunseo weighed his options carefully.
      He could feel an ally already approaching to help him.
      Dududududududu—!!
      'Normally, demonic beasts rarely try to leave the rifts, so this is really a gamble I shouldn't make...!'
      Dudududu-kwakwakwakwa-bang—!!!
      From far down the tunnel, the Dragon Centipede was rushing toward him.
      Hyunseo watched in a cold sweat.
      'Now!'
      Once the Dragon Centipede was close enough, he sprinted out of the rifts exit. He didn't stop running.
      The sensation of passing through the rifts flashed by in an instant,
      "What, what the—!!"
      "A person just came out!!"
      Panicked voices cried out.
      Hyunseo ignored them, sprinting like mad toward the nearest corridor or staircase he could see.
      The rifts guards belatedly understood the situation and shouted sharply.
      "Just grab him!!!"
      "If necessary, shoot! Kill on sight!"
      Dozens of gun barrels aimed at Hyunseo's back, but just then, another anomaly occurred at the rifts.
      Kkiiiiiiiiiiek!!
      The Dragon Centipede that had been chasing Hyunseo erupted out of the rifts at last.
      Consumed by extreme rage, it forgot the danger of leaving the rifts.
      The berserk monster forgot even its original goal of chasing Hyunseo and smashed everything in sight.
      It tore apart humans without hesitation.
      "Aaaaagh—!!! Save me!!!"
      "A-a demonic beast came out!!!"
      "Shit, what's happening!!!"
      When a demonic beast leaves the rifts, it goes berserk.
      It forgets both its instincts and sense of self, and becomes a mindless monster that kills everything alive.
      When slain, it vanishes without a trace, turning to dust.
      Krooooooooh—!!
      The Dragon Centipede's cry, which had been pressed into Hyunseo's mind by its will, had become a mere shriek, nothing more than a monster's roar.
      That was no longer the queen of the labyrinth.
      Now it was merely a monster that would turn to dust upon death.
      A demonic beast of that caliber could easily wipe out an entire city district, but Hyunseo wasn't worried.
      'There are plenty of strong hunters in Incheon. It'll be fine.'
      Seizing the chance in the confusion, he gathered what he needed and searched for anything useful.
      A smartphone, wallet, clothes, information about this place...
      Because of the monster's rampage, no one paid any attention to Hyunseo.
      Having finished his tasks, he left the area quickly.
      He quietly watched the Dragon Centipede wreak havoc in the rifts area from a safe distance.
      Luckily, this was an undeveloped area with no civilians—likely a hideout for local gangs.
      'Didn't see my USB.'
      His USB stick was nowhere to be found.
      Just his most important possession had disappeared.
      'Yoo Seoyeong, Choi Minho.'
      The clue to the USB was most likely with the two of them.
      But he hadn't found either at the hideout.
      'And Park Jin-ah.'
      Jin-ah was probably knowledgeable about his body's condition. No—he was sure of it. She definitely knew something.
      Hyunseo pulled the hood of his stolen long padding jacket down tight and headed home.
      He needed a plan for what to do next.
      Kroooooooh—
      The berserk demonic beast only continued to destroy everything in its path.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      I love a good chase sequence.
      【ε=ε=(⊃≧□≦)⊃】
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      In society, he was already a dead man.
      'My smartphone's stopped. The cards too...'
      Hyunseo, just in case, smashed all of them and threw them into the nearby sea.
      'Yang Kyungtaek tried to use a gang to kill me. Smartphones or cards are no good. I might be tracked.'
      When he escaped the rift and looked around, he immediately realized that those guarding the place were gang members.
      It was supposed to be a special rift, and yet it wasn't being managed properly—there were some strange guys standing guard. 
      It had to be a gang.
      However, he didn't figure out which gang. It seemed they had prepared to prevent information from leaking.
      Unable to take the monorail, he took a taxi home.
      He had a lot on his mind, but couldn't immediately figure out what to do.
      For now, he just wanted to rest. The past month had been too hard.
      But even that wasn't possible.
      "Bastards..."
      The house was already a wreck.
      Shredded pieces of documents were scattered on the floor, the sofa was overturned, and small ornaments on the table were fallen and shattered on the ground.
      The computer, its tower, and devices like the hologram projector were all trashed beyond repair, mangled lumps of scrap.
      There were even telltale scorch marks from using electricity to ensure they could never be used again.
      It was obvious why things were like this.
      Yang Kyungtaek's doing.
      It was clearly to cover up any information about his connection to the gang occupying the special rift, where illegal demonic beasts appeared.
      "Manager Yang, just wait. I'll be coming to throw my resignation letter right at you...!!"
      He swore he'd rip off every last strand from that balding bastard's scalp.
      *
      Night fell on the entertainment street in Dong-gu, Incheon.
      "Whew~ That's refreshing~"
      Kyungtaek was just leaving a nightclub.
      Whenever he got stressed or had something to celebrate, it was his hobby to relieve his pent-up desires at the red-light district.
      He was here for a happy reason this time.
      "It's been just a month? Still hasn't come back, so he must be dead by now. I really do get things done perfectly~"
      Kyungtaek was elated at the good news from the past month.
      That guy with only slaughter skills but zero sense—Kang Hyunseo, the damned thorn in his side, was finally gone.
      He'd hated him from the start because he was that infamous traitor, and when he got good at the job, he hated him for never giving him a cut.
      It didn't matter anymore.
      Hyunseo had dared to block his promotion path and ended up dying for it. 
      Just in case, Kyungtaek had turned the guy's house upside down to get rid of any excuses.
      Now, the road ahead was smooth.
      "Ah~ Manager Yang? No, no. It's Director Yang now!"
      Kyungtaek was walking down an alley to relieve himself when—
      "You seem to be in a good mood, manager Yang."
      A voice that shouldn't have been there came from above his head.
      Kyungtaek flinched and looked up in shock.
      Swoosh—!
      "Gahk...!"
      Someone grabbed Kyungtaek by the hair and slammed his face into the ground, twisting his arm brutally behind his back.
      He could feel that this person would break his arm without hesitation if he resisted.
      "You look healthy, manager Yang! It's been a month—did you get a lot of new hair while I was gone?"
      Kyungtaek immediately recognized the owner of the voice. An unforgettable voice.
      "N-no way... Kang Hyunseo, is that you? You're alive?!"
      "Yes, manager. This is Kang Hyunseo from Hansung Bioware, slaughter Department 1."
      Kyungtaek's face went pale.
      How could he handle it, when someone he thought dead had come back to life?
      Judging by his aggressive attitude, he could pretty much guess.
      'You're here to kill me!!'
      As if to prove that, Hyunseo tightened his grip.
      "Manager, you always hated me, right? I came to say goodbye since I'll be quitting as of today."
      "N-no! Why would I hate a competent subordinate like you! I was even going to recommend you for the next manager position!"
      "Wow, not a single promotion in five years, but you'd suddenly make me a manager? That's...."
      Crack—!!
      "Does that sound believable to you?"
      "N-no... Really, no... Just listen to me..."
      Kyungtaek carefully moved the hand that hadn't been caught yet. Hyunseo didn't seem to notice.
      "It's all a misunderstanding! I can explain everything!"
      Kyungtaek grabbed a clump of dirt on the ground with his hand.
      "So just eat this!"
      He twisted his body and threw the dirt into Hyunseo's face.
      "!"
      Hyunseo instinctively whipped his head aside just as it was about to hit his face, so it didn't get in his eyes.
      But that created a gap in the hand he was holding.
      Kyungtaek roughly shook free and quickly got up.
      He crawled clumsily into the alley and turned around, taking up a passable boxing stance as if he really had learned to box.
      "Did you really think I'm just some chubby, washed-up old man? I used to beat up punk gangsters back in the day."
      "Ah, I see."
      "It's easy to beat up someone like you!"
      It wasn't just empty boasting; Kyungtaek advanced with quick footwork, faster than most professional boxers.
      'Is that self-defense bioware?'
      If he'd committed corruption at that rank, he must've made good money. Of course he'd have self-defense bioware.
      "I'll finish you off in one blow!!"
      Dashing in front of Hyunseo in an instant, Kyungtaek pushed the bioware installed in both arms to their limits.
      A tens-of-millions-of-won strength and reflex augmentation bioware, bought just in case a crisis like this ever arose.
      Thunder Strike exploded at this moment, crackling.
      "Wadadadadadada—!!!"
      Dozens of strikes per second—a blinding, super-fast barrage.
      No one had survived after just ten seconds of this onslaught.
      "No one who's taken this survived!!"
      "Bullshit."
      Smack—!!
      It only took one punch from Hyunseo cutting through the storm of blows to end the super-speed barrage—his fist smashed into Kyungtaek's face.
      "Gkek!"
      Kyungtaek tumbled pitifully across the ground multiple times, unable to understand what had just happened.
      "I-I'm sure I felt the hits... I must've landed them..."
      It wasn't an illusion. Until the attack was stopped, the flurry had been pounding Hyunseo violently.
      It's just that his body had become tough enough that it couldn't hurt him anymore.
      Hyunseo rotated his shoulders as he slowly approached the frog-like, sprawled Kyungtaek.
      "Thunder Strike, huh? What generation is that thing? Weren't you pissed about replacing something you dropped tens of millions on?"
      "What are you? What kind of bioware did you get? Did you get military-grade stuff? If the authorities knew, they'd execute you right away—"
      "I'll ask the questions."
      Wham—!
      Hyunseo kicked Kyungtaek's jaw without hesitation.
      No winning this.
      That was all that filled Kyungtaek's mind.
      Once the pecking order was clear, he completely submitted.
      "I'll say anything! No, I'll answer anything! Please, just spare my life! I have a wife and kids—!"
      "A guy with a wife and kids hangs around brothels?"
      "T-that...."
      "Whatever."
      Hyunseo squatted down in front of the prostrated Kyungtaek and grabbed his scant hair.
      He lifted his head, looking him right in the eyes as he trembled violently.
      "Who the hell did you sell me out to?"
      "T-that was..."
      Thud!
      At the slightest delay, Hyunseo slammed his head into the ground.
      Then lifted it again, staring into his eyes.
      Kyungtaek's forehead split open and blood began to flow.
      The question was the same.
      "Who the hell did you sell me out to?"
      "B-Black Mountain Lotus...."
      Even Hyunseo, who had no interest in gangs, had heard that name.
      That meant it was a huge and famous gang.
      Would such an organization carelessly pick a fight with the authorities?
      That didn't make sense.
      Thud!!
      "Argh—!"
      "You think Black Mountain Lotus is just some local punks? Would they touch something dangerous, like a special rift?"
      "S-special rift...? What do you mean...?"
      "You know your contacts covered up a special rift! That's why they targeted me!"
      "Wh-what?!"
      Kyungtaek's face turned deathly pale.
      If that was true, he'd made a deal with people he should never have been associated with. He frantically denied it.
      "No! I really didn't know! Why would I risk sniffing around a special rift?! I swear, I know nothing!"
      "Then why'd you set me up?"
      "T-that... I just didn't like you... You were in my way for promotion..."
      Thud!!
      "Aagh!! Please, spare me...."
      Since his reaction seemed genuine, Hyunseo didn't press further.
      True, Kyungtaek was a sneaky, nasty human being.
      But he wasn't the type with the guts to mess with special rifts.
      Important information lay elsewhere anyway.
      "Who did you sell me to? Talk, or I'll drag you to the authorities and spill everything. It'll be my end, but Hansung Bioware, your family, you'll all be finished. Annihilation starts with three generations, you know that, right?"
      "O-okay! R-Reapers!!"
      "Reapers, my ass, you're still—!"
      "It's the truth—!!!"
      His head was not slammed a fourth time.
      When Hyunseo slowly lifted his head, the sight before him was little more than a wretch, snot, tears, drool, and now blood streaming down his trembling face.
      This definitely wasn't the face of a man lying.
      "Who the hell plays with special rifts? Are you all crazy? Who's the boss?"
      "I-I don't know exactly... About a year ago, they reached out to me first to start transactions... All I know is, the boss is an American Great Joseon national... That's all, I swear!"
      "Gang size, base location, everything you know. Speak."
      "H-how would I know that! He was always thorough—aside from my contact's number, I don't know anything!"
      That wasn't a lie either.
      Those people had even put Hyunseo to sleep while moving him, just to conceal the way to the special rift.
      And there was nothing in the rift hideout that could reveal the gang's identity.
      'I was too hasty. Should've grabbed one and interrogated them at least? With scum like this, the low-level guys usually know nothing.'
      At the time of his escape, the rampaging dragon centipede was running wild. 
      There was no time for interrogations.
      He was in no shape to think of such things.
      It seemed "Reapers" was about all the info he'd get.
      "Call your contact and arrange a meet."
      "I-it won't work... The contact number is changed after a single use... and the number I have is already used; I can't reuse it and I don't know when the next number will come..."
      "You really know nothing."
      With that, silence fell between them.
      The longer it lasted, the greater Kyungtaek's terror grew.
      Hyunseo spoke just when it seemed right.
      "Give me a reason not to kill you."
      "I – I told you everything I know!"
      "You know nothing."
      "I'll do anything you say! Please, please!!"
      Hyunseo looked down coldly at the cringing, trembling Kyungtaek.
      He was as good as dead to society.
      If the company found out he was alive, they'd probably come after him immediately.
      He had to eliminate that risk.
      "..."
      But now that it came to actually killing him, it was really hard.
      Hyunseo had fallen to the bottom for not even committing a minor crime.
      For someone like that, outright murder was almost impossible.
      Even the violence and threats just now hadn't been easy—it was only possible because of the years of oppression and betrayal he'd suffered.
      In the end, Hyunseo couldn't bring himself to be ruthless.
      "Give me all the money you have."
      "Y-yes?"
      "Give me everything you have on you."
      "I—I will!!"
      Hyunseo thoroughly took all of Kyungtaek's emergency cash.
      Perhaps due to his frequenting illegal brothels, he had more cash than expected—well over several hundred thousand won.
      Now that he'd even taken the money, there was nothing left to do.
      "Don't you dare talk about me being alive to anyone, got it?"
      "Of course, of course... I'll live like a mouse in hiding...."
      Leaving Kyungtaek, Hyunseo headed out of the alley.
      That was enough. 
      Even if Kyungtaek told the company he was alive, as long as Hyunseo retrieved the USB and ran, it would be over.
      At least he had managed not to cross the final line.
      And that was enough.
      "Asshole..."
      But Hyunseo made one mistake.
      A man who's sunk to being despicable doesn't change so easily.
      If getting beaten up by someone you regularly look down on was enough to change your nature, the world wouldn't be like this.
      That's just the inertia of life.
      Shing—
      Watching Hyunseo walk away into the distance, Kyungtaek drew a dagger he'd hidden in his coat.
      It was for self-defense in situations where his fists wouldn't do the trick.
      "Die—!!!"
      For that one perfect instant of surprise, Kyungtaek forced the Thunder Strike to run beyond its limits.
      He tried to stab Hyunseo in the back with truly lightning speed.
      Just then—
      The ability that had let Hyunseo instinctively dodge the dirt before it hit his eyes activated again.
      Just before he was stabbed, Hyunseo's body spun around, his arm swinging to knock Kyungtaek's hand aside—aimed at making him drop the knife.
      Snap!
      But Kyungtaek was gripping the knife harder than expected, and with the impact, the blade was pushed in the wrong direction.
      Thud!
      "Gkk..."
      The dagger slashed mercilessly across Kyungtaek's carotid artery.
      Kyungtaek's mouth hung open, unable to comprehend what was happening.
      All that happened was blood pouring from his neck, pooling at his feet.
      Thud—
      A corpse no one cared about was added to the alleyway.
      All it did was increase the social cost of cleaning up the body.
      That's the kind of world it was.
      "..."
      After staring blankly for quite a while at Kyungtaek's corpse, Hyunseo finally—
      "... Ah."
      Let out a short exclamation, then hurried out.
      What he thought was—
      'Now that he's dead, the company won't come after me.'
      What he felt at that moment wasn't heart-squeezing guilt.
      It was relief.
      That's the kind of world it was.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      MC is a bit gullible, is gullible even the right word?
      No, he is merciful...
      I don't like that on MCs.
      【(⩌‸⩌ )】
    

  Chapter 5: 005. Reapers (1)

    
      005. Reapers (1)
      Somewhere in Jung-gu, Incheon. It was the dead of night, when everyone was asleep.
      Sssssh— KABOOOOM—!!!
      Out of nowhere, an explosion leveled an abandoned building.
      Even at this sudden commotion, the citizens of Incheon remained calm.
      Lately, with gangs rampant, it wasn't unusual to hear a grenade go off at least once a day.
      Upon hearing the explosion, the citizens muttered, "Fighting again?" and walked away.
      They were people well-versed in survival.
      However, it wasn't a bomb that exploded.
      That was the sound of something falling from the sky like a meteor.
      Bwoooong— bwoooooong—
      In the middle of the collapsed building at ground zero, a girl lay in a devastating state.
      Her clothes were torn to shreds, and there was no place on her body without wounds, her whole body soaked in blood.
      She looked as if she had just lost a fierce battle.
      Bwoooong— bwoong—
      Her appearance was that of a high schooler who had yet to lose her baby face.
      Her disheveled short hair was a vivid orange.
      Strangely, she had a pair of unusually long things protruding through her hair in the front, paired together.
      They looked just like insect antennae.
      Bwoooong....
      The girl still hadn't regained consciousness.
      Only the two pairs of insect wings attached to her back fluttered pitifully.
      Each time they moved, it sounded like a helicopter's rotors.
      That sound gradually weakened, and soon the wings folded into her back.
      Now, the only thing that set her apart from a human was the antennae.
      Quite a bit of time passed.
      "What the hell? I thought she was a corpse, but she's alive?"
      "What's with these implants on her head? I've never seen anything like them."
      "... Will she be okay? They said she fell from the sky. Maybe she's some kind of top ranker?"
      "Why would a top ranker be in a dump like this, dumbass?"
      It was a local gang that unfortunately discovered the unconscious girl.
      *
      The morning after acquiring the keyword 'Reapers'.
      Chomp chomp...
      Hyeonseok sat on the edge of a rooftop, chewing on raw meat.
      His face as he chewed was overshadowed by gloom.
      What he gnawed on was no imitation made from synthetic flesh. It was real pork.
      Indulging in the extravagance of eating real meat in this era, yet his appearance was anything but indulgent.
      'Finally, my hunger has settled...'
      His constitution and appetite had changed. 
      No matter how much he ate the synthetic gruel—tasting of puke—that he'd endured for years, it no longer filled him.
      Meat, fruit, vegetables, and so on... In this age of synthetic food, only luxury items could satisfy his hunger.
      This, too, was certainly the influence of the heart artifact.
      "How am I supposed to afford groceries from now on, what a fate..."
      Letting out a heavy sigh, hyeonseok trudged off somewhere in desperation.
      He lingered around the location near the special rift hideout where the Dragon Centipede had appeared. 
      It was to gather information on the Reapers.
      'The atmosphere is deadly.'
      The Government's restricted access barriers were widely set up. Dozens of unmanned drones hovered above, keeping watch.
      An unprecedented incident had occurred: an A-rank demonic beast had emerged in the center of the city.
      The Government's armed forces had been deployed at once, and the Dragon Centipede was subdued in less than an hour. 
      At the same time, the gang hideouts had already been wiped out.
      'As expected, not a single trace.'
      The special rift hideout had been managed by the Reapers.
      So, he thought there might be some meaningful information in the vicinity.
      He spent two days searching, but it was all for nothing.
      'Not easy. Well, I'm not a detective anyway...'
      But it wasn't as if he found nothing at all.
      He'd gained plenty of time to better understand his body.
      Hyeonseok was standing barefoot on the side of a building.
      Horizontally, at that.
      "Veno-Webber's body hair... Oh right, I ate that too."
      He'd fled from the Dragon Centipede, scrambling up an embankment. In hindsight, it didn't make sense.
      The embankment had been steep and the ground slippery. Not even a climbing champion could have scaled it.
      Upon investigating, he discovered tiny, almost invisible body hairs on his hands and feet.
      They were all Veno-Webber's body hair. Their tremendous adhesion had made that climb possible.
      "Whew, I finally succeeded this time."
      Hyeonseok had climbed the wall of a five-story building using only his bare feet.
      Because the body hair would stick to anything indiscriminately, he'd experienced some ridiculous mishaps, so he'd been practicing to control it.
      That wasn't the only change.
      When he focused his strength on the area below his fingernail, a slender, 1-centimeter stinger shot out.
      Hyeonseok had his own theory about this phenomenon.
      'Can I weaponize what I eat? Like bioware?'
      Aside from that, he could easily hit a 300 kg deadlift, and his durability was such that he could shrug off most impacts...
      His body had transformed to something close to superhuman.
      His senses—smell, hearing, and so on—were abnormally heightened, and his sixth sense had developed to the point where he could now sense danger.
      He had become so strong that thugs who swaggered around with some self-defense bioware were no longer any threat at all.
      Physical changes were obvious as well.
      "My looks have changed so much."
      He had grown far above average height, compared to his formerly below-average build. 
      Even up close, his face was so different that no one would recognize him.
      He had become a completely different person.
      "..."
      It would be a lie to say he wasn't happy about these changes.
      After nearly dying at the brink of hell due to the time limit in the special rift only to make it out alive, he'd turned into an incredible superhuman.
      But.
      'I feel like my body changed, not for me, but for someone else.'
      That sense of anxiety was overwhelming.
      He still didn't know what intentions Park Jin-ah had when she led him to the heart artifact,
      but he was sure she hadn't intended to gift him superhuman power just because she pitied him and wanted him to enjoy life.
      There was definitely a price to pay.
      Hyeonseok caught a glimpse of that price.
      'Relief, huh...'
      For the first time, he'd killed a person. 
      It had been close to an accident and self-defense, but the fact did not change: he'd killed someone.
      What he felt then was not guilt, but relief.
      A mechanical sense of satisfaction at having preemptively removed a threat.
      A powerful hunger he felt upon seeing the fallen corpse.
      A sense of conquest, superiority, intoxication, liberation, and ecstasy...
      He shook his head vigorously.
      'Must be my imagination. I was just too exhausted then. Let's not think too deeply.'
      Shaking off his thoughts, he stood at the rooftop edge and looked around.
      The area near the Government's blockade wasn't a place ordinary people visited lightly. 
      Everyone was afraid of the Government.
      So, if someone was lurking around here, they had to have a purpose—be it curiosity, burglary, information gathering, or otherwise.
      Hyeonseok figured the Reapers would be among them. They'd need to know what happened to their hideout.
      He had just the method to differentiate them.
      "There was a monster, they say..."
      "Don't you think it might've been some secret experiment?"
      "I heard it was related to the gangs."
      By amplifying his senses, he eavesdropped on distant conversations.
      'Distant' being several dozen meters, but it was very useful.
      As he checked them one by one...
      '... This feels familiar, somehow.'
      Someone in a hood, deeply pulled down, was glancing cautiously around the building's alley.
      Because of baggy clothes, it was hard to tell their build, but they looked more female than male.
      Hyeonseok hid himself and carefully observed the hooded figure.
      She surveyed the decimated Reapers' hideout from a distance, then slipped into the shadows and pulled out a smartphone.
      Concentrating his hearing, he listened as she made contact with someone.
      "... Yeah, it's me."
      It was only after hearing the hooded figure's voice that Hyeonseok realized.
      'Yoo Seoyeong...!'
      Yoo Seoyeong—the female scout from Dojin's party.
      She had a D-rank combat bioware called Black Leopard, worth 80 million won, implanted in her legs, giving her swift mobility.
      She was a D-rank hunter who skillfully wielded a special manacle made to restrain demonic beasts. He had assumed she was still alive.
      "I said I got it! I'll contact you as soon as I find anything, so stop hounding me!"
      After a rough argument on the phone, Seoyeong hung up.
      She let out a deep sigh and headed back the way she came.
      'Track her.'
      Pulling her hood over, hyeonseok followed her carefully, moving along rooftops and walls.
      It was obvious she was heading toward the Reapers' hideout.
      Seoyeong disappeared into a crowd on a busy street, then veered off toward an industrial complex where factories were clustered.
      Before long, she slipped into an abandoned factory, devoid of people.
      'Is the Reapers' hideout in there?'
      The abandoned factory had no windows and the only access was the front entrance.
      He had no choice but to walk in through the main entrance.
      The front of the abandoned factory was utterly dark.
      Unused for so long, dust floated through the air.
      Unless there was a basement, it didn't seem like a viable hideout.
      'I don't hear any sounds of people living...'
      He looked around inside the factory, but found nothing convincing.
      Only the musty dust tickled his nose.
      Just as Hyeonseok was about to look for another clue...
      Rrrrch— bang!
      The metal front door suddenly slammed shut.
      He hadn't even managed to turn around.
      Creak—
      'Behind!'
      His danger sense screamed a piercing warning, and he rolled forward just in time to dodge.
      "Wow, you actually dodged that?"
      The assailant was hanging upside-down in midair.
      In both hands, she wielded slender wires slicing through the dust.
      Had he not dodged, a tough wire would have wrapped around his neck.
      As her feet twisted, she quickly ascended and then steadied herself in midair, almost as if levitating.
      The attacker, Yoo Seoyeong, looked down at Hyeonseok with a relaxed expression.
      "Who the hell are you, trailing me? I haven't heard anything about other gangs being around."
      "..."
      "How about you take off your hood? You should look someone in the face when you talk. Who knows, maybe you're good-looking..."
      "Not sure you'd even recognize me."
      Hyeonseok took off his hood.
      Even after seeing his face, Seoyeong frowned, clearly not recognizing him.
      "Who are you? This is the first time I've seen your face. Do I know you?"
      "We met fifteen days ago, and you've already forgotten?"
      "Fifteen days...?"
      "Don't pretend you don't know me, after you kept sneering and calling me 'Butcher'."
      At his words, Seoyeong started to recognize his face.
      Her eyes grew wide in surprise.
      "Butcher, that Butcher? The traitor doctor?"
      "Funny how you only remember the bad parts."
      Seoyeong let out an incredulous gasp, then smirked.
      "I thought you were dead and gone ages ago. Haaa, the captain was right to have us keep looking."
      "My apologies for the trouble. I came back from the dead, you see."
      "So what do you want? Don't tell me it's revenge, right? In a world like this, revenge is the pettiest thing you can do."
      "How about we talk this over once you come down? Don't be rude."
      "Oh, right. Just wait a sec..."
      Seoyeong bent her legs forward in midair.
      Naturally, her body seemed to tilt downward, as if about to fall.
      Creak-creak-creak-creak—
      As the sound of a bowstring being drawn rang out, Seoyeong shot forward like an arrow.
      PAANG—!!
      Her flying kick crashed right into Hyeonseok's solar plexus.
      The word 'lightning-fast' came to mind.
      Thud—!
      "Gahk...!"
      His body flew back and slammed into the metal door. The door dented from the impact.
      "It's been so long, I forgot how to adjust my strength. Did you die? That would be bad. The captain told me to bring you in, no matter what."
      "Cough..."
      "Oh, you're still alive?"
      Hyeonseok managed to squeeze himself out through the dented gap.
      He'd barely blocked the kick with his arm before it hit his stomach.
      His left arm throbbed, but it wasn't unbearable.
      Seoyeong was the one surprised to see him relatively unscathed.
      "What are you? Did you get bioware while I wasn't looking? I guess that's why they say you should never leave people with grudges alive."
      "Your kick is just weak."
      "... You sure know how to piss people off, don't you?"
      Seoyeong ground her teeth and forced a cold smile. The tension, which had seemed like a joke, now burned with hostility.
      Ka-gagak—!
      She took a stance as if about to dash forward at any moment. Her backward-pointed foot dug into the stone floor.
      One could easily guess how much strength was packed in those legs.
      "We don't need limbs to have a conversation, do we?"
      Hyeonseok kept his guard up, remembering the lightning-fast kick he'd just received. He was ready for anything.
      "Funny, I was thinking the same thing."
      A sudden realization struck Hyeonseok.
      In the past, the superhumans who led the charge in the war against demonic beasts went by various titles.
      Among those many names, 'hunters' stuck.
      There's a clear reason why those who fight demonic beasts are called hunters, not warriors.
      It's because they only ever went hunting after they'd prepared to win.
      "Man Hunt, huh? It's been a while. Try not to die, okay? The captain would kill me otherwise."
      A hunter, ready for the hunt, began the chase.
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      Pang—!
      With a rupturing sound like the ground caving in, a sole appeared right in front of his eyes.
      Seoyeong's leg was covered in protective gear made of steel.
      If that hits properly, it's over.
      Kaang—!!
      Hyunseo dodged the kick by a hair's breadth.
      Previously, he wouldn't have even been able to follow it with his eyes, let alone react.
      'I can do it now.'
      His senses had grown sharper, his ability to sense danger stronger, and his reflexes quicker.
      As long as he kept his wits about him, he could follow Seoyeong's movements and respond to them.
      Kagagakang!!
      "Not bad. Looks like you got yourself a nice implant. Let's see how far it goes, shall we?"
      The steel foot shredded the steel door behind Hyunseo as if it were paper.
      The attack didn't end there. Continuous blows followed naturally.
      Kang! Kwaang! Kung! Kagagakak!!
      Spinning kicks, stomps, back kicks, whirlwind kicks. She even jumped once and then unleashed a torrent of kicks in midair.
      Dodging them all was impossible.
      Bbakak—!
      "Urk...!"
      As he twisted his waist to block, a spinning kick flew toward the side of his head.
      He barely blocked with his arm, but the shock reverberated through him.
      His body was pushed back several steps.
      Barely regaining his balance, Seoyeong sneered and said,
      "I know guys like you real well. The bottom-feeders in the gutter always say the same thing, right? 'If only I had bioware too...' So, scraping together every last dime, they buy combat bioware and come back for revenge. But reality's harsh."
      The moment she put power into her ankle,
      Seoyeong appeared right in front of Hyunseo.
      A rising kick aimed at his chin.
      He barely blocked with both arms but his guard broke.
      A sidekick slammed into the opening in his chest.
      Pang—!
      There was an explosive sound in his solar plexus. Hyunseo's body flew back and crashed into a box filled with chains.
      "Khrrk...."
      "You need at least a week of training to shoot a gun properly. What, you think you can master intricate bioware and move like it's your own body overnight? Not a chance. That's why people who don't know their own limits come here, offering up their bioware as tribute."
      "You're just saying you only go after the easy prey."
      "I'm a hunter. Of course I only catch what I can beat. If I wanted to fight someone out of my league, I'd have become a hero or a knight."
      Clatter—
      Hyunseo freed himself from the box of chains.
      It was just as Seoyeong said.
      He wasn't used to fighting yet.
      Not long ago, he'd been a slaughterhouse worker.
      'I can't just whine about dying.'
      "Hup...!"
      He swung what he was holding with all his might, sweeping it horizontally.
      Seoyeong leapt lightly, easily dodging the attack.
      "Don't make a scene. Let's not wear each other out for nothing."
      What he swung was a thick, heavy chain used for industrial cargo.
      Clumsy as it looked, he couldn't even get close enough for a punch against swift-moving Seoyeong.
      So, if nothing else, he had to swing something like this to apply pressure on her.
      'He's swinging that thick, heavy chain so easily? His strength's monstrous.'
      Seoyeong didn't take what she just saw lightly.
      If she hadn't dodged in time, she might have been crushed.
      She'd thought he only had bioware for toughening up, but that might not be all.
      'I'll have to fight carefully.'
      Once again, Hyunseo swung the chain with all his strength.
      It was the only way to attack Seoyeong, who was suspended in the air.
      At the end of the chain hung a heavy hook, swinging like a weighted pendulum;
      the tip of the hook was sharply pointed, making it dangerously lethal.
      With Hyunseo's strength, it was obvious the chain could pierce walls or even the ceiling.
      Seoyeong dodged and moved to another spot.
      Then, the swung chain snagged on something invisible.
      Clank—
      The chain was left hanging in midair.
      That alone was enough for Seoyeong to instantly realize why she was able to float.
      "So you're going to use wire like that...."
      There were wires, used for restraining demonic beasts, crisscrossing overhead like a spider web.
      The building was a dark space with not even a single window.
      Because of that, the wires were hard to see.
      Seoyeong was moving across them freely.
      Movements only possible with extraordinary athleticism.
      Or bioware designed for that.
      'Black Leopard is an older model, so it doesn't have those capabilities. It only purely augments muscle strength. So, that must all be her own skill.'
      As soon as his analysis ended, Seoyeong prepared for another lightning-fast charge.
      She crouched and pulled a wire taut behind her.
      The moment the tension peaked, she shot forward again.
      Pang—!
      "!"
      This time, Hyunseo barely dodged by rolling to the side.
      With that kind of headlong charge, there'd surely be a gap.
      He immediately tried to subdue her by swinging another chain—
      Chak—!
      He only smashed the bare ground.
      Failing in her attack, Seoyeong did a somersault and-nimbly landed on another wire. Then she charged again.
      Once she went on the offensive, it was Seoyeong's show.
      Hyunseo grit his teeth, continuing to dodge her attacks.
      He couldn't see any way to catch her.
      'At this rate, it'll never end. Huh?'
      He noticed the height of the chain caught on the wire had dropped.
      It was hanging much lower than before.
      'Weirdly weak to weight, maybe?'
      He traced the wires to the wall. There, he saw fine cracks spreading along the concrete.
      All evidence of where the wires had been installed.
      "Losing focus?"
      Pang—!!
      He'd let his guard down, distracted for just a moment.
      This time, he couldn't dodge.
      It didn't hit his solar plexus, but landed right on his forearm, sending him flying.
      Clatter—
      Hyunseo crashed into the box of chains and fell. He quickly came to and stood, clutching his bruised forearm.
      This time, his whole arm was numb. His hand was shaking badly, the injury was serious.
      "That really almost broke it...."
      Seeing him walking around just fine, Seoyeong stuck out her tongue in exasperation.
      "I'll admit you're tough. But let's not overdo it. All you can do is take hits. If you surrender quietly, I'll just break your limbs and call it a day."
      "And then you'll take me and cut me open."
      "I'm even giving you a chance—"
      Whoosh-!!
      Hyunseo swung the chain again.
      However, this time he rotated his entire body, sweeping the chain in a huge horizontal arc.
      The chain swept a much wider area than before, its sharp hook aiming for Seoyeong.
      But being slow and wide, there was no way she'd just stand there and take it.
      Seoyeong leapt easily and transferred to another wire.
      The hook at the end of the chain didn't even graze her clothes and flew toward the wall.
      Shlak- Kwaang!!
      With overwhelming weight and a sharp hook, the end of the chain smashed a cracked, decaying section of the wall and burst outside.
      The tremendous force shook the tensioned wires attached to the wall, sending Seoyeong off-balance as well.
      "You really are a goddamn monster...!"
      The surprise didn't end there.
      While Seoyeong regained her balance, Hyunseo grabbed the chain embedded in the wall with both hands.
      As the hook outside caught on the wall and the chain grew taut—
      "Hup...!"
      Just like when he fled from the Dragon Centipede, he exploded his whole body's strength and pulled as if to tear the chain apart.
      It was enough strength to shatter concrete.
      With that kind of strength, it'd be normal for a person to get dragged along.
      But the Veno-Webber body hair's suction ability kept Hyunseo anchored in place.
      The destructive force, transmitted through the thick chain, was directed entirely at the wall.
      Krrrrr-!!!
      It was a wall that hadn't been maintained in a long time.
      On top of that, as Seoyeong had embedded wires in it, cracks had already formed and grown—it was at its limit.
      Kwajijijik-!
      Paaaaaang-!!
      That was more than enough to utterly destroy the wall to which the chain and wires were attached.
      The wall shattered in an instant, and all the wires snapped.
      "What the...."
      Seoyeong, standing atop the wires, never imagined the wall would collapse.
      And as soon as one side of the building started to fall, the entire structure started to crumble.
      He had brought down an entire factory with sheer brute force.
      "Freaking, goddamn monster...!"
      By the time she realized the wires had snapped, it was far too late.
      There was nowhere to step. The wires were all broken, and now even the roof was collapsing above her.
      But in truth, this wasn't a big problem.
      The Black Leopard could land lightly from a fall of tens of meters.
      The moment she touched down, she could flee and contact the gang without issue.
      'It'll dock me some credit.... But surviving comes first.'
      Seoyeong misunderstood one thing.
      She thought bringing down the building was the extent of Hyunseo's plan.
      "You're fast on your feet, but your eyes aren't so sharp."
      Hyunseo was already in position. It was the same stance he'd instinctively used when escaping the Dragon Centipede.
      The stance he'd used to leap tens of meters up a sheer incline.
      He himself didn't realize it, but it was similar to the ambush pose taken by a Veno-Webber when it pounces on its prey.
      A peculiar crouch, his body weight pitched backwards.
      Every muscle in his body was tense for the leap, and the body hair's suction made a perfect launchpad.
      The Veno-Webber jumps at over 100 km/h in this pose.
      And Hyunseo was even lighter than a Veno-Webber.
      Taaang—!!!
      Like a human bullet, he shot up. The spot where Hyunseo had been was crushed down by the force of the leap.
      He was even faster than Seoyeong's wire-powered jumps.
      Given Seoyeong was falling down and Hyunseo was leaping up, it was no contest.
      "Shit...."
      Seoyeong had nowhere to go.
      There wasn't a single foothold left.
      Paaak—!!
      "Kuwek...!"
      Hyunseo's feet struck Seoyeong's abdomen in midair with pinpoint accuracy.
      Unable to withstand the impact, Seoyeong was knocked unconscious. Hyunseo smashed through the factory wall and flew outside with her.
      Krrrrr....
      Once outside, Hyunseo landed gently in a deserted lot.
      He glanced back and forth between the collapsing factory and the unconscious Seoyeong and sighed.
      "I guess I really did resolve it with brute force, huh."
      Not that it was incorrect.
      *
      Hyunseo took Seoyeong to an abandoned building for interrogation.
      He'd long since stripped her of her armor, and having injected her with paralytic poison, all she could do was speak.
      Threatening that she wouldn't get the antidote without proper answers, Seoyeong turned pale and began to spill.
      "I don't know. I'm just a grunt."
      Unfortunately, she didn't know much.
      All she could offer was that the main office info team had taken the USB drive.
      Apparently to see if there was anything inside worth money.
      "... If you want the main base location, only Choi Minho, who just made gang officer, would know. I live without a proper safehouse myself."
      "Is there anything you do know? Are you really with the Reapers gang?"
      "..."
      There was nothing more to get. Hyunseo moved on to the next question.
      It was time to cut to the chase.
      "Tell me everything you know about Park Jin-ah."
      But the answer was unexpected.
      "Who's Park Jin-ah?"
      "You really won't talk unless I start cutting—"
      "I-I really don't know! I've never heard that name!!"
      "Are you kidding? You went into the rift as a five-man party. Support Unit Park Jin-ah. Are you pretending not to know someone you worked with?"
      "I really don't know! There were only four of us from the start! Kang Dojin, Lee Kyungsoo, Choi Minho, and me! The last one was you!"
      Listening to Seoyeong's desperate explanation, Hyunseo's eyes narrowed.
      He thought back on one of his earlier hypotheses.
      There's only one way this could be possible.
      'A psychic ability related to mind-manipulation.'
      Bioware powers vary widely depending on the demonic beast used for materials. Among them, some can manipulate the mind.
      Magitech crafted by magitech engineers or magi-weapons could, in theory, have that ability too.
      But mind-manipulating items are strictly regulated by the government.
      At least, civilians absolutely cannot get their hands on them.
      The truth was sinking further into the abyss.
      "This is crazy, seriously...."
      If his guess was true, there was no longer any way to chase the target.
      Worse, they might end up suffering blowback.
      'Should I look for Professor? I do need to make contact.... But if Cheonseong Group catches on, I'm dead....'
      Just thinking of the Professor darkened his face.
      The thought of meeting him filled him with guilt.
      His sins weighed so heavily that thinking of it made him sigh.
      'For now... I'll keep it as a last resort. I might already be on the run from Cheonseong Group; if I slip up, I'll get them involved. I absolutely can't burden him like that.'
      He sighed and made his decision.
      "Call Choi Minho."
      Now that he'd made officer, he should know the location of their base.
      He would hunt down Choi Minho and head for the base.
      Reclaiming the USB came first.
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      007. Reapers (3)
      A dark night. 
      An abandoned dock in the deserted Jung-gu, Incheon.
      Discarded containers were piled up like mountains in the darkness.
      In the center of it all, Hyunseo was waiting for someone, with Seoyeong bound in chains.
      That's when it happened.
      Several black sedans rolled in one after another.
      About ten people got out of the cars. Among them, a man who looked like the leader slowly walked toward Hyunseo.
      A sleek build, slicked-back hair.
      Dressed in a spotless suit, a cigarette in his mouth, he wore a relaxed expression. 
      A sword sheath hung from his waist.
      Hyunseo looked at him and spoke.
      "Choi Minho. I heard you became an executive of the Reapers."
      "Kang Dojin is dead. So, I, the deputy, became the executive."
      "Does anyone else know that it was you who killed Kang Dojin?"
      "If you're trying to stir up trouble, you'll be disappointed."
      He glanced at Seoyeong as if in reply.
      With a snicker, he said,
      "Yoo Seoyeong, what the hell were you doing that you couldn't catch that butcher bastard?"
      "... Shut up and just come save me."
      "That's not for me to decide."
      Minho turned his glare back to Hyunseo.
      "So, what do you want?"
      "Bring me back my USB drive you took."
      "Hm? That's surprisingly modest. I thought you'd want revenge or something."
      "If you don't bring it, it'll come to that."
      With those words, Hyunseo pulled on the chains, tightening around Seoyeong's neck. She groaned in pain.
      But Minho didn't even flinch.
      Instead, he smiled with interest.
      "That's not a fair trade. Haven't you got anything else to add?"
      Hyunseo narrowed his eyes at Minho's attitude. Unfortunately, the plan to use Seoyeong as a hostage to get the USB had failed.
      He clicked his tongue and replied.
      "Something to add? Wait a sec."
      "Oh, going to offer me money?"
      Instead of answering, Hyunseo pulled the chain on the floor taut.
      Suddenly, the surrounding containers started to rattle with bizarre noises.
      "This is all I've got to offer."
      Creak-creeaaak—
      The sound of metal scraping echoed from all around.
      Containers stacked three stories high shook precariously, then began to fall toward Minho and his subordinates.
      If things went south, Hyunseo had planned in advance to drop the containers, use the chaos, poison Minho, and escape.
      That was the next plan.
      Only then did Minho's face turn to horror.
      "You crazy bastard—"
      None of the gangsters had bioware capable of stopping a multi-ton container.
      That level of high-performance bioware was absurdly expensive. It wasn't something a mere gang could possess.
      Hyunseo was certain.
      'There's no way a new gang could have something like that. If they did, they'd be living as hunters by now.'
      But that common sense was shattered in an instant.
      "... Choi Minho, I told you to negotiate. I'm disappointed."
      The containers that had been falling stopped in midair.
      And then, with a flick of a hand sticking out of a sedan window, the containers flew away to harmless areas and crashed down uselessly.
      Hyunseo's eyes widened in shock.
      Minho and the gangsters hurriedly bowed their heads in front of the black sedan, their faces ashen.
      "Hyung! Thank you for saving us!"
      The one they called 'hyung' got out of the car.
      A blonde, neatly styled slick-back undercut.
      His face was marked with big and small scars, and the tight gray suit on his body gave off a mafia vibe.
      Hyunseo knew instinctively. He'd heard of this man from Gyeongtaek. The boss of the Reapers. An American of Great Joseon descent.
      "So, you're the boss? You sure keep your subordinates in line."
      "'Derald Jae,' that's what I'm called."
      "That's a funny name. Is Jae your surname, or is Derald?"
      Instead of answering, Derald suddenly looked up at the night sky.
      "This isn't a good place to talk—the sky is too visible."
      At that moment.
      Hyunseo's instincts sounded an alarm.
      Danger. But from where? Or rather, how to avoid it?
      He couldn't tell anything.
      Only one thing was certain:
      The entire area was dangerous.
      At that moment—
      Kuuuuuum—!!
      His whole body was crushed.
      It felt like he was being hit with tons of weight. He couldn't even stay on his feet.
      Hyunseo tried to identify the source of this power by instinct.
      'Gravity Pressure? No, not even the latest models have this output. Throwing containers like that would be impossible...!'
      Overwhelmed by the crushing force, Hyunseo collapsed.
      Seoyeong, beside him, was also pressed down by the force.
      An invisible power was pressing down on the entire area.
      "G—ah... spar—e... m—e..."
      Hyunseo managed to endure it thanks to his strong body,
      but Seoyeong couldn't hold out.
      Her body became limp and lifeless.
      'He intended to kill her from the start.'
      Hyunseo grit his teeth inwardly.
      'These lunatics...'
      That was when Derald approached.
      He didn't even glance at the dead Seoyeong.
      Instead, he muttered something unintelligible.
      "Let's have a productive talk somewhere with no sky."
      Whack!
      With a powerful impact, Hyunseo's consciousness faded into darkness.
      *
      Hyunseo stood on a boundary.
      Beneath his feet was an unfamiliar ground. He couldn't even guess where he was.
      The ground where Hyunseo stood and the area beyond the boundary differed completely in color.
      And on the far edge beyond the boundary, something stood.
      A white knight.
      It was a being covered head to toe in a hard, chitinous exoskeleton armor.
      He couldn't tell if it was machine, insect, or monster....
      But one thing was certain. It was not human.
      Ten blue eyes shone eerily from the gaps in its helmet,
      evaluating Hyunseo.
      "▒▒▒ ▒ ▒▒."
      He couldn't understand what it was saying.
      But from the way it closed its eyes, he got a feeling.
      'It's... displeased with me...?'
      *
      Splash!
      Ice-cold water was splashed onto his face.
      "Morning, you bastard! Wake up!!"
      His cheek was slapped hard.
      Without time to get his bearings, Hyunseo raised his head.
      Choi Minho stood smirking viciously before him.
      "Did you sleep well?"
      Hyunseo clenched his teeth, swallowing his anger.
      "You sure like kidnappings. Is your gang's theme 'kidnapper?'"
      Choi Minho snorted and replied,
      "If you have the energy to joke, you're ready to talk."
      He slowly looked around.
      Only a single yellow bulb flickered in the dilapidated basement.
      He was chained to a scrap metal chair.
      Ahead was an iron cage, and torture tools lined the walls.
      It was obviously a torture room.
      "This isn't what I'd call a conversation."
      "It's our kind of conversation. You might even come to like it."
      Whack!
      A fist struck his face hard.
      His head snapped back, and Minho grabbed his hair, shouting.
      "Talk! How did you escape from that place!!"
      "I slipped out through a rainbow magic portal. Why?"
      "Ha, ha, ha. Hilarious!"
      Whack! Whack!
      A flurry of punches followed, and Minho yanked his hair again, threatening.
      "Tell me how you got out of there, or you're dead!"
      "Okay, I'll tell you... Now that I think of it..."
      Hyunseo burst out a hollow laugh.
      "I actually escaped on an eight-legged unicorn."
      "You crazy bastard—"
      Just as the enraged Minho drew a knife to stab him.
      "Stop."
      A low, imposing voice came from behind Minho.
      Recognizing the voice, Minho immediately backed off.
      "Hyung, you're here."
      "Enough with this nonsense. Get out."
      It was Derald.
      He dragged over a chair and sat on it backwards.
      His posture was lazy, but his attitude relaxed.
      "They say you survived a special rift?"
      Derald tossed some kind of device onto the floor.
      As it activated, a thin membrane surrounded them, and all outside noise disappeared.
      "It's a noise-cancelling device. Now we can talk quietly."
      "Oh, really? Want to share some childhood secrets?"
      Ignoring the sarcasm, Derald got to the point.
      "I only have one question. How did you survive that rift, and what did you see? If you tell me, not only will I let you go safely, I'll even compensate you fairly. If you agree, that is."
      "You want me to trust guys who kill their own without remorse?"
      "You mean Yoo Seoyeong? That was a gang regulation execution."
      "I'm talking about Choi Minho back there."
      He nodded his chin toward Minho at the back.
      "That bastard tossed Kang Dojin to the monsters to save himself. You just killed Yoo Seoyeong on the spot. And now you're asking for cooperation in exchange for a reward? Would you trust yourself?"
      "Hmm..."
      "You guys pretend to kill corporate butchers but just use them as slaves. That's always how gangs are—preying on ordinary people—"
      Bang!
      A gunshot rang out.
      Derald had risen from the chair and shot his gun without warning.
      He aimed at Minho.
      "B-Hyung... why... why me...?"
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
      The last bullet pierced Minho's forehead. A worthless death.
      Derald ordered his men outside to dispose of the body, then sat back down.
      "Comrade? That's a misunderstanding. Those guys are just expendables."
      "... So it seems."
      "You're way more valuable than them. I'll have to work to gain your trust. First, let's talk objectives."
      He pointed to parts of his body one by one, speaking slowly.
      "Legs. Air Walker E—03. Combat bioware made from a C-rank demonic beast Windrunner. 1.52 billion won."
      "Skin. Core Plate Z—1. Military bioware made from a C-rank demonic beast Mountain Turtle. 2 billion won."
      "Hands. Gravity Pressure X10. Prototype of the developing Pressure series. You saw it toss containers. Once officially released, it'll get a B-rank label and fetch hundreds of billions, I'd bet."
      He explained seven more combat biowares, almost boasting.
      Each was either absurdly expensive or monstrous gear you couldn't get through normal channels.
      "It was hell collecting these, you know."
      Derald spoke in a flat tone.
      "Running from bounty hunters, pursued by corporate assassins, living in hiding after being targeted by the government..."
      "..."
      "The unfair thing is—even after all this, you can't beat the 'real' ones. The association's top rankers, I mean."
      Hyunseo, dumbfounded by the unexpected boasting, clicked his tongue.
      "You think your compatibility is S-rank or something? Don't you know what happens to guys who just keep shoving in bioware?"
      Bioware grants humans superhuman strength.
      But there's no power without a price.
      "Turning into a demonic human is just the beginning. Then comes beastification, and they turn into demonic beasts. You think you're different?"
      The more you use bioware, the more likely you are to go mad—demonic human transformation begins.
      If that continues, beastification follows and you become a demonic beast.
      The only way to stop it is to take suppressants distributed by the corporations.
      At least once a month, like clockwork.
      The more bioware you have or the more powerful it is, the worse your compatibility, the more suppressant you need.
      "You think a few good implants make you a god, but in reality, you're a biological time bomb. What are you even trying to do? Pathetic self-aggrandizement?"
      Derald laughed coldly.
      "This is the world we live in."
      A world where the logic of strength decides everything.
      The weak are exploited, the strong exploit.
      Those overwhelmingly strong rule above all.
      As long as you're strong, even becoming emperor isn't impossible.
      Great Joseon too was built on transcendent strength.
      In this world, strength was everything.
      "Do you need a reason to grow strong?"
      "Yeah. You're just a madman."
      "Seems you finally get me."
      Derald gathered his gear and stood up.
      "You've got plenty of time. Think it over. We have all the time in the world. I'll be by every day. Decide."
      *
      Two days passed after that.
      Hyunseo still didn't answer.
      He knew if he revealed the unidentified artifact implanted in his heart, he'd be killed immediately.
      Even so, Derald didn't torture him for his uncooperative attitude.
      He simply starved him.
      No food, no water.
      Not even allowed to use the bathroom.
      If filth piled up?
      A high-pressure jet of water washed it away.
      Every morning, Derald would ask the same question.
      "Thought about cooperating?"
      If Hyunseo didn't answer, Derald left without a word.
      *
      Thirst and hunger.
      As time passed, the hunger grew sharper.
      His mind blurred, his reason looked ready to snap.
      Yet oddly, his senses grew even keener.
      Especially his hearing.
      "Please save me! Please, save me!"
      "Just wait one more day...!"
      "Mom, dad... where are you...?"
      His heightened hearing forced him to listen to sounds from throughout the building.
      They were screams—sounds of despair.
      Lives being horribly shattered.
      This was a hell created by humans.
      "Merciless bastards..."
      Helplessness slowly consumed him as all manner of crimes were committed here.
      But within that, something began to grow.
      A deep, tenacious intent to kill.
      *
      The third morning.
      Derald asked, as always.
      "Thought about cooperating?"
      "... Then, why don't you untie me first?"
      "If you 'cooperate,' I will."
      Hyunseo didn't even have the energy to answer, and fell silent.
      Derald, turning to leave, paused as if he remembered something.
      "Oh, right... We cracked the password on your USB. Pretty interesting research you've been up to. 'Suppressant dependency optimization,' was it?"
      "... What?"
      Hyunseo's chest dropped.
      Derald snickered as he spoke.
      "Showed it to a guy with a few degrees—he said it was an interesting theory. I could make a nice profit selling it to my corporate contacts."
      "..."
      That research was the sole achievement from his prime—the only thing left after he was betrayed and lost everything.
      Enduring those humiliating, furious times, pouring all he had into proving his innocence, he had completed that research.
      And now, even that was on the verge of being stolen.
      Derald sneered.
      "No way a regular person could do research like this. I looked into you. Traitor doctor, huh? Got convicted as a corporate spy for leaking Cheonseong Group confidential research to a foreign company."
      He'd tried to expose corporate immorality and was betrayed by his colleagues.
      Years of dedicated research were stolen, and he was framed with false accusations.
      Kicked out of academia, even his doctorate was revoked.
      Everyone but one person had thrown stones at him.
      And now, was he to endure hell all over again?
      Derald scoffed as he finished.
      "I don't care what the truth is. But if you don't cooperate, I have no reason to spare you. You should decide fast. There are plenty eager to snatch it up right away."
      With that cold remark, he left the torture room.
      Hyunseo was left alone.
      His rage, pushed past its limit, didn't subside for ten hours.
      It was only at midnight that his reason began to waver.
      Three days without food or water.
      And now, even the last hope of his life—his research—was taken.
      Cracks began to appear in his once-solid reason.
      Those cracks widened, and deepened.
      Through the fissures in his broken mind, Hyunseo crossed the boundary.
      Ten closed eyes, waiting, now snapped open.
      Ka-ga-gagak— Ka-ang—!!
      The chains binding his arms and legs were ripped to shreds.
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      008. Reapers (4)
      On the midnight of the fourth day after Hyunseo had been kidnapped, the base of the Reapers was shrouded in deep darkness.
      Most people would be asleep at that hour, but the Reapers were different.
      For them, night was the time when everything began.
      This place was a building consisting of six above-ground stories and three underground floors.
      It was built as a fortress right after the Second Great Rift Incident.
      Boldly, the Reapers had made it their base.
      Basement level 2 of that location.
      One executive and about ten members had gathered.
      The executive, reclining in his chair, glanced at his watch.
      It was just past midnight. Time to get off duty.
      "Hey, I'm heading in. Stand guard properly. You remember the precautions, right? Check every ten minutes whether the guy in the torture room is dead or alive. Keep an eye on that woman who came three days ago, too."
      "You mean the one with orange hair? I heard she made a fuss. But at the end of the day, she's just a brat—"
      "Six people were crippled in just three days."
      The member was cut off.
      "We didn't even subdue her; she just suddenly collapsed herself. The boss said to leave her alone if you don't want to die."
      "... Is that for real? I mean, what is she?"
      "How would I know? Anyway, report if anything unusual happens."
      The executive stretched briefly and walked to the elevator.
      He just waved a hand roughly to the "Sleep well, sir!" from the members behind him.
      Just as he got on the elevator and the doors began to close—
      Thunk! Pyopopong—
      "... What the hell?"
      A bad feeling brushed past, and the hand pressing the button stopped.
      Sensing that something was off by instinct, he pressed the open button.
      [The door is opening.]
      "... Hey, what are you guys doing?"
      As the door opened, a bizarre scene came into view.
      All the members were standing, facing the basement door on the opposite side of the elevator. None of them moved.
      Because of this, the executive couldn't even see their faces.
      "What are you doing? Didn't you hear me?"
      No answer. Something was clearly wrong.
      The executive turned his head in the direction the members were looking.
      He saw a steel door.
      A door that must have been made of strong steel was brutally torn apart.
      It bore the marks of something having forced its way in from the outside.
      Yet, when he looked around, there was nothing else to be seen.
      "Are these bastards seriously ignoring me to the end...? Hey!!"
      Though he felt a chill, the executive's anger flared higher than his fear.
      He was angrier that the members were ignoring him.
      He got out of the elevator and grabbed the shoulder of the closest member.
      And then his breath caught in his throat.
      "Plea...se... save...."
      A needle as thick as a finger was deeply embedded in the head.
      The eyes were rolled back, with blood oozing from the nose, mouth, and ears.
      It was hard to say he was still alive.
      "C-call for ba—"
      Just as he reached to take out his smartphone from his pocket—
      [The door is closing.]
      The sound of the elevator doors shutting echoed.
      Startled, the executive turned around.
      There stood a white, humanoid monster.
      "Mo...monst—"
      Before he could even scream, the monster grabbed his neck and lifted him into the air.
      It looked like part insect, part machine.
      Its whole body was clad in armor like a knight.
      But it was no mere knight.
      On its helmet, five pairs of blue-glowing eyes gleamed—
      they shone coldly like the lenses of a ruthless machine.
      "Where is Derald?"
      Korean words flowed from the monster. There was no mouth visible, and it was unclear where the voice emanated from.
      Terrified, the executive could not reply.
      In response, the grip around his neck tightened.
      A pressure strong enough to break his neck.
      "6, sixth floor..."
      Crack—!
      Before he could finish, the executive's neck snapped.
      His limp corpse was thrown into a corner.
      Meanwhile, all ten members who had been poisoned died as well.
      It was a deadly toxin lethal even in a single drop.
      Now, only a single living being remained here.
      The white monster—Kang Hyunseo.
      'About 4 minutes and 30 seconds left?'
      Hyunseo calculated the time inwardly.
      Why had this happened to him, or how he'd instinctively known that the duration of his armament was five minutes, he still could not fathom.
      No matter how much he thought about it, he had no idea. But that didn't matter now.
      Only one thing was important.
      To wipe out every piece of trash and filth in this building.
      And now, he had the strength for it.
      There was no reason not to use it.
      Creeaak—
      He rifled through the gang's armory, searching for usable weapons.
      He picked out a suitably long alloy sword, and a submachine gun with a 50-round magazine.
      Time was precious. There was no time to wait for an elevator.
      He leaped straight upward toward the ceiling.
      BOOM—!!
      Basement level 1. Extraction room.
      A place where innocent people's bioware was torn out while they were still alive.
      The stench of old blood and decay filled the air.
      "W-what is it! What's going on?!"
      "Something's coming up from below!"
      Even now, they were removing the organs of someone tied to an operating table.
      Hyunseo stared at the sickening scene and muttered:
      "You filthy bastards..."
      There was no reason to hesitate.
      Bullets blazed, and flashes carved through the darkness.
      He swung his weapon with the firm resolve to let not a single one escape.
      Tonight, he intended to end the name of the Reapers for good.
      *
      [Boss! Monster, a monster has appeared—Aagh!!]
      "..."
      VIP room, 6th floor. Derald was sitting on the bed.
      There had already been five emergency reports,
      but he had not taken any measures.
      He simply put on his suit quietly as he waited.
      "Please, have mercy... please..."
      A woman shivered in a corner.
      A woman dragged here because of debts owed to the gang,
      someone who had nearly been brutally abused here.
      That was all she was.
      Even knowing this place would soon become a battlefield, Derald never considered releasing her.
      Whether she died in the ensuing chaos meant nothing to him.
      KWAANG—!!
      Suddenly, the floor exploded.
      Someone appeared amidst the debris filled with dust.
      The white monster his subordinates had warned him about.
      Derald was momentarily startled by a sight different from what he'd expected.
      'They called it a monster, but this is...'
      An all-white suit of armor enveloped the whole body, coldly glowing blue eyes.
      Overwhelmingly imposing—almost unreal—and yet beautiful.
      But there was no time for admiration.
      RATATATATAT!!
      The submachine gun spat fire.
      Relentless lead poured toward Derald.
      "Are you not even willing to talk?"
      He opened his palm.
      Gravity Pressure.
      A gravity-formed shield surrounded his body.
      The bullets lost all power and dropped harmlessly to the floor.
      Rumble—!
      The white knight pushed off the floor and charged.
      The distance closed in an instant.
      The huge alloy sword came crashing toward Derald's head.
      KLANG—!
      "...!"
      For the first time, Derald was tense.
      The blade halted right in front of his eyes.
      It was a force capable of splitting the gravity field.
      'If that had not been blocked... I would have been dead.'
      At this unexpected strength, he felt a flash of exhilaration.
      Amidst the taut standoff, Derald asked with anticipation.
      "So. Is this what you've been hiding?"
      "What if it is?!"
      Kagagak!
      Hyunseo put all his strength into the sword.
      No finesse, no technique—just pure strength.
      But the weight of that strength was beyond imagination.
      After summoning the white armor, Hyunseo realized:
      His abilities in every aspect had explosively increased.
      Power, speed, senses, and the abilities of a demonic beast as well.
      'Right now, anyone—!'
      BZZZZT—!!
      Suddenly, Hyunseo's body was flung backward.
      More precisely, he was pulled toward the wall by gravity.
      Enormous pressure crushed his body.
      The wall deeply caved in, swallowing him.
      "Kang Hyunseo. Kang Hyunseo. Kang Hyunseo..."
      Derald smiled with grotesque delight.
      "Please, tell me. That armor, how did you get it? You're fine even in this gravity field—it's not possible, is it?"
      "Like I'd ever tell you...!"
      Hyunseo gritted his teeth.
      Derald smiled with composure and took something out of his pocket. It was Hyunseo's USB memory stick.
      "That research data you wanted. It's right here."
      He twirled the USB between his fingers,
      an implicit threat that he could crush it at any moment if things didn't go his way.
      "If you just explain it quietly, I won't have to take more drastic measures—"
      "▒▒▒—!!!"
      But Derald made a fatal mistake.
      He pushed Hyunseo too hard, too deep, for too long.
      He had starved him, threatened him, and trapped him in endless despair.
      And then he went and touched what should never have been touched.
      Thus, the last thread of sanity snapped.
      All that remained in Hyunseo's mind was the intent to kill Derald. That rabid, obsessive will induced a phenomenon.
      THUNK—!
      Brute-forcing his way out of the overwhelming gravity, he emerged from the wall.
      With no hesitation in his eyes, he steadied his posture.
      And he leapt.
      In a flash, Hyunseo was in front of Derald.
      "What the—"
      WHAM!
      A fist harder than steel slammed into Derald's face.
      His body flew toward the wall and crashed hard.
      An ordinary person's skull would have been shattered to bits, but the bioware-enhanced skull barely kept its shape.
      But that could hardly be called a blessing.
      Crack! Bang! Whack! Thud!
      The unrestrained and merciless pummeling continued, not even allowing Derald to breathe.
      With every blow,
      the fortress-strong wall crumbled under his fists.
      'The gravity field isn't working?!'
      Derald couldn't believe it.
      Even though he was sustaining a powerful gravity field,
      Hyunseo wasn't affected at all.
      The adhesion of his white armor, strengthened by Veno-Webber body hair,
      absolutely overwhelmed the power of the gravity field.
      And the pummeling grew fiercer.
      "▒▒▒—!!!"
      Smashed the face, headbutted the nose, stabbed the stomach with a knee, and hammered the solar plexus with a fist.
      BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
      The white armor became stained with blood, and Derald's body crumpled.
      Derald fought back desperately, but it was useless.
      That mysterious armor was far too tough.
      Boxing, taekwondo, karate, judo, kickboxing...
      What point does all of humanity's martial arts have?
      The enemy was no longer human.
      'I'm...going to die...'
      For the first time in his life, Derald felt true terror of death.
      BOOM—!!!
      Hyunseo's fist again struck Derald's face.
      The wall, unable to bear the shock, exploded and collapsed completely.
      "Urgh..."
      Derald's hair was clutched in Hyunseo's hand.
      He lifted Derald and flung him deeper inside the building.
      He slowly picked up the sword that had fallen to the ground,
      and quietly approached.
      "Spare... me..."
      Derald crawled toward a hole in the floor.
      He flailed for life, but Hyunseo was faster.
      A foot came down mercilessly on his back.
      The sword's blade touched Derald's neck.
      "It's funny. No matter how many of you I kill, I don't feel a trace of guilt. I actually feel better. Like I'm cleaning up garbage."
      "M-monster..."
      "Now I get it. You people were never human. You were monsters. That's why killing you feels like relief."
      Screech—
      The sword's blade glinted coldly.
      "I have no regrets. That would be too generous anyway."
      Just as he was about to strike down without hesitation—
      Buuuuung—
      A sound like a helicopter's rotor could be heard from somewhere.
      Immediately, someone appeared from the hole before his eyes.
      It was a girl. A short-haired, orange-haired girl who looked about high school age.
      There was no emotion on her face. A machine seemed more human than her.
      Strangely, she had something like insect antennae on her head.
      On her back, she had two pairs of insect-wing bioware,
      moving too fast to be clearly seen.
      No, was it even bioware?
      The girl held an odd, semi-transparent spear.
      A bizarre, withered-branch-like, grotesque spear.
      Her inorganic, black eyes scanned Hyunseo.
      Her antennae and eyes carefully scrutinized him, as if searching—
      "...!"
      Suddenly, for no reason, sharp hostility was directed at Hyunseo.
      As the bizarre spear spun around, its point sought to tear into his armor.
      There was no process visible at all.
      "...!"
      Ting!
      Startled, Hyunseo tried to block it with his sword, but it was no use. The sword was flung far away in a single strike.
      Shoo!
      The directly-flying spear twisted its trajectory in an instant.
      It seemed to aim for his head, then suddenly aimed at his heart. He couldn't predict the spear's path at all.
      Whoosh! Crack! Clang!
      The girl handled her spear freely. Its tip moved dozens of times a second, gradually tearing away at Hyunseo's armor.
      Enormous strength. Overwhelming technique. Transcendent speed.
      That once impenetrable armor was ripped apart.
      'What is this...'
      Could she be a secret weapon prepared by the Reapers?
      If so, there was no more hope for this fight.
      But Derald had to die at any cost.
      If left alive, he would create hell somewhere else.
      Just as Hyunseo was about to check Derald's location—
      CLANG—!!
      "Urgh...!"
      The bizarre spear blew away half of Hyunseo's helmet.
      If not for the helmet, his head would have been smashed for sure.
      The helmet shattered, revealing his face. The girl's movement suddenly stopped.
      Silence fell for a moment.
      The girl wore an extremely faintly surprised expression.
      "Human...? Why...?"
      The girl seemed confused.
      Her antennae quivered as if trying to check something more,
      but instead, she only looked more bewildered.
      That brief hesitation was a golden chance for Hyunseo.
      'Derald comes first...!'
      It seemed the girl's hostility came from a misunderstanding, as she no longer tried to attack.
      Taking the chance, Hyunseo turned, intending to finish Derald off for good.
      Just then—
      Craacrakrakrak—
      A sound of space ripping apart rang out.
      It came from the direction of the broken wall.
      Derald stood there.
      He was clapping his hands together,
      between them burned some black-and-purple, baleful orb.
      'Gravity Pressure....'
      He had compressed the gravity field to its limit to create devastating power.
      Once unleashed, there was no doubt the area would be obliterated.
      Derald smiled coldly.
      "It's a shame things turned out like this. But knowing you got that power from a special rift—that's enough to satisfy me."
      "Like hell I'll let you live—!!"
      "You have no choice."
      He detonated the compressed gravity field.
      It tore everything around it to shreds.
      Even the sturdiest walls collapsed, unable to withstand the force.
      He intended to obliterate everything—Hyunseo, the girl, and even the screaming woman cowering in the corner.
      'I have to get out of here!'
      By instinct, he tried to throw himself toward the hole in the floor.
      But his feet stopped.
      Something held onto his heart.
      Buuuuung—!
      The girl shot forward at high speed.
      The girl who'd been trying to kill Hyunseo suddenly swooped toward the woman cowering in the corner, flapping her wings.
      She intended to rescue the woman she didn't even know.
      She slashed at the wall behind the woman with her spear.
      However—
      "Ugh..."
      Perhaps out of energy, she wavered, unable to completely slice through the wall.
      At this rate, they would all die, caught in the gravity field.
      'Damn it...!'
      Gritting his teeth, Hyunseo crouched low. He leaped with all his might.
      BANG—!!
      He rammed the wall the girl was trying to break with his shoulder. The solid wall caved in and left a huge hole.
      He grabbed both the woman and the girl, barely escaping the gravity field's reach just before being torn to pieces.
      Psssh—
      Just as he reached the vacant lot on the building's first floor, the armor powdered away. The five minutes were up.
      His whole body trembled with the exhaustion and backlash of depleted power.
      It must have been the aftereffect of the strength forcibly drawn out by the armor.
      'At least I survived...'
      He laid the woman and the girl on the ground.
      The woman had already lost consciousness.
      Understandable, after all this chaos.
      But the girl was different.
      Shing—
      A chill spearpoint was pressed to his throat.
      The girl, unlike her frail body, stared at Hyunseo with inorganic black eyes, entirely clear-headed.
      Her eyes were mixed with hostility, confusion, and suspicion.
      "..."
      "..."
      A brief silence passed.
      Hyunseo raised his hands and slowly stepped back.
      "I don't mean you any harm."
      He had been miserably defeated even in armored form. He stood no chance now.
      "..."
      Luckily, thanks to being rescued earlier, the girl did not attack right away. 
      Still, he couldn't let his guard down.
      The girl, spear still pointed at Hyunseo, cautiously came closer.
      Her antennae quivered, and she wrinkled her brow.
      "Zero type reaction vanished... This is impossible... This can't be..."
      "Zero type...?"
      Listening to her mutter, Hyunseo got a hunch.
      'She clearly knows something.'
      The girl clearly knew something about the white armor armament he'd used.
      Somehow, Hyunseo felt certain that she was closely connected to everything that was happening to him.
      "You. If you know something, let's work together—just tell me, will you?"
      "... I'm hungry."
      With those words, the girl collapsed feebly. She had fallen asleep.
      Weeeooooweoooo—
      In the distance, sirens approached. After this much commotion, it was only natural for the authorities to come in force.
      He quickly picked up the girl and left.
      To get any answers from her, he would have to feed her first.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      Was the girl looking for the 10-eyed knight?
      Is it some sort of disaster-class monster?
      【「(°ヘ°)?】
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      Hyunseo laid the woman down on the road where the ambulance was coming, slung the girl over his shoulder, and set out to find a safe place.
      He finally found a vacant house and laid the girl on the bed, lost in thought.
      There was a lot he wanted to ask the girl.
      But no matter what happened, Hyunseo didn't want to let Derald get away.
      Now, when he was seriously wounded, was the only chance to kill him.
      The backlash from the armor summoning had subsided.
      At this moment, before the girl regained consciousness, he could track Derald down.
      Hyunseo went in the direction Derald had fled.
      His goal was clear.
      'I will kill him.'
      If Derald was let go alive, it was sure to bring trouble later.
      His terrifying obsession with strength—it was impossible that he would give up so easily.
      He would create another revolting hell and kill people again.
      'I just have to find the smell of blood.'
      He intensely concentrated on his sense of smell.
      Immediately, a nauseating stench from everywhere rushed in and gave him a headache, but he definitely caught Derald's scent of blood.
      A trail of blood stretched down the alley.
      Hyunseo sprinted with all his might, following the traces.
      The distances between the bloodstains were becoming shorter and shorter.
      That meant Derald had slowed down.
      Hyunseo's pace only increased further.
      He had to finish off the weakened prey's last breath.
      However.
      "..."
      There was no need.
      Derald was already lying dead on the floor of the alley.
      'A fake?'
      He doubted it at first. This was not someone who would die so meaninglessly.
      But....
      'It's exactly him.'
      The wound locations, his appearance, height, weight—all matched.
      Even the scent of blood proved it was him.
      He rolled the corpse to face the sky.
      Even in death, his face was twisted with resentment.
      Derald had died with his eyes wide open.
      "What are you glaring about..."
      As Hyunseo raised his sword with cold eyes—
      Wee-oo-wee-oo—! Wee-oo-wee-oo—!
      "This way! Search the area!"
      "Don't let the suspect escape!"
      "It's a hunter crime! Set up a perimeter!"
      The sounds from afar stopped Hyunseo in his tracks.
      The authorities, usually so lazy, had shown up.
      Steps and the beating of drone wings gradually approached.
      "... Damn."
      He didn't need to think further.
      Hyunseo cut off Derald's head and drove his sword into the heart.
      To prevent any chance of revival, he hacked at every vital spot.
      All that remained was a mangled mass of flesh.
      There was no possibility of revival.
      "Go rot in hell."
      Hyunseo quickly scaled the wall and left the scene.
      All that was left was Derald's gruesome corpse and a lingering sense of discomfort.
      —Srrr....
      However, Hyunseo did not know.
      Someone had been silently watching in the darkness.
      Within the shadows of the alley, eerie eyes slowly opened.
      Seven eyes, swirling with a red glow, appeared.
      That being dragged something as it receded into the darkness.
      *
      Dragging his exhausted body, Hyunseo returned to where the girl was.
      By the time he reached the vacant house, the sun was rising.
      The long and dreadful night was finally coming to an end.
      "I really want to rest...."
      At that moment, the girl lying on the bed opened her eyes.
      "I'm hungry...."
      "..."
      Her first words were an abrupt demand for food.
      Hyunseo stared at her, dumbfounded.
      Then he suddenly remembered that he was also hungry.
      '... Come to think of it, I haven't eaten for three days.'
      "Do you have any money?"
      "I don't."
      "Yeah, I figured. Let's go out and see if there's somewhere to eat."
      Since gaining the heart artifact, his appetite had changed.
      Hyunseo now had to eat at least ten times more than an average person.
      Otherwise, the uncontrollable hunger would erode his sanity.
      Crunch— Crunch—
      But the girl in front of him was no less impressive.
      She was eating chicken, bones and all.
      Already her tenth bird.
      She devoured the chicken as if in battle.
      Perhaps because she seemed so harmless,
      The previous day's events felt like a dream or an illusion.
      'Don't tell me I hallucinated again, like back then with Jin-ah...?'
      Who could have guessed that such a gentle-looking, pretty girl would hide such a monstrous power?
      Hyunseo shuddered at the memory of the girl coldly tearing apart armor with that bizarre spear.
      Crunch— Crunch—
      "Do you need more...?"
      Nod, nod.
      In the end, the two of them devoured several more dozens of chickens.
      Thanks to that, the chicken shop owner beamed with satisfaction.
      "Thank you for the food."
      The girl still had no expression, but her antennae gently trembled. She must've felt good from being full.
      It seemed he'd gained her favor, so it was time to start asking real questions.
      "Your name? Do you have any family, acquaintances?"
      "... I don't know. I can't remember."
      "That's just great."
      No matter how he probed, it seemed she had lost her memory. Or she was just a very skilled liar.
      Either way, that didn't matter.
      This time, he asked the important question.
      "What's a Zero Type?"
      Suddenly, the atmosphere turned sharply cold.
      "A Zero Type is the enemy of humanity. They must be annihilated without fail."
      A sharp hostility pierced Hyunseo's entire being.
      It was the first time he realized a mere presence could make his heart ache.
      "Are you a Zero Type?"
      "... Of course not. I'm human. At the very least, I have no intention of destroying humanity."
      "I saw you saving people that time. You definitely seem human."
      Hyunseo felt a chill down his spine.
      If he had run away alone back then, he was gripped by the ominous certainty that this girl would have hunted him down and killed him.
      "What exactly is a Zero Type?"
      "I don't know. I can't remember."
      "Unbelievable...."
      After that, all her answers were similar.
      The only thing she knew was that Zero Types must be annihilated.
      It was as if that was the only thing her mind contained.
      Hyunseo sighed and thought.
      'We're back to square one.'
      Just then, the girl mumbled softly.
      "Sisters...."
      "Hm?"
      "I remember my sisters' faces."
      She rummaged through her shattered, mosaic-like memories.
      In her head were sisters who resembled her.
      In those memories, the girl was definitely smiling together with them.
      "Do you remember anything else about these sisters?"
      She was silent.
      There was neither memory nor a way to explain it.
      She could only shake her head.
      'What a shame.'
      Her situation seemed complicated.
      He thought there was no point in talking any further.
      'Is the only way left the direct approach...'
      Special rifts. Park Jin-ah. The white heart artifact. The unknown girl. Zero Type... All the clues ended here.
      All that was left was to research his own body directly.
      The problem was, he needed an expert research facility.
      Homeless and without an identity, Hyunseo could not get one.
      Except for one way.
      "Then, I guess we should go our separate ways now."
      "...?"
      "You and I both seem to have a lot to do. Goodbye then."
      He got up from his seat and headed outside.
      He had saved the girl by chance, but the idea of being with someone who could kill him at any time still terrified him.
      But life never went as planned.
      "... Why are you following me?"
      The girl quietly followed behind. Her answer was concise.
      "Surveillance."
      "Why...?"
      "There is a chance you might be a Zero Type."
      "I told you, I'm human. I have no interest in destroying humanity."
      "I'll keep watching, just in case."
      Hyunseo sensed it instinctively.
      There was no way to shake this girl off.
      If he carelessly tried, or if he killed someone recklessly in front of her, he'd be branded a Zero Type and killed.
      "Huuu... Fine. Do as you please. What should I call you from now on?"
      The best way was to get along before any misunderstanding started.
      But for someone who had lived friendless for years, it was an awkward gesture.
      No one wanted to befriend a traitor.
      The girl was just as awkward.
      "..."
      Her dark eyes quietly stared at Hyunseo.
      Only then did Hyunseo realize that she didn't even know her own name.
      He had no choice but to give her one.
      "Well then, how about 'Via'?"
      It was ironic.
      Once, if he ever created something and had to name it, 'Via' was one of the names he had in mind.
      But now, the chance to give that name would never come.
      Only when he could create nothing did he finally give someone a name.
      "..."
      Via quietly nodded her head.
      *
      The last resort to getting an expert research facility.
      That was to contact an old connection he'd cut off.
      He would have to contact the professor.
      "Huu... Well, what's the worst that could happen?"
      There were quite a few problems with how he had broken off contact.
      He hadn't committed a crime, but there were ways to commit unforgivable acts as a person even if they weren't illegal.
      And among them, Hyunseo had made the worst choice.
      He hadn't had a choice at the time, but that didn't erase the guilt. That's why he was in this state now.
      Tremble tremble tremble tremble—
      His hand, clutching the battered payphone receiver, was shaking hard.
      He picked up and put down the receiver,
      sat on the bench outside tearing at his hair,
      sighed deeply and reached for the phone again.
      This went on for hours.
      Finally, Hyunseo made the call.
      The ringing was excruciatingly tense.
      [Yes, I'm answering.]
      It was a familiar voice.
      But it was a little rougher than before.
      Hyunseo fought back the lump in his throat and opened his mouth.
      "Uh... Professor Kang Junyong? It's me... Kang Hyunseo...."
      [...]
      "..."
      [...]
      "..."
      [...]
      "... Professor?"
      [...]
      "Professor? Can you hear me? Professor Kang Junyong—"
      [Where the hell are youuuuu—!!!]
      From the other end of the line, a hellish roar erupted,
      and Hyunseo had to face his most dreadful wrongdoing.
      *
      After contacting Kang Junyong, they agreed to meet soon after.
      They headed to Yeonsu-gu, Incheon.
      A neighborhood for the wealthy.
      The meeting place was a back alley shopping district. It was already late at night.
      Junyong had deliberately chosen a spot that would be hard to track.
      Hyunseo fidgeted nervously, shaking his leg. Meanwhile, Via nonchalantly munched on the chicken he had bought her.
      Vroooom—
      At the appointed hour, a grey sedan slowly approached.
      "Ah..."
      Just by looking at the license plate, he could tell. It was Junyong's car.
      The driver's door slammed open.
      Out stepped a man in his sixties.
      Wearing glasses and a gaunt figure—a born researcher.
      "..."
      "..."
      The man looked at Hyunseo in silence.
      Hyunseo, his eyes trembling, met his gaze.
      Hyunseo was the first to speak.
      "Have you been well, professor... It's me, Kang Hyunseo..."
      "Oh my god... Oh Lord... It really is you...."
      The moment he heard Hyunseo's voice, junyong almost collapsed, his face going pale and then red with anger.
      An enraged Junyong opened the trunk and pulled something out.
      ... An aluminum bat.
      "I'm gonna kill this little bastard!!!"
      "Professor...? Please calm down, professor...!"
      "Calm? You want me to caaallllmmm?! You son of a—!!"
      Junyong came at him, wielding the bat.
      Neither his stance, technique, nor strength could compare with even an ordinary person. 
      But Hyunseo could never even dream of retaliating, not even if the world were ending.
      All he could do was flail and dodge as Junyong chased him with the bat.
      Whack!
      "Please calm down and listen to what I have to say!"
      Whoosh!
      "Would you calm down if you were in my place?! Would you?!"
      Whack!
      "I can explain everything! Professor... no...."
      Bracing himself against the embarrassment, Hyunseo shouted desperately.
      "Uncle!!!"
      Only then did Junyong stop.
      But that was all.
      "It's been five years! It's been five years since you ran away from home!"
      Clang—
      The bat fell to the ground with a lifeless thud.
      Junyong grabbed Hyunseo by the collar and poured out his resentment.
      "You were cursed and called a traitor by everyone! After you lost the trial, you racked up hundreds of billions in debt! You left, cut off all contact, refusing my help, and it's been five years!"
      "..."
      "Did you eat properly? Did you sleep through the night? Did you stay healthy? There wasn't a single day I didn't worry! Every day my insides rotted away!!"
      "..."
      "And then not too long ago the news puts on a circus! 'Traitor Doctor Kang Hyunseo Dead'! Do you know how I felt?! Do you!? You son of a bitch!"
      Junyong's hands trembled uncontrollably. Finally, he let go of Hyunseo's collar.
      The dreadful memory overwhelmed him, making him clutch his chest with shaking hands—a nightmare he could never forget.
      "It was like someone drove a giant nail through my chest, and I couldn't breathe...! The whole country accused you, pelted you with stones, threw a party at your death...! I was too damn wretched to do anything...."
      "..."
      "Five years is too damn long, kid... After five years, the first I hear from you is that you're dead. Isn't that too much... How am I supposed to tell your father and mother, up in heaven...?"
      He who raised the orphaned Hyunseo before him—
      That man was his uncle, Kang Junyong.
      "I'm sorry. I'm far too late...."
      "You're alive, that's enough. Traitor or not, I don't care. As long as you are alive, that's enough... Welcome home, kid...."
      "I tried... but nothing worked out...."
      Five years.
      Too short for someone who had struggled desperately,
      Too long for the only family left behind.
      Too long a time to spend suffering.
      And still, Hyunseo had a place he could return to.
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      Hyunseo ended up staying at Junyong's villa together with Via. 
      It was a deluxe detached house with two stories and a basement.
      They decided to rest today and talk in detail tomorrow.
      Hyunseo lay down on the soft bed and tried to sleep for the first time in a while. 
      Maybe it was because it had been so long since he properly slept, but drowsiness hit him quickly. 
      The moment he sank into sleep—
      Thunk—
      His consciousness became clear.
      Standing before his eyes was the white knight he had seen before.
      Now, he was starting to understand where this place was.
      "Unconsciousness, dream, virtual space... something like that, huh."
      "▒▒▒ ▒▒▒▒."
      "I'm telling you, I can't understand what you're saying."
      Instead of answering, the white knight threw something in front of Hyunseo.
      Thud—!
      What struck the ground was a sword.
      A massive greatsword, ridiculously large and long—at least 1.8 meters.
      Hyunseo guessed the white knight's intention in throwing the sword.
      "You're not just trying to pick a fight with me right out, are you?"
      The white knight was already holding an identical sword.
      Just as Hyunseo thought. It was a signal for him to pick up the sword.
      With no other choice, he picked up the sword embedded in the ground.
      "It's heavy... How many kilos does this thing weigh?"
      The unexpected weight of the sword startled him for a moment.
      It felt like the kind of high-mass greatsword used by hunters.
      'My physical strength should be several times stronger than before...'
      He barely managed to hold the two-handed sword and pointed it at the white knight.
      Annoyed by this absurd situation, Hyunseo snapped.
      "What is this, a fight for the body's ownership or something?"
      "▒▒."
      "I told you, I can't understand you—"
      Clang— Shring—!
      His vision spun around once. Hyunseo's head was helplessly thrown about in midair and then rolled on the ground.
      It was his first death.
      "Gasp..."
      Hyunseo rubbed his neck. His whole body was soaked in cold sweat. 
      The fear of death—it wasn't fake.
      'I really died.'
      He had truly been decapitated, died, and then his head was attached again. 
      Just like respawning in a video game.
      'I didn't even see what happened.'
      His senses had developed powerfully—he could barely follow Via's overwhelming spear skills with his eyes.
      He also had a danger sense that sensitively detected crises. It was usually easy for him to evade most ambushes.
      But this time, he saw and sensed nothing.
      Only the result—being decapitated—remained.
      Clack—
      "▒▒▒."
      The white knight pointed with the tip of his sword at Hyunseo's feet.
      He was telling him to pick up the sword lying there.
      "..."
      Cautiously, Hyunseo picked up the sword again, this time making sure to keep the white knight in his sight. 
      He wasn't about to lose sight of him.
      As Hyunseo readied his stance, the white knight took an overhead guard. 
      And as the white knight's knee bent just slightly forward—
      Shring—
      He met his second death.
      "Huff...!"
      Feeling his head reattached, Hyunseo recalled.
      He never saw it. Anything. Only the result remained—nothing to tell him what went wrong or what he missed.
      "..."
      The white knight again pointed his sword at Hyunseo.
      Hyunseo thought he knew what the white knight wanted.
      "To take over my body, you have to break my will or kill my soul... is that it?"
      "..."
      "Does beating up a guy who's never even held a sword make you feel good? Amazing. What a cheap bastard."
      The white knight's ten eyes narrowed oddly.
      Hyunseo stood up with the sword once again.
      If dying wasn't the end, there was still hope.
      He had survived all kinds of shit by sheer stubbornness.
      When it came to grit and perseverance, he wouldn't lose to anyone.
      "Even if I can't win, you'll never hear me—"
      Kaang!
      This time, the flat side of the sword struck his head. His head didn't fall off—he didn't die, but the pain was real.
      The white knight's sword strikes didn't end with one blow.
      Kang! Kang! Kaang! Kang!
      Relentless blows rained down, leaving him unable to think straight. In excruciating pain, he couldn't do anything.
      Finally, only after his arms and legs were broken did the beating stop.
      And Hyunseo thought he understood why.
      'Don't tell me he got mad because I called him a cheap bastard?'
      He hadn't expected him to actually understand the words.
      But by anyone's standards, this reaction was emotionally charged.
      Shring—
      He died a third time, and revived again.
      "Huff..."
      His body returned to normal—no trace of the beating, his limbs restored.
      Hyunseo immediately sensed things were going badly.
      This was going to keep repeating endlessly.
      The white knight, all ten eyes glowing, pointed his sword at him again.
      "... Shit."
      After that, Hyunseo died a three-digit number of times.
      Not once, in all those deaths, did he see the sword's movement.
      In the end, unable to take it anymore, he lost consciousness.
      "—Hah, hah, hah..."
      Finally, Hyunseo woke from the nightmare.
      Bed and blanket were soaked in sweat.
      He was sure now that what he just experienced wasn't just a mere dream.
      "It is 10 a.m. You've missed breakfast by a long while."
      Next to his bed, Via was looking down at him.
      He didn't know why Via, who should have been in the next room, was here.
      "This is bad..."
      Looks like sleeping is going to be hell from now on.
      *
      "What? That guy killed you hundreds of times in your dream?"
      "I'm telling you, it's true...."
      Hyunseo was sitting at the dining table with Junyong and Via.
      The table was covered with all sorts of delivery food.
      While Via ate voraciously, Hyunseo recounted the events in his dream to Junyong.
      "Hmm, that's not something I can just dismiss. Even the idea that a heart artifact exists is hard to believe."
      "I just called it an artifact for convenience, but honestly, I'm not sure. It could be a new type of demonic beast."
      "That's a horrific thought."
      Hyunseo related everything that had happened so far to Junyong.
      After his parents died, junyong was the one who had taken him in. 
      He was practically a father to him, so there was nothing to hide.
      "How have you been, professor?"
      "Stop with that 'Professor' talk."
      "Sorry, it's a habit. Er, uncle."
      "I quit the university professor job. I'm already retired."
      "What?!"
      That made Hyunseo feel as if his world had crashed down.
      Who was Junyong, after all?
      He was a renowned professor emeritus of the biology department at Cheonseong University, one of Great Joseon's top institutions, and the person who introduced a new paradigm in bioware.
      The government itself had tried to recruit the man, hadn't it?
      And now he's retired? That was way too early.
      Junyong sighed heavily with deep concern.
      "A lot happened while you were gone. You know the story. I quit because I couldn't stand those people at the university anymore."
      "... Was it because of me?"
      The day he lost the trial and was branded a traitor doctor, Hyunseo ran away, not wanting to bring shame to the eminent professor Junyong.
      Junyong tried to clear Hyunseo's name. 
      But that just looked like defending a traitor publicly reviled by the entire nation.
      He had faced shards of malice of the very storm itself.
      "I got sick of people. So I quit."
      "..."
      "If you feel responsible, just live your life making it up to me."
      "I'd like to, too."
      There was a lot of meaning packed into those few words.
      Even when their late breakfast was over, the conversation continued, but now the air felt a bit heavier.
      "Zero-type, huh... I've heard of it."
      Hyunseo's face brightened at Junyong's words.
      But the next words quickly darkened his face.
      "I've only heard of it myself—don't know the details."
      "Where... did you hear it?"
      "Rank-0 secret."
      That meant military secret.
      Junyong's face grew serious as he spoke.
      "Hyunseo. Don't try to look into it. I don't know what this young lady's true identity is, or why someone wants to kill a zero-type, but rank-0 secrets are the government's business."
      "I can't do that. If I just leave things alone, who knows what might happen."
      "I know. That's why I'll do it."
      "What?!"
      Hyunseo's face was filled with shock.
      It meant Junyong was thinking of crossing the government.
      "I'll look into it. I can approach zero-types under the pretense of research. Even if something goes wrong, it won't be a big deal. That's why you should stay out of it."
      "But..."
      "No 'buts'. Am I supposed to stand by and watch my kid die twice? I can't take that. Just rest and recover here."
      "..."
      "You're legally dead anyway. What can you do without identification? Announcing you're alive would just cause problems."
      Hyunseo had nothing to refute.
      Whatever else, he couldn't investigate a rank-0 secret zero-type alone. He had no choice but to rely on Junyong for this.
      But Hyunseo too had a plan and wasn't going to just stay quiet.
      "Um... Uncle, it's just..."
      "What is it?"
      "I did some research over the last five years. I lost the research data recently, but... Anyway, that's not important."
      "What was it about?"
      Upon hearing "research", junyong's gaze sharpened.
      "'Suppressant Dependency Optimization'... That was the published topic."
      "That's definitely a topic companies would love. So, what was the real subject? You're not going to tell me there was nothing hidden, are you?"
      "Hmm..."
      Caught by Junyong's guess, Hyunseo's face showed he had been found out.
      With a faint sigh, he replied in a tense voice.
      "'Permanent Magic Power Eradication.'"
      Junyong's expression hardened at the answer.
      Hyunseo continued his explanation.
      "When demonic beasts cross into this world alive, they enter a mad state. The reason is because magic power is scarce in this world. In other words, a magic power-deprived environment is fatal to them."
      "..."
      "So eliminating demonic beasts is simple. If magic power disappears from this world, the demonic beasts will enter a mad state and eventually vanish."
      "..."
      "To conduct this research, I needed funding from a corporation with huge capital. That's why I publicly worked on 'Suppressant Dependency Optimization' while secretly researching 'Permanent Magic Power Eradication'—"
      "Are you planning to make the whole world your enemy?"
      Junyong asked in a serious tone.
      "You might as well propose, 'Since high-voltage current is dangerous, let's get rid of electrons.' Have you considered what would happen to the civilization built on magic power if that foundation was destroyed?"
      "Humanity lived fine without magic power, even ninety years ago. Besides, all magic power research focuses on weaponization. Bioware, magitech weapons..."
      Hyunseo remembered all the injustices he'd witnessed in his life.
      "Magic power is too dangerous for humanity. Look at the top rankers. Humans now break mountains, split oceans. And the 'Emperor'? Should any one person have that much strength, enough to threaten a continent alone?"
      "Don't mention the Emperor anywhere else."
      "If only magic power disappeared, everything would be solved. Demonic beasts and rifts would vanish, asymmetric power too. Civilization would regress a few steps, but that's cheap compared to lives! My parents wouldn't have died if not for it...!"
      "Hyunseo."
      Junyong reached out and held Hyunseo's trembling hand.
      He spoke with deep regret.
      "I can't watch my kid die. Not twice."
      "..."
      "Let's drop that research. It's too dangerous."
      Junyong understood.
      If it was Hyunseo, he'd actually complete such a project. He was, after all, the best protégé who learned at his side.
      And he was 'those people's' child.
      Failure wasn't an option.
      "I'm sorry to say this, but it's actually lucky you lost the USB with all your research data."
      "..."
      "If you want to do research, use this facility however you want. But not on that topic. Please."
      At his heartfelt plea, Hyunseo gave a bitter smile.
      He nodded in reluctant agreement.
      "Sorry. I guess I was too stubborn."
      "No, actually, I was the stubborn one...."
      The atmosphere softened.
      And with a calmer attitude than before, Hyunseo spoke lightly.
      "For now, I'll just focus on restoring my condition. I've got to stay alive first, after all. If that heart artifact really is some new demonic beast.... Ugh, it's horrid."
      "You made a wise decision. If it's that, I'll help all you need. There's some basic research equipment in the basement—use it whenever."
      Junyong looked relieved.
      Seeing that, Hyunseo gave a wry smile.
      They chatted about many things after that. Trivial talk, future plans, research approaches for the heart artifact, and so on.
      For the first time in a long time, Hyunseo felt immersed in his old daily life.
      But it left a sharp pang in his chest, all the same.
      'I'm sorry, uncle.'
      A USB memory stick sat in Hyunseo's pocket. 
      The culmination of his research to permanently eradicate magic power— 
      A project five years in the making, now nearly complete.
      'The demonic beasts must be wiped out. They have to be.'
      All he needed was to prepare.
      Hyunseo was ready to make the whole world his enemy, if need be.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      Damn...
      That escalated quickly...
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
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      011. F-rank Hunter (2)
      The theory was complete.
      All that was left were the materials.
      To discover the whereabouts of the materials he had in mind, he needed overwhelming authority. 
      Only then could he grasp extensive information.
      With the path of a researcher blocked, there was only one option left.
      'I'll become an S-rank Hunter.'
      S-rank Hunter. The pinnacle of all Hunters.
      They possessed military power surpassing that of strategic weapons and wielded transnational authority. They were "individuals" as powerful as nations.
      Their words took precedence over a nation's laws, and many countries engaged in fierce struggles to recruit them.
      An S-rank would have access to countless confidential pieces of information.
      Even the government would find it hard to ignore their requests.
      "If I become an S-rank, I'll be able to dig through confidential documents as much as I want. Everything will get much easier."
      "Is that so?"
      "That's why we have to become Hunters. Got it?"
      A clear morning, inside a quiet café near the villa.
      Hyunseo was trying to persuade Via.
      Her cooperation was essential for the activities ahead.
      But it wasn't going as smoothly as he'd hoped.
      "Why do we have to become Hunters?"
      Via asked in an expressionless tone.
      "Junyong wants Hyunseo to be safe. Junyong will be disappointed."
      "I know. I feel bad for uncle, but..."
      "Is Hyunseo a bastard?"
      "Where did you learn that kind of language?"
      "From the smartphone."
      "......"
      Hyunseo wondered if he should confiscate Via's smartphone.
      "Anyway, this is the only way. Besides, once you become a Hunter, things get a lot more convenient. Especially when it comes to money."
      "I told you not to worry about money."
      "That's easy to say. Do you have any idea how much we eat in a day? Uncle's face is getting more and more drained of blood."
      Their combined daily food intake was enough for dozens of people.
      Junyong was shouldering the enormous food expenses alone.
      Thanks to that, the once-skinny Via now had a healthy figure, and Hyunseo was finally free from his compulsive hunger.
      Though Junyong's sighs were gradually increasing instead.
      "We're stronger than most average Hunters. You, in particular, will easily be at least B-rank. It's a waste to let that go unused."
      "I'm not sure."
      "If you're a Hunter, you'll be able to eat whatever you want, whenever you want."
      "Mm, understood."
      Via nodded right away.
      "I'll keep an eye on Hyunseo. If I can do that, I'll go along."
      A chill ran down his spine for a moment.
      Every time this happened, Hyunseo was reminded of the kind of being Via truly was.
      If she wanted, she could kill Hyunseo at any moment.
      Up to now, she simply hadn't done so by chance.
      "... I just want to get rid of the demonic beasts."
      The two decided to become Hunters.
      *
      Noon, Hunter Association Incheon Branch.
      Becoming a Hunter was easy.
      A simple personality test, physical examination, and payment of a fee.
      In less than 30 minutes, the two completed their Hunter registration.
      Their identities had been created by Junyong through a broker.
      There had been the obstacle of persuading an angry Junyong, but after four days of convincing, they finally got permission.
      Thanks to that, Hyunseo and Via became orphaned step-siblings, "Kim Hyunseo (25)", "Kim Via (21)".
      'So this is a Hunter license. Not much to it.'
      He inspected the demonic beast hunting license, the Hunter's license. On the card, it read "F-rank Hunter".
      Due to the low bar for entry, most people in Great Joseon held an F-rank Hunter license. 
      Accordingly, it offered no real benefits.
      Via asked Hyunseo, clearly confused.
      "Why is Hunter registration so easy? Being a Hunter is dangerous. The screening should be strict."
      "To the officials, it seems life isn't that important. A single Hunter is worth more than a hundred civilians."
      In fact, the Association had initially been strict. Over time, the standards had loosened.
      Political interests, economic incentives... Many speculations swirled, but the Association president stayed silent.
      What was certain was that as the criteria became more relaxed, the number of active Hunters increased—along with the number of deaths.
      "Isn't the Hunter Association supposed to protect humanity?"
      Via's question was only natural. After all, one of the Association's slogans was "Protecting humanity from demonic beasts."
      "Times have changed."
      But that was sixty years ago.
      Rifts had become gold mines, demonic beasts had become gold.
      Now, everyone believed the threat of demonic beasts had vanished.
      "I don't understand."
      "Me neither."
      *
      The two headed for a rift accessible to F-rank Hunters.
      'Incheon Grasslands. It's my first time here.'
      It was the perfect place for beginner Hunters.
      Most of the demonic beasts here ran away at the sight of humans.
      It was popular because hunting could be done in relative safety.
      "So I thought there'd be a lot of people..."
      The rift management office.
      A huge dome-shaped building had been erected around the rift,
      with an atmosphere somewhere between a stadium and an airport.
      Hyunseo had visited various rift management offices for work as a butcher.
      He was familiar with the usual hustle and bustle, so the current quietness felt strange.
      He quickly scanned the area.
      'Not even ten Hunters waiting. Not a single butcher, either. Sure, the demonic beasts here are cheap... but this isn't right.'
      The nearby shops were shuttered as well.
      The economy here was dying.
      It was a clear sign something was wrong.
      "Hey, mind if I ask you something?"
      "Hm? What?"
      Hyunseo stopped a Hunter who'd been waiting nearby.
      He was properly dressed, the epitome of a by-the-book Hunter.
      "What's with the atmosphere around here? Did the grasslands rift go under?"
      "First time here? What's your rank?"
      "F-rank, Kim Hyunseo. Got my license today."
      Since his rank was immediately obvious from the license, there was no point in lying.
      But just to avoid being looked down on, he intentionally acted tough.
      Seemed like that worked.
      "Bold rookie. I'm Kwon Jongnam, C-rank. These are my party members."
      Jongnam held out his hand for a handshake.
      No reason to make an enemy, so Hyunseo took the handshake.
      "Let me give you some advice as a senior. Try somewhere else. Things are spooky around here these days."
      "How come?"
      "Huge number of Hunters have gone missing recently."
      "Happens all the time in rifts."
      "Maybe elsewhere. But here, it's been consistent for months, and we're talking dozens missing. That's not normal."
      That did seem odd.
      This rift was specifically known for being relatively safe.
      Dozens missing was highly unusual.
      "I heard crime hunters have started investigating. If you get caught snooping around by a crime hunter, you'll regret it. Look for somewhere else."
      "Crime hunters... So you think it's the work of people, not beasts?"
      "I don't know. My party's only here under contract to stabilize the rift. I don't know any details."
      Crime hunters. Hunters who investigate cases commissioned by corporations or government organizations—a kind of private detective.
      Hyunseo hesitated briefly.
      'I think I might know what's going on. What should I do...?'
      There were a few sayings among Hunters.
      Never take a hunt you're not prepared for.
      Don't mess with anything suspicious.
      If you get a bad feeling, don't even look back—just run.
      If his guess was correct, something dangerous was brewing.
      It would be smart to heed the Hunter's advice and go elsewhere.
      But Hyunseo recalled his goal.
      "Thanks for the warning, but we'll go check it out. Via, let's go."
      "Hey, it's risky! Don't say I didn't warn you!"
      They were already making their way to the rift.
      They went through several procedures—checking in their electronics, confirming their identities, passing tight security.
      At the center of the stadium-sized plain, space itself was distorted like shattered glass.
      Five meters wide, three meters high. An ominous light leaked out from the warped edge of the space.
      That was the "rift".
      Striding toward it, Hyunseo spoke to Via.
      "Via, don't use your wings. If you stand out, it'll be trouble."
      "My power will decrease significantly. Is that okay?"
      "It's fine. There aren't any demonic beasts here dangerous enough to need armor or wings. At worst, we'll see a D-rank night howler. There are a few things to be careful about in rifts, but..."
      They continued their conversation as they stepped inside.
      A man was watching the two of them from afar.
      "Hmm... Are they fearless, or are they just onto something...?"
      He pulled his hat down lower and began tailing the pair.
      "We'll know once I check."
      *
      The grasslands.
      True to the name, the rift stretched into vast rolling plains.
      Hyunseo and Via headed to the forested area of the grasslands.
      Here, many low-level demonic beasts appeared, and few were aggressive, making this a favored hunting spot for novice Hunters.
      'Seems they just picked a normal hunting ground...'
      The man following them hid and observed from cover.
      His concealment was so good that even Via's sharp senses didn't detect him.
      Hours passed since the surveillance began.
      "Via! Go around and cut it off on the other side!"
      The two were chasing a deer with all their might.
      Via sprinted, blocking the deer's escape route.
      She swung her spear at the charging deer.
      Whoosh—
      "Ah... again..."
      But her spear passed right through—the deer was only a mirage created by a demonic beast.
      "That way! Run!"
      Hyunseo spotted the real deer fleeing elsewhere, bit down, and sprinted in pursuit.
      "Why is an E-rank demonic beast so hard to catch...!"
      The watching man let out a disappointed sigh.
      'Green-antlered deer. An E-rank demonic beast that confuses vision with light from its green horns. If you go in head-on, you'll almost always lose it. Once you're dazzled by the light, you'll never catch it.'
      Still, the two desperately herded the deer.
      It was now cornered by trees Hyunseo had felled.
      There was nowhere left to run.
      Hyunseo sharpened his senses.
      "We have to end this in one go. Otherwise, it'll get away again."
      "Yes."
      "Don't lose sight of it, not even for a second. Don't be fooled by bait."
      "I know."
      The observer sighed inwardly at the scene.
      'Ah, don't do it like that. If you open your eyes now...'
      The moment they rushed in, the deer's antlers flashed with light.
      The deer swung its antlers mightily.
      Flash!!
      "Ugh, my eyes...!"
      A blinding light exploded.
      Their vision—staring straight at it—turned completely white.
      They didn't expect the antlers to unleash a flash.
      Reflexively, Via threw her spear—
      Thunk!
      When their sight returned, all that remained was the spear stuck in the ground.
      The green-antlered deer had already fled far away.
      Their tenth failed hunt.
      The man watching from afar clicked his tongue quietly.
      'Their physical abilities are much better than expected, and they're quick thinkers... but they can't predict demonic beast behavior.'
      His analysis was correct.
      Hyunseo knew about the demonic beast's traits, but had no idea what measures it would take to survive.
      'He acts on the premise of a fight. He doesn't know how to hunt a beast that runs away. The model student type?'
      It was obvious:
      'Lack of experience. Well, typical for a rookie Hunter...'
      Hyunseo and Via kept hunting for the rest of the day.
      Tree-foxes leaping between branches.
      Burrow rabbits hiding and moving through tunnels.
      But in five hours, they didn't catch a single beast.
      No matter how quietly they snuck up, the beasts always bolted the moment Via glared at them.
      They'd underestimated the survival instinct of low-rank demonic beasts.
      It was a preconception formed from only ever seeing fierce, high-rank ones.
      Via slumped in defeat, her confidence shaken by repeated failures.
      Sighing, Hyunseo called it quits for the day.
      "Let's stop here. We need a new plan."
      At that moment—
      "Hey, that's not how you're supposed to 'hunt'."
      Startled by the sudden voice, Hyunseo spun around.
      A man was standing there.
      The man who'd been watching them from afar had finally stepped out.
      "You think you're going to bag even a single rabbit with that gear? A Hunter's basic loadout is one polearm and one firearm each."
      "..."
      "They never teach you on TV? Anyone only using a polearm is a faker, a wannabe."
      "And you, walking around with three guns, are hardly one to talk..."
      The man looked like he'd stepped straight out of the Wild West.
      Cowboy hat, long leather duster.
      Enormous revolvers at his belt.
      A menacing black hunting rifle on his back.
      "I deal with people. Against people, bullets work better than blades. Oh, and don't misunderstand—I'm not a mere Hunter."
      "So, what do you want?"
      He cleared his throat and started acting like a senior.
      "Alright, rookie friends, let me be kind and explain what's going on here."
      The man, who looked like he'd enjoy a good cigar, winked with one eye.
      "There have been a string of mysterious disappearances in this rift. Dozens of Hunters missing over the last three months, most of them rookies—F-rank or E-rank. Just like you two."
      "So you're telling us to leave, because it's dangerous?"
      "Of course not. I just wanted to see if you're the perpetrators. These kinds of incidents usually turn out to be people. And, wouldn't you know it, you show up now."
      A rift plagued by disappearances.
      And now, two unfamiliar faces appear.
      It was definitely suspicious.
      "But... pffft—!"
      Unable to hold back laughter, the man burst out.
      "Pwahaha! I didn't expect you to fail at catching a single beast in five hours! Even academy students bag at least an E-rank! Two full-grown adults, not even catching an F-rank!"
      "..."
      "I can guarantee you aren't the culprits. How could you catch people if you can't even catch an F-rank? Pwahaha!"
      After a hearty laugh, the man offered his hand.
      "I'm Jang Jaejoong, C-rank. Currently working as a crime hunter. I have a guild affiliation, but that doesn't really matter."
      "Kim Hyunseo, F-rank. This is Kim Via, also F-rank. She's my sister."
      "Sister? You sure don't look alike."
      Jaejoong glanced between Hyunseo and Via and continued:
      "You're awful at hunting demonic beasts, but your physical abilities look good. Especially the lady—amazing. Did you get some good bioware? You're not Scavengers, are you?"
      "So, what do you want?"
      "If you're interested, I'll teach you how to hunt. It'd be a waste to let such promising rookies go to waste."
      Hyunseo eyed Jaejoong suspiciously.
      Jaejoong quickly added:
      "I get it, it's suspicious. But hear me out. Crime hunting eats up time—it takes a week at best, sometimes even a month if you're unlucky."
      "Bored, so you'll teach us hunting on the side?"
      "Two birds with one stone. If there's some punk preying on rookies, I'll catch them. Win-win for everyone."
      "So you want to use us as bait."
      "Aw, don't make me sound like a bad guy."
      There was no such thing as a free lunch.
      They'd learn to hunt in exchange for taking the risk.
      And given how today had gone, with repeated failures, it wasn't a bad deal.
      They also mostly understood why they'd been failing.
      This was a good opportunity for the pair.
      But it still wasn't enough.
      "If we solve this case, put our names on the list of contributors. Do that, and we'll give it our all."
      Successful crime hunts came with significant promotion points.
      A perfect opportunity for Hyunseo, whose goal was advancement.
      "Didn't expect that. Thought you'd ask for money."
      "Promotion points are worth way more than a little cash."
      "Man, you really are sharp."
      Jaejoong grinned and accepted the deal.
      "Alright, rookie kids. Get ready, I'm gonna work you hard enough to deserve seeing your names on that contributors list."
      And so, they dove into the case of the mysterious disappearances.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      That's new...
      I thought Hyunseo will be that all powerful MC that would be good at everything he does, but I guess not...
      And it's also understandable, since Hyunseo isn't familiar with his power yet...
      I hope this crime hunter don't die...
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
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      012. F-Rank Hunter (3)
      The next day, in a forest area known for E-rank demonic beast sightings.
      Hyunseo was perched on a thick tree branch. Beside him, Jaejoong was observing prey through binoculars.
      "The basics of hunting is patience. Wait until the opportunity comes. Even if you need to pee or poop, hold it. Otherwise, wear diapers. Did you know? According to statistics, quite a lot of hunters buy diapers..."
      "Just be quiet..."
      Hyunseo held his breath, aiming at his prey.
      His whole body was camouflaged with branches and mud,
      and in his hand, he gripped a heavy-caliber pistol as thick as his forearm.
      'Beast Shot.' 
      Baekryeon Tech's .60 caliber, eight-shot automatic pistol. 
      The sheer power would snap an ordinary human's wrist the moment they fired it.
      'Now.'
      Thunk!
      The silenced, large-caliber round hit the prey.
      The green-antlered deer, struck in the head, stumbled and collapsed.
      After an hour of waiting, their first hunt was a success.
      "Whew..."
      "Not bad. You took it down in one shot from 200 meters away."
      "I fired over a hundred rounds at the range yesterday..."
      Hyunseo massaged his sore wrist.
      Yesterday, he had decided to learn hunting skills through a deal with Jaejoong.
      He secured the necessary weapons and trained all night at the shooting range.
      Thanks to that, he'd achieved his current level of marksmanship.
      "That's why I said you should use an assault rifle. If it's just for looks, use a revolver like me. Want to try it?"
      "Assault rifles are too unwieldy, and revolvers are complicated to use. A semi-auto pistol is just right."
      "If you live half-baked, you end up halfway. Be an efficiency maniac or a romantic. Gotta choose one or the other."
      "I'm starting to regret learning from you..."
      "Everyone says that when they hang out with me."
      Originally, he considered a submachine gun for facing people.
      But submachine guns weren't suited for hunting.
      So he compromised with a pistol adequate for hunting demonic beasts.
      Jaejoong pretended not to notice, even though he understood Hyunseo's motives.
      "Let's see how many your sister's caught. Ah, here she comes."
      As they went to check the prey, Via joined them.
      Via had selected a hunting rifle on Jaejoong's recommendation.
      The 'Wingshot', a semi-automatic rifle from Baekryeon Tech, had manageable recoil and good accuracy for her.
      Knowing Via, she should easily have caught at least four.
      "I failed to hunt."
      But in her hands, there was not a single demonic beast.
      "What? Why?"
      "The moment I aimed, all the creatures ran away."
      Via's antennae drooped. She appeared dejected.
      Jaejoong stroked his chin knowingly.
      "Low-tier demonic beasts have an unusually strong survival instinct. Even if there's nothing around, if they sense danger, they run right away."
      "So they knew Via was dangerous just by seeing her?"
      "That just means this lady is that impressive."
      Jaejoong gave Hyunseo a friendly pat on the shoulder.
      "Looks like you'll have to work harder, brother~"
      "Haaa..."
      Hyunseo let out a disappointed sigh.
      Jaejoong approached the slain green-antlered deer and spoke.
      "I'll also show you how to butcher it. I'm no expert, but at least I can teach you how to extract a demonic core without damaging it..."
      "Oh, that's all right."
      Hyunseo plunged the butchering knife deep into the deer's belly.
      After a few swift motions, a blue crystal demonic core came out.
      Jaejoong's eyes widened at the skillful extraction.
      "What the? That's expert-level. I've never seen someone just jab a knife in haphazardly and neatly pull out the core like that in my life."
      "I'm an expert."
      "Now you've said it, I've got nothing to say. Fine, you win."
      Jaejoong backed off, as if resolved not to ask any more questions.
      "All right, class. Today's lesson ends here. I have to update my client, so I'll be heading off now. I'll be back soon. Don't cause any trouble while I'm gone."
      "We'll keep hunting nearby. Find us when you get back."
      "This is where you're supposed to say 'Bring some ice cream on your way back' as a joke."
      "What's that supposed to mean?"
      "Never mind, you unsociable brats... I'm leaving."
      Jaejoong waved and left.
      Hyunseo finished processing the green-antlered deer in just ten minutes.
      Once done, a thought came to him.
      'If I eat this too, will I be able to absorb its ability?'
      The antlers of green-antlered deer possess a property that interferes with light.
      It was only E-rank, but still potentially useful.
      As a test, Hyunseo cut off a bit of antler and ate it.
      But he felt no noticeable change.
      'Does ability absorption also have conditions...'
      Various possibilities ran through his mind, but he stopped thinking about it.
      He decided to run experiments later in a more controlled environment.
      If he grew antlers on his head by accident, it would be a nightmare.
      "Anyway, let's go hunt the next one... Hey, Via, don't eat that!"
      "Hyunseo ate it. I want to eat it too."
      Hyunseo barely managed to dissuade Via, who was about to eat the byproduct, and decided to move on to another hunting ground.
      This time, they headed for an area where aggressive demonic beasts appeared so Via could hunt as well.
      *
      Deep within the forest area where D-rank demonic beasts appeared.
      According to Jaejoong, most clues about the missing people ended here. In other words, they were told not to enter.
      The moment they entered, the hair on his body stood on end.
      This place definitely had a different vibe.
      "Let's hunt like before. If anything happens, fly right over."
      Via nodded and—whoosh—vanished.
      Her physical prowess was truly astounding.
      'She must be able to keep an eye on me, even from that distance.'
      Hyunseo prepared for hunting, just as before.
      The basics of hunting that Jaejoong taught him consisted of three steps.
      Scan the surroundings for tracks and stalk the prey.
      Hide and wait until the prey drops its guard.
      At that perfect moment of relaxation, land a shot at the vital point.
      Thus, Hyunseo hunted for eight beasts over six hours.
      Five E-ranks and three F-ranks—a solid result.
      "Whew... The sun's setting already..."
      Bang—
      Just then, a gunshot echoed from afar.
      It seemed Via had finally succeeded in hunting.
      Sure enough, she came dragging along a demonic beast.
      A D-rank feline demonic beast: Ember Lynx.
      "Impressive catch. The Ember Lynx is infamous for ambushing and killing rookie hunters."
      "I could tell its detection ability was oddly disturbed. If I'd been a second slower, it would have gotten me. But I got it in the end."
      Via shook her antennae proudly.
      Though almost a living biological weapon, she looked like a child at moments like this. 
      Hyunseo smirked at the thought.
      "Yeah, nice job. I'll butcher it, bring it here."
      "Can I eat this one?"
      "I'll cut off the edible parts for you, just eat those."
      Hyunseo returned to base, lit a campfire, and roasted the prime cuts of their catch over it.
      Since they were low-tier, there was no danger of toxins and the taste was outstanding.
      There was no need to worry about parasites, hygiene, or disease.
      In truth, among the lower-ranked demonic beasts, the expensive parts were the meat cuts, but Hyunseo decided not to be picky.
      They ate enough for tens of people before night fully settled in.
      'Normally, this is when I'd go back...'
      Hyunseo chose to camp out. In the grasslands' forest, the real hunting began only after nightfall.
      "Via, we'll sleep here tonight."
      "Understood. I will prepare."
      They laid out sleeping bags around the campfire and set up various sentry devices to finish out the day.
      Even the night sky in the world of rifts had moons and stars.
      When the two moons rose high and illuminated the land—
      Grrr—
      The true hunters of the forest began to move.
      Within the shadows between the trees, yellow eyes glowed.
      There were at least ten, all staring toward the campfire.
      They moved between trees and over the ground,-nimbly avoiding the sentry devices.
      If any sentry was triggered, the prey might escape or prepare to counterattack. 
      That was a lesson they had learned through 'experience'.
      Those shadowy figures encircled the camp with a single leap, leaving no gaps.
      Whoosh—
      Somewhere in the darkness, a hiss like escaping wind sounded.
      That was the signal for the attack, and they charged.
      Ten gaping maws targeted Hyunseo and Via's sleeping bags.
      Crunch!
      Razor-sharp fangs tore into the sleeping bags mercilessly.
      Feathers, stained red, scattered everywhere.
      The ambush was flawless.
      The supposed prey would have been long dead.
      They were wolves—a pack of D-rank demonic beasts, nigth howlers.
      "Grrr?"
      While ten tore into sleeping bags, one circled the pack. The Alpha, leader of the Nigth howlers.
      The Alpha sensed something off.
      Pushing one subordinate aside, it flipped over a sleeping bag to inspect its contents. It quickly realized the truth.
      Inside was a deer's carcass. The scent had been masked by the plastic wrap.
      It was a trap.
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
      "Yelp!"
      "Whine!"
      As gunshots rang out, two wolves dropped.
      The Alpha dodged the bullets, dust whirling behind it.
      "Howl!!"
      It immediately barked to scatter the pack and targeted the attacker. 
      The leader had to take responsibility after losing two subordinates.
      The attacker, Hyunseo, leapt down from the tree.
      Hyunseo swapped in a fresh magazine and drew his sword.
      "I heard there are only six in a pack at most."
      "Grrr....
      ― A mere human dares...
      Hyunseo frowned.
      For the first time in a while, he heard the will of a demonic beast clearly.
      'Nothing from F-ranks or E-ranks... does it start from D-rank? No, the other wolves say nothing...'
      Before he could think further, the Alpha started its attack.
      "Howl!"
      ― Kill!
      Suddenly, clouds of shadowy dust charged in from all directions.
      The Nigth howlers' unique movement was almost impossible to track by eye.
      With several attacking at once, they were hard to deal with,
      and even seasoned D-rank hunters would have trouble avoiding a Nigth howler pack.
      'That's only if you get ambushed though.'
      Hyunseo adopted a high-guard stance, sword pointed forward.
      He wasn't bragging, but in his dreams, he'd been beaten and cut down hundreds of times by that damned White Knight.
      And lately, he'd barely managed to reach the realm where he could see the sword.
      'Still can't avoid them, but...'
      But that level of mastery was enough.
      Eight jaws came close.
      'Two at the neck, three at the arms, three at the legs.'
      Drop finesse—count on speed and strength.
      An all-out, reckless swing.
      'Take out the ones at the neck first.'
      Hyunseo's sword slashed diagonally in a rough arc.
      "Yelp!!"
      "Whine!!"
      The two clouds aiming for his neck turned into wolf forms and crashed to the ground. 
      They fell, deep sword cuts traced across their bodies.
      The other six tried to bite into Hyunseo.
      But Hyunseo retreated a step faster.
      As he moved back, he swung his sword upward, bringing down another.
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
      With more distance, he fired his pistol and shot one more to death.
      Now, only four remained.
      With their attack foiled, they'd have to charge in again, and he'd be able to take down two more.
      "Graah!
      ― I'll kill you!!
      Just as Hyunseo went to meet the charge, a huge dust cloud blasted in from behind the wolf pack—The Alpha.
      It had waited for the perfect moment to strike down Hyunseo.
      No one could have foreseen four subordinates going down so fast, but thanks to that sacrifice, Hyunseo's response to the ambush was a half-beat slow.
      At this rate, the Alpha's jaws would clamp down on his neck.
      Even so, Hyunseo remained calm.
      'Come on.'
      A half-beat late, he took his stance.
      Completing the stance was just a breath short.
      The Alpha mocked the human's delayed reaction.
      It had seen countless humans with swords. In that state, they could never make a proper attack.
      That was what made it an Alpha—experience and instinct.
      But half-baked experience is a double-edged sword.
      Bang!!
      "Yow!"
      A bullet slammed into the Alpha's side.
      Only then did the Alpha realize.
      The second prey was missing.
      "... The dust made me miss."
      Via was waiting silently up in a tree.
      She needed to hide her presence and wait for the right moment to take out all the intruders.
      So, just this once, she helped Hyunseo when he was in real danger.
      That time was now.
      The Alpha's ambush faltered under a single shot,
      and Hyunseo finished raising his stance in that delayed breath.
      Hyunseo recalled the sword of the White Knight that had relentlessly cut him down.
      The trajectory he wished to imitate, precisely because it had torn him apart.
      He traced that trajectory exactly.
      The arc cut through the dust and reached the Alpha.
      "Nothing more than a beast."
      Just as Hyunseo's sword was about to reach the Alpha's neck—
      Clang—!
      It bounced off something, deflecting upward, failing to deliver a finishing blow.
      "What a shame... I went to the trouble of taming this one—would be a waste to kill it."
      Thanks to that, the Alpha, only shallowly cut, was sent flying far away, rolling across the ground.
      'Another ambush, at this timing...!'
      Hyunseo lashed out at the new attacker.
      Whoever protected the demonic beast that tried to kill him didn't deserve mercy.
      He struck with full force.
      But—
      "Going to kill first and ask questions later? Bold for a rookie."
      An attack from a blind spot bounced his sword away again.
      At the same time, a kick to the abdomen forced him to his knees.
      Two swords pressed up against his neck.
      In an instant, three people had subdued Hyunseo.
      'When did they... Is stealth a basic for all hunters...?'
      The leader of the ambushers spoke with relaxed confidence.
      "All the work is pretty much done, and now this is hanging over my head?"
      Hyunseo raised his head to see the leader's face.
      Amazingly, it was a face he'd already seen.
      "I told you yesterday, didn't I? That it's dangerous and you shouldn't come."
      "Then you should've said the real danger wasn't the demonic beasts, but you."
      He was the hunter 'Kwon Jongnam' who had warned Hyunseo not to enter the rifts in the grasslands the day before.
    

  Chapter 13: 013. F-rank Hunter (4)

    
      013. F-rank Hunter (4)
      "I told you. You should've listened to your senior properly."
      The hunter who ambushed Hyunseo, Kwon Jongnam, let out a derisive chuckle.
      Jongnam had five subordinates under him.
      Two of them were pointing their swords at Hyunseo's neck, while the other three moved toward Via. All of them seemed to be at least D-rank hunters.
      Hyunseo responded nonchalantly to Jongnam's sly smile.
      "I don't recall having an Outer as my senior."
      "You're still talking back in this situation. You trust your teammate, huh?"
      Jongnam glanced over at the tree where Via was.
      "Too bad. Seems like your teammate let themselves get caught way too easily."
      Via, who had been up in the tree, was now on the ground. Even with three assailants aiming their weapons at her nearby, she wore no expression.
      Just as she mentioned before, she didn't intend to kill anyone. However—
      "What the? Antennae? There's bioware like this?"
      The moment one of the assailants roughly tried to grab Via's antennae, her hand moved at a speed no one could follow.
      Thud!
      "Guhek!"
      The assailant who'd tried to grab the antennae was sent flying and crashed into a distant tree.
      He wasn't dead, but there was no doubt he was seriously injured.
      "Do not lay hands on my body."
      Via exuded a menacing aura.
      She wouldn't kill, but that didn't mean she wouldn't attack.
      In fact, she had crippled many members of the Reapers gang who'd tried to touch her before.
      "What's with this kid...?"
      "Boss, what should we do?"
      The two assailants near Via were flustered.
      Not only her chilling aura, but her devastating blow that sent their companion flying was anything but ordinary.
      Jongnam frowned and gave Hyunseo an order.
      "Tell her to calm down. Or else you'll die."
      The blade at Hyunseo's neck gently nicked his skin.
      But Hyunseo just snorted and retorted.
      "She just follows me around. If you think I'm joking, go ahead and kill me."
      "..."
      Jongnam hesitated at Hyunseo's words, which were anything but a joke. 
      Eventually, he clicked his tongue and spoke to his subordinates.
      "Leave her. Just bring the one who got knocked out over here."
      Before he knew it, Hyunseo's hands had been bound with thick cable ties. 
      Jongnam had a subordinate pull him to his feet.
      "Sorry, but we have no choice but to take you with us. It's just business. Think of it as being in the wrong place at the wrong time."
      "And what will you do once you've brought us? Kill us?"
      "You'll find out when we get there."
      For now, Hyunseo decided to go along with their orders.
      Via gathered their things and followed after Hyunseo, who was being led away.
      "What should we do about these?"
      A subordinate, cleaning up, pointed at the group of night howlers.
      The night howlers circled around their wounded kin. The alpha, too, was tending to their injuries.
      Jongnam gave casual instructions with a wave of his hand.
      "You know what to do. If they're dead, take out their demonic cores, if they're alive, bring them with you."
      The alpha silently watched his dying subordinates.
      Then he bit their necks, putting them out of their misery.
      The sight made Jongnam's followers scowl deeply.
      "There he goes again. Makes me sick—I wanna kill them all. Why do those beasts finish off their own once they're useless?"
      "Why bother trying to understand what a beast does?"
      "If the boss wasn't raising them, we'd have killed them all long ago."
      "Still, it makes our job easy, doesn't it? They cover our tracks by handling the bodies, so the crime hunters are still grasping at straws."
      One subordinate kicked the night howler that had become a corpse.
      For a moment, the alpha bared his teeth, only to immediately hide them.
      His subordinate, unaware, sneered at the pack.
      "Demonic beast or not, they're just animals. Move it!"
      They jabbed at the surviving night howlers with their weapons. The remaining wolves had no choice but to follow Jongnam along with the alpha.
      At that moment, the alpha's will echoed in Hyunseo's mind.
      It was a message meant for his fallen fellows, now corpses.
      - Rest in peace. I will remember you.
      "..."
      Hearing that, Hyunseo became lost in thought.
      *
      The place they arrived at after following Jongnam was a large earthen cave, its entrance hidden beneath a tree stump, making it hard to find.
      Hyunseo assumed this must be their hideout.
      However, the moment he entered the cave, he changed his mind.
      This place was a prison and a dumping ground.
      Every missing hunter who was still alive was here.
      "Get in there."
      Hyunseo and Via were shoved into an empty room inside the cave.
      The walls and door were made of sturdy wooden pillars, infused with magic power. 
      Breaking out would not be easy.
      Jongnam frowned when he saw Via carrying their luggage.
      "No matter what, I can't let you keep those weapons."
      "Don't talk to me, talk to Via."
      "... Via, was it? Hand over your weapons."
      "..."
      Via quietly gazed at Jongnam, then asked,
      "Did you lock these people up to treat them?"
      "No."
      "Do you have a special reason?"
      "Why are you asking? Like I said, it's just business. Nothing personal, no deep reason."
      "..."
      "Are we done? Hand over your weapons. Don't make this a hassle."
      After thinking for a moment, Via handed over her weapons.
      Her sword, pistol, spear, and rifle all went to Jongnam. Anything that could be a weapon was confiscated.
      Now, all they had left was their bodies and clothes.
      "Behave yourselves now. Who knows? If things wrap up fast, maybe you'll make it out alive."
      "I'm sure you'll let us live, right."
      "Your lady there should think about my offer. If you don't care about that guy dying, work with us."
      "..."
      "And just so you know, don't try breaking out. I've rigged each room with a bomb strong enough to level a house. We recently swapped them out, so the detonators are extra sensitive. Got it?"
      Jongnam locked the door and left.
      Hyunseo plopped down inside the room, wrists still tied.
      Via also seemed deep in thought before sitting across from Hyunseo.
      "Hyunseo."
      "Yeah?"
      "Why do those people do things like this?"
      That was a question Via couldn't easily answer for herself.
      "There are thirty-five people and thirteen corpses here, along with a dozen demonic beasts. People's lives are in danger. If nothing is done, they'll die soon."
      "You're right."
      "Why are they doing such inhumane things?"
      Hyunseo pondered how to respond.
      The answer was actually simple.
      Those guys kill people because they're bad people.
      If he said that, Via would probably want to save them.
      But before that, Hyunseo asked her,
      "Do you want to save these people?"
      "I do."
      "If you recklessly try to save everyone, the bombs will go off. People will die in the explosions, and even if they survive, the cave will collapse and they'll die anyway."
      "Then should we just let them die?"
      Hyunseo let out a long sigh.
      "This is a messy war between corporations. One company is trying to take another's rift for cheap by pulling dirty tricks."
      Hyunseo had worked with high-ranking Cheonseong Group officials.
      He had a rough idea of what corporations were capable of.
      This situation looked just like a rift takeover struggle.
      "This place is valuable because it's accessible even for beginners and is relatively safe. That's a rare asset. So they wanted to make it unsafe. Hence, Jongnam's party."
      "Why would companies do that?"
      "To make more money. That's why they killed people."
      More money meant more strength.
      More strength meant ruling over more things.
      "You can't save everyone. Even the Emperor, who was called a living god, had to kill someone."
      "..."
      "If you had to choose between saving the 'handful of powerful' whose morals are unclear, or the 'many weak', who would you save?"
      Via couldn't answer.
      If you can only save one side, it means you let the other die.
      She was lost in that brutal contradiction and couldn't think at all. She had to ask.
      "Who would you save, Hyunseo?"
      "I wouldn't save anyone."
      Via's eyes went wide at his firm answer.
      For the first time, Via's expression changed as she asked,
      "Why not?"
      "Because there's no one I want to save."
      "... What?"
      "If I had to pick one, maybe my uncle. But he's too amazing to need saving."
      Everyone else, other than his uncle, had only pushed Hyunseo away, looked down on him, betrayed him, or even tried to kill him.
      That was why Hyunseo also abandoned any attachment to them.
      "But Hyunseo saved me back then."
      He saved Via and the woman from Derald's gravity field.
      That was in direct contradiction to his claim that he wouldn't save anyone.
      "There was no reason to save me. I was even your enemy then—you should've killed me."
      "It was just a misunderstanding."
      "It wasn't a misunderstanding at that time. Hyunseo saved a stranger who was clearly his enemy."
      "..."
      "Why?"
      He could make excuses if he wished.
      But all excuses would be shallow, and so he just mocked himself.
      "I don't know... Just because."
      It's a weakness that should've been discarded.
      Just as he discarded guilt when he'd been afraid to kill.
      "..."
      Via was deep in thought after all she'd heard.
      She wanted to say something but didn't know how. After racking her brain, she finally found a fitting word.
      "Hyunseo, are you a coward?"
      He immediately knew the word's terrible source and felt dizzy.
      The internet was ruining Via.
      "If you say things like that again, no smartphone for a week."
      Ignoring Hyunseo's words, Via stood up.
      "I don't know about all the hard stuff. But people must be saved. Just like Hyunseo saved me for no reason."
      Via brought her hands to her mouth.
      Sticky golden liquid flowed from her lips into her cupped hands.
      Once enough had gathered, Via gripped the liquid and spread her hands wide. In an instant, a spear appeared.
      Via had formed the spear by exhaling beeswax through her mouth.
      Whoosh—
      She swung her new spears around the room several times.
      She identified the position and composition of every bomb Jongnam had mentioned and, in one moment, severed all the parts connecting to the detonators.
      By maximizing her antennae's sensory abilities, she could pull off feats like this, combining extreme precision and honed skill.
      Now, there was no way any bomb here could explode.
      "If Hyunseo won't save them, I will. Please tell me how. I'm sure you know."
      "..."
      "Please—I'm asking for your help."
      It was the first time Via had ever asked for help.
      It felt odd for a watcher to make such a request.
      But Hyunseo didn't mind this change in Via.
      He let out a deep sigh and said,
      "First, calm down and wait."
      "Hyunseo, but—"
      "Listen to the end. At first, I planned to ignore whoever was held here, since there was no way to save them. There really were bombs in every room. But just now, our options increased."
      With Via's precise spear technique, they could disarm the bombs.
      Given the nature of rifts, there was little chance the bombs were electronic. 
      Even if Via defused them, Jongnam would have no way of knowing.
      If they weren't discovered and given enough time, it was more than possible.
      The problem was, the necessary conditions seemed impossible.
      "Then, what should we—"
      "I told you—calm down and wait."
      Via couldn't understand Hyunseo's composure.
      What could possibly happen by just sitting and waiting?
      Via grew anxious and uneasy. Just then—
      Bang! Bang!
      "Intruder! Just one!"
      "Find him and kill him! Call the boss!"
      "Let the wolves loose—tell them to track him!"
      Loud commotion erupted near the entrance.
      At this timely noise, Via looked to Hyunseo, as if he had expected this would happen.
      Hyunseo answered her questioning gaze lightheartedly.
      "Did you already forget who said, 'I'll be right back'?"
      "... Ah!"
      Via instantly realized who was causing the commotion at the entrance.
      The C-rank crime hunter, who'd taken on handling the current case and agreed to teach Hyunseo and Via hunting skills.
      Jaejoong had followed Hyunseo's trail and arrived here.
      "Now that everyone's here..."
      Snap!
      Hyunseo tore off the cable ties binding his hands with pure strength.
      He walked to the door of the cell, put his foot up, and—
      Bang!
      Kicked the door to pieces.
      Despite the door being shattered, the bomb didn't go off.
      That was how perfect Via's bomb disposal had been.
      "Time to get to work."
      It was time to really get down to business.
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      014. F-rank Hunter (5)
      Tatadadadang!
      Jaejoong ran between the trees, dodging incoming bullets.
      The enemy's bullets easily pierced the thick tree trunks. With no sturdy cover nearby, it was maddening.
      "Ehehei, I'm screwed. Who knew they had a machine gun?"
      Dual revolvers in hand, he fired back at the enemy while moving.
      They were behind barricades, making them hard to hit.
      Jaejoong let out a long sigh.
      "No helping it. I'll just have to use it."
      As the enemy's machine-gun fire paused, Jaejoong holstered his revolvers, pulled out the rifle slung across his back, and aimed.
      A black wooden hunting rifle emanating an ominous aura.
      "One shot costs ten million won. Talk about a losing business."
      He pulled the trigger before another barrage could rain down.
      Thoom!!
      The gun made a noise more like a cannon firing.
      A blue-engraved bullet shot toward the machine gun like a bolt of light—
      KWAANG!!!
      "Uaaagh!!"
      The barricade exploded in a massive blue blast.
      The machine gun and everyone hiding behind it vanished in the explosion.
      From another barricade, Kwon Jongnam ground his teeth as he watched.
      "Darklight magic bullet... Is that Jang Jaejoong?"
      "Boss! If he keeps firing that, we'll be wiped out!"
      "He can't keep firing. It probably needs to cool down."
      Jongnam had heard about them.
      Magitech engineer. Magisters, so-called. The magi-weapons handcrafted by these experts were on another level entirely.
      Just like that magic bullet, with cannon-level firepower from a rifle.
      "Release the wolves. Distract him so he can't use the magic bullets."
      "But then the encirclement will break..."
      "He won't run—he knows we'd erase all traces and disappear. The advantage is still ours."
      Jongnam drew his sword and climbed onto a barricade.
      "I'm heading out. Just in case, you all get ready to blow up the burrow."
      Their job was to kidnap hunters who entered the rifts and hide them away.
      Periodically, someone would come, and their job ended when they handed over the captured hunters.
      How they dodged the agency's surveillance, no one knew, but they'd never once been caught taking hunters away.
      And for every head they delivered, they received a hefty reward.
      'Can't lose that easy money stream. Just have to kill all these guys.'
      With that order, Jongnam leapt down from the barricade.
      His subordinate, seeing this, immediately signaled to the others.
      "Release the wolves! Prep to blow the burrow!"
      A cage hidden near the burrow opened. Out sprang five dust clouds.
      It was the pack of night howlers that had survived the fight with Hyunseo.
      Fweeeet—
      The night howler alpha bared its teeth at the whistle.
      If it didn't comply, the whole pack trapped in the burrow would be killed. To save them, it had no choice but to fight.
      "Kaang!!"
      With no alternative, the alpha charged at Jaejoong.
      Seeing the onrushing night howlers, Jaejoong grimaced.
      He immediately pulled back, widening the distance.
      "Night howlers? Of all things, why them? Worst possible matchup."
      His paired revolvers flared rapidly. But with all the dust clouds, his shots kept missing.
      "Really should've brought at least one long weapon for these demonic beasts."
      "...!"
      To make matters worse, Jongnam suddenly joined the fray, ambushing Jaejoong.
      Jaejoong rolled to the side, dodging by a hair, but the skin of his neck was grazed.
      If he'd been even a bit slower, his carotid would've been sliced.
      Jaejoong dabbed spit on his thumb, pressing it to the wound as he spoke.
      "Well, look who it is. Isn't it Kwon Jongnam, suspected Outers member? What's a righteous, upright C-rank hunter like you doing here?"
      "It's just work for me, too."
      "Oh, yeah? That works out—'cause I'm working right now as well."
      Jaejoong holstered his revolvers, cracking a joke.
      "Let's not do this. Why don't we eat and talk things over? Do you like ox bone soup? I know a place that does great synthetic flesh seolleongtang."
      "The famous 'Marksman with the Magic Bullet' using new hunters as bait to solve a case... Never saw that coming."
      "What are you talking about? Used them as bait? They were...."
      TANGTANGTANGTANGTANG!
      Fanning. Speed that made the shots invisible to the naked eye.
      Jaejoong's revolvers, drawn in a blink, flared.
      Each bullet aimed right at Jongnam's head.
      Tdididididing!
      But Jongnam's sword deflected each bullet with natural ease.
      Jaejoong, surprised, spoke up.
      "Block that, did you? Congratulations. You're the 46th person to do it."
      "You're not a man I can let my guard down around."
      "Ehei. Just my luck. Didn't know you had similar bioware."
      "Kill him."
      The five dust clouds leapt to tear into Jaejoong.
      Rolling back, Jaejoong dodged and ran—evading both the night howlers and Jongnam.
      Quickly reloading, he shouted,
      "Guys!! I was acting tough, saying 'I'll handle everything'—but now things are really bad! So do something, anything!"
      Sadly, his cry reached no one.
      *
      Hyunseo and Via slipped into the burrow corridor through the confusion.
      As soon as she was out, Via gripped her spear tight and spoke,
      "I'll defuse the bombs and rescue the people immediately."
      "Just a moment—"
      Hyunseo stopped her.
      There was something that had to be done before saving the people.
      "They're in the middle of heavy fighting. Those bastards will just kill any escapees."
      "Do you have a plan?"
      "I have something in mind."
      Hyunseo headed for the deepest part of the burrow.
      The place reeked of rot, filth, and beast.
      The largest chamber in the burrow. Beyond the pillars crouched beings who hated humans, baring their teeth.
      "Grrrrr...."
      It was a pack of ten or so night howlers. But unlike the ones Hyunseo had fought before, there wasn't a single virile male.
      Only the old, sick, young, or female wolves were left.
      This was what the alpha and the males had been protecting.
      'Didn't think they could actually use demonic beasts as hostages.'
      He remembered reading a thesis on a similar subject.
      High-ranked demonic beasts possessed significant intelligence. Their actions could be corrected through learning. Especially for highly social beasts, behavior correction was easier.
      'Wolves are, by nature, pack animals.'
      It actually worked out.
      This night howler pack's hatred for humans had reached its peak.
      Set loose, they would immediately hunt down and maul Jongnam's crew.
      The alpha and other males, too, would unleash their pent-up rage.
      "Via. I'm going to release these ones now. They'll hunt down and kill the people outside."
      "But...."
      "If we don't do this, there's no way to save everyone trapped here. Not even I can find a way to save them all."
      "..."
      "I'll open their cage. Stop me if you object."
      Hyunseo strode to the cell door.
      He was clearing the posts to open the door when Via blocked his way.
      "I need to defuse the bombs first."
      With blinding speed, Via swung her spear.
      After confirming the bombs were defused, she stepped back. Her expressionless face seemed deeply troubled.
      '... Sorry.'
      Hyunseo apologized internally for giving her such a hard choice.
      Without delay, he cleared the posts and flung open the cell door.
      The night howlers eyed him warily, retreating. Their gazes brimmed with hatred and fear.
      Hyunseo spoke coldly to the beasts.
      "You are free. Get out—now."
      If they attacked, he was ready to summon his weapons and slaughter them all.
      He had no sympathy to spare for demonic beasts.
      Fortunately, they seemed to understand his words.
      They exchanged glances, communicating in their own way.
      "Kaang!"
      The sturdiest-looking one took the lead out the door.
      The rest who were able followed, while the weak and old carried the pups, trailing after.
      The huge dust cloud stormed towards freedom.
      Or perhaps to let loose their bottled-up hatred.
      *
      "What, what the hell! Why are these... Aaargh!!"
      "Bring the machine gun! Shoot them all!!"
      "Get the cubs first! Don't let any escape!"
      Chaos erupted outside the burrow.
      The ten-odd night howlers burst out and started mauling every person in sight.
      A machine gun sprayed the pack, but the dust-covered fur rendered the shots ineffective.
      A hunter with a long weapon might have been able to take them down, but the chaos made it impossible to fight effectively.
      "What is this...."
      Hearing the commotion, Jongnam was aghast.
      The night howlers they'd locked up had escaped? 
      Impossible.
      If they tried to escape, there were explosives rigged to blow.
      So how did they get out?
      Awooooo—
      But the howl echoing out was the real thing.
      At that howl, the alpha and the males froze. The source of the howl was the alpha's mate. 
      They had been set free. They were truly free at last.
      Now, nothing bound the alpha any longer.
      "Grrrr...!"
      The alpha and the males turned their gaze toward Jongnam.
      Baring their fangs, ready to tear out his throat.
      "To think they bite the hand that raised them... Just beasts, after all."
      Jongnam clicked his tongue at the night howlers that had turned against him.
      Even if they attacked all at once, he could kill them all.
      The only reason he'd let them live was out of his own mercy.
      "You bare your fangs at your master? Time for slaughter—"
      Tatadadadadang!
      Suddenly, a hail of bullets rained down.
      Jongnam hurriedly deflected them all.
      At last he realized there was still an annoying foe left.
      "Man, this is a first—fighting alongside demonic beasts. Sheesh...!"
      Jaejoong, already reloaded, returned fire with his revolvers.
      Simultaneously, night howlers lunged for Jongnam's throat.
      Jongnam calmly blocked the incoming shots, but he had no leeway to fend off the night howlers going for his neck.
      "You damn...!"
      Jongnam dropped low and rolled to narrowly escape. Things had gone from bad to worse.
      'Guess I'll have to use Plan B.'
      Jongnam pulled something from his pocket and fired it into the sky.
      It was a red flare.
      Brilliant red light blazed overhead.
      Jaejoong, seeing it, quipped as he leveled his revolver:
      "Is that the retreat signal? Little late to be running away, isn't it?"
      "Even if I make it out, I'll just get a bounty on my head anyway."
      Jongnam pulled out a syringe and plunged it into his chest.
      The moment the bloody-red liquid was injected, Jongnam gritted his teeth, trembling with the wave of overwhelming strength rushing through his entire body.
      Seeing Jongnam's transformation, the alpha and males instinctively recoiled in terror.
      Jaejoong, too, tensed up at the sight.
      "Ehei. Now I'm really screwed."
      He recognized the potion Jongnam had used.
      "Didn't expect to see blood demon elixir here."
      KUAaaaaaah!
      A horrible roar rang out from all sides.
      *
      After rescuing everyone, Hyunseo and Via raided the enemy's storage, reclaiming their weapons and belongings.
      The rescued people, too, armed themselves as best they could.
      Once the chaos died down, the escape would begin.
      But it wasn't going to be that simple.
      KUAaaaaaah!
      A monstrous cry sounded from outside, making everyone's hair stand on end.
      People fell into chaos at the monstrous noise.
      "What, what's that? What kind of sound is that?"
      "A monster? Did an advanced-rank demonic beast appear?"
      "What are you waiting for! Let's get out—now!"
      Hyunseo frowned.
      'If this keeps up, the chaos will only grow.'
      Someone desperate to survive might charge outside.
      Then the bad guys out there might detonate the bombs.
      Hyunseo and Via could maybe survive, but the weakened people inside stood no chance against the blast.
      But he had no intention of taking responsibility for the consequences of their bad choices. 
      There was no reason to go that far.
      'By getting them out of here, I've done the bare minimum owed.'
      Hyunseo let out a sigh—and fired his gun at the ceiling.
      TAANG—!
      "Kyaaa!"
      "What, what is it?!"
      At the sudden gunshot, the people froze in shock.
      Hyunseo stared them down coldly and spoke.
      "When I pulled you out, I made it clear. The reason I saved you was for the reward, not because I wanted to play hero."
      He'd explained it to them when rescuing them.
      Promise a price for your lives, and I'll save you.
      Get in my way, and I won't kill you—but don't get in my way.
      "If any of you try to stab me in the back, cause trouble while escaping, or get in the way and mess things up...."
      TAANG—!
      Hyunseo used the gunshot to make his threat clear.
      "If you understand, shut up and do exactly as you're told."
      The terrified people slowly nodded.
      Even with numbers, none believed they could defeat these two.
      For now, the safest bet was total obedience.
      "I'm going to check the situation. Stay put."
      Hyunseo and Via climbed the burrow stairs.
      On the way up, Via spoke to Hyunseo.
      "Hyunseo, you're crispy-outside, tender-inside."
      "I told you: if you keep saying weird things, I'm confiscating your smartphone."
      "Hyunseo, are you a boomer?"
      "..."
      Hyunseo decided to confiscate Via's smartphone for a week.
      The two of them reached the surface.
      Before they could even look around, a sense of danger struck.
      'Danger...!'
      Both Hyunseo and Via leapt to the sides at the same time.
      An explosion rocked the spot they'd just vacated.
      KWAANG!!
      Hyunseo drew his sword and glared at the attacker.
      Seeing the assailant, Hyunseo's eyes sharpened.
      "What kind of monster is this now?"
      The figure was definitely human-shaped.
      His muscles had swollen to the point his clothes were tearing apart. 
      His face was bright red, blood streaming from his eyes, nose, and mouth. 
      His whole body trembled, unable to contain the overflowing strength.
      Hyunseo thought of a similar phenomenon.
      'Demonic human transformation? No, it's a bit different....'
      The thing, still human-shaped, looked at Hyunseo and snickered.
      "Hehehehehe. Good, real good. I'm in the best mood ever!!"
      The face was familiar.
      It was one of Jongnam's subordinates who'd brought Hyunseo here. 
      The guy gripped his sword handle hard enough to crush it. His murderous eyes locked on Hyunseo.
      "I was just itching to kill someone! Perfect! I'll kill you right now! Tear you up and throw you to the wolves!!"
      One thing was certain—this was an opponent who wouldn't listen to reason.
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      015. F-rank Hunter (6)
      "Kill! I'll kill you!"
      The monster, whose intelligence had regressed to about that of a five-year-old, attacked. 
      However, its swordsmanship had not regressed at all—if anything, it had become far more powerful.
      A barrage of sword strikes rushed in in an instant. Each one was lethally strong and sharp.
      'I can't block them all.'
      He had no choice but to retreat.
      Hyunseo fired his gun in rapid succession, shaking off the pursuing blade.
      The monster took the heavy-caliber bullets head-on without hesitation.
      "Ow—!!"
      But it was not stopped.
      Even with bullets embedded in its body, it simply charged forward like a mad beast. 
      It closed the distance in a flash and slashed with its sword.
      "Die!!"
      Kang!!
      He barely managed to parry, but his forearm went numb. It felt as if he'd blocked a steel pillar, not a sword.
      But that didn't mean he was just standing there defending.
      'Compared to the WhiteKnight, these things are nothing but beasts.'
      He directed the blade aside, knocking the monster off-balance. 
      Maintaining his blocking stance, he swung his sword at its neck. 
      A fluid, natural follow-up—one any swordsman would envy. The monster should have had to offer up its neck.
      "Heh— I can see you."
      What he hadn't expected was that the creature had transcended human limits.
      Its neck and waist twisted grotesquely, dodging the blade. Simultaneously, its reversed leg kicked at Hyunseo's waist.
      Pak!!
      Hyunseo was flung, back twisted, and crashed into a tree. An unexpected, sudden blow. 
      He gritted his teeth in pain, feeling as if his insides were twisted.
      "That... was no human...."
      "Khi, khihihi! Slow! Fast!"
      In that brief moment of respite, Hyunseo glanced towards Via.
      Via wasn't in a good situation either.
      Ting! King! Tung! Kuang!
      Another monster was engaged with her as well.
      The monster slashed violently with a storm of frenzied chain attacks. 
      Via blocked with dazzling spear techniques, counterattacking multiple times.
      She aimed to subdue her opponent by breaking its limbs and severing tendons.
      But it was pointless.
      "Aagh! It doesn't hurt anymore!!"
      Its broken limbs mended instantly, and slashed wounds squirmed and healed as if time was rewinding.
      No matter how many times she attacked, she couldn't subdue it.
      A troubled look crossed Via's face.
      But more than anything, one thought disturbed her.
      'Should I even consider this a human?'
      demonic beasts can be killed. Zero-types must be killed. Humans must not be killed.
      That was why Via always tried to resolve things by subduing her opponents, regardless of the situation.
      'What am I supposed to do if it's a human I cannot subdue?'
      If an un-subduable human tries to kill even more people, yet you must not kill that person because he's still human.
      In order to save humans, you would have to kill a human.
      Conflicting logic left Via confused.
      Piiing—
      Before she could think further, her senses signaled danger.
      "Kuhek—"
      At that moment, a white gauntlet blew off the monster's head. The powerful shock sent the creature tumbling across the ground.
      At the same time, multiple poisonous darts were fired at the monster. 
      Struck by the poison, the monster convulsed and stiffened.
      'Five minutes from now. I have to finish this as quickly as possible.'
      Summoning his armor, Hyunseo immediately gave Via an order.
      "Sever the limbs completely if you can. They keep twisting their joints—aim for the calves or thighs."
      "Hyunseo...."
      "We're going to fight to subdue them. To resolve this incident, we'll need living evidence."
      Even though they had quickly taken out two, more monsters began appearing one by one, and soon, more than ten of them had surrounded them.
      Gripping his sword tightly, he spoke,
      "They don't look human to me. If necessary, I'll kill them without hesitation. If not, I'll end up dead."
      The monsters charged all at once to slaughter them.
      He parried the wild blades with his sword and counterattacked.
      As he deflected three, five others struck his armor.
      Relying on the armor's defense, he maintained his stance and targeted the legs.
      With a downward slash followed by an upward drive, two pairs of legs were sent flying and two monsters collapsed to the ground.
      "Uaaargh!!"
      One monster rushed in for close combat.
      Like a beast, it dove at Hyunseo and grabbed his waist, pushing him back.
      The floor was just dirt, so his body hair's adhesion was useless.
      With no other option, he sliced the neck of the monster clinging to his waist.
      "Kwak—"
      Before it died, the monster toppled with Hyunseo still in its grasp.
      His posture twisted, and the monsters' attacks intensified.
      Grotesque hands and feet pounded on his armor.
      He calmly severed an arm, but there were always more.
      When he fired a poison dart from his fingertip, another monster blocked the shot with its body.
      He was driven back, and then collapsed.
      'This situation is bad.'
      There were too many of them, and they did not fear death.
      No matter how tough or strong Hyunseo was, it wasn't enough.
      The limits of what a single person could do were clear and distinct.
      But he wasn't alone.
      Buuuong—!
      A golden line shot through the monsters.
      It was a lightning-fast spear strike Hyunseo could barely track with his eyes. 
      Severed arms and legs of the monsters scattered everywhere. The creatures probably didn't even realize what hit them.
      "I will not let you kill humans."
      At some point, Via had revealed her wings and was now flying through the sky.
      Her wings let out a fierce noise, threatening everything around her.
      The storm her wings created amplified the power of her spear techniques.
      Via's spear techniques were designed on the premise of utilizing the power of her wings.
      That was her true full strength.
      With a determined look, Via spoke.
      "I'll do what I can.... Hyunseo, please do your best as well."
      She never said not to kill people.
      He adjusted his grip on the sword and answered,
      "I'll try."
      The spear soared through the sky, and the sword sliced the earth.
      The monsters charging at them began to fall one by one.
      There were no humans left there, but not many corpses either.
      *
      By the time twenty monsters were crawling on the ground—
      Pususus—
      Five minutes had passed, and Hyunseo's armor crumbled away like dust.
      Hyunseo sat down, overcome by a dizzy spell. The exhaustion always hit hard when the armor disappeared.
      Via folded her wings and came over to check his complexion.
      "Hyunseo, are you all right?"
      "No.... I feel like I'm going to pass out...."
      Hyunseo barely kept his wits about him. He couldn't be sure the danger was over yet.
      He scanned his surroundings.
      The monsters were wailing and crawling along the ground. There weren't no dead—but about ten corpses lay there.
      But not many had died by Hyunseo's hand.
      'Bite marks... They were probably killed by the night howler.'
      He saw wolf corpses with human-necked deaths. The wolf bodies showed clear signs of having been hacked at. They died with a human still in their jaws.
      He could gauge the depth of their hatred toward humans.
      Kwang—
      Then, a massive explosion resounded deep in the woods.
      Suspecting a new monster, the two tensed up. But the person who emerged from the forest wasn't a monster.
      "Fifty million won a shot... I'm running a deficit this month. Haaa, guess I'll be living on synthetic gruel for a while."
      It was Jaejoong.
      He dragged the battered Kwon Jongnam by the hair and hurled him forward like taking out the trash.
      Amazingly, even in his wretched state, Kwon Jongnam was still alive.
      "Keureuk... keureuk...."
      "Man, I'm exhausted. This is killing m—wait, what the hell is all this? Did you two set up a human butcher shop here or something?"
      Hyunseo quietly clicked his tongue in annoyance.
      They should have hidden before Jaejoong arrived, but it was too late.
      They needed to keep their true strength hidden from him for now.
      With no other option, Hyunseo went with the excuse he'd thought up.
      "It was already like this when I got here. The monsters were fighting each other like crazy, not caring who they hit. I was hiding and watching, but one of the survivors found me."
      It was a flimsy excuse, but it was hard to believe two F-rank Hunters had subdued this many monsters.
      Claiming to have taken advantage of the situation was more realistic.
      Fortunately, his excuse seemed to satisfy Jaejoong.
      "Well, makes sense. If they were on the blood demon elixir, they wouldn't see anything in their way."
      "Blood demon elixir...?"
      "Oh, that. Just something—doesn't matter, forget about it. Anyway...."
      Jaejoong surveyed the area and sighed deeply.
      "Man, where do I even start cleaning up?"
      "Just round these guys up. They're living evidence."
      "True, but there's so many. Should I just call the security unit? Hm, that's going to be a pain...."
      "If you need more hands, put those guys to work."
      Hyunseo pointed to the cave entrance.
      The hostages Hyunseo had rescued were peeking out.
      And they were just the extra help Jaejoong needed.
      "What? You saved the hostages? Holy crap, that's crazy. I thought they'd all be dead by now, so I'd just given up! You! From now on, I, Jang Jaejoong, am in charge here!"
      Jaejoong took command with confidence. 
      The others followed his orders, helping organize the crime scene. 
      Everything in this place was potentially critical evidence and had to be collected.
      Overwhelmed by exhaustion, Hyunseo sat down with Via to rest.
      "Whew... I need a week off. Are you okay?"
      "No problems, except for being hungry."
      "When did you last eat?"
      "Using my wings takes a lot of energy."
      "Yeah, you're at an age when you should eat plenty."
      Jaejoong finished giving orders and approached.
      "By the way, what happened with those wolves? At first, I thought they were being controlled by those guys, then they suddenly started attacking their masters."
      "I released the night howler pack that was being held hostage. They're demonic beasts that'll do anything if it's for the survival of their pack."
      "Really? I thought maybe my sense of justice inspired them to switch sides. I'm kind of a lone wolf myself, you know."
      Hyunseo wanted to plug his ears but simply sighed.
      Oblivious, Jaejoong kept rambling.
      "Those wolves—after fighting hard, they took off as soon as Kwon Jongnam turned into a monster. The biggest one, their leader, got its front leg cut off, and then the others bit their leader and bolted. It was just ridiculous."
      Hyunseo frowned as he listened.
      "... That doesn't make sense."
      "What doesn't?"
      "Night howlers never forget a grudge. If their pack is attacked, they'll hunt down the aggressor, even if it means their own death."
      "Sure, but they gauge their opponents and fight accordingly. They wouldn't fight if death were certain, right?"
      "They would if it was the pack leader. That's just how it is."
      At that moment—
      Grrr....
      - Found you....
      Hyunseo immediately stood and drew his sword.
      Behind him, the night howler pack had assembled.
      There were fewer than ten left now. Only three males remained; the rest were females and pups.
      Of the males, the one missing a front leg—the alpha—approached.
      The alpha bared his teeth, exuding open hostility.
      The other males desperately tried to drag the alpha back, but he ignored them and continued towards Hyunseo.
      - I remember. You killed our pack...!
      - You killed the ones we should have killed...!
      - There's nothing left now! It's all because of you!!
      "Keng!!
      ― Get out of the way!!
      The alpha snarled at the males trying to hold him back. The others hesitated and returned to the pack, trying to stop the alpha from throwing his life away.
      - If I don't take revenge, you'll only try to kill us again.
      The night howler's relentless desire for revenge was well-known.
      Normally, they do not attack humans. But if their pack is hunted, they will do whatever it takes for revenge.
      They've learned that if they show even a hint of weakness, hunters will come after them.
      Among them, the alpha had the highest learning capacity.
      With that came a heavy burden of responsibility.
      - I will kill you.
      Even as blood poured from his severed front leg, the alpha took a stance to leap. He likely had just one burst of strength left.
      "Why does it have to end so bitterly...."
      Jaejoong raised his revolver to target the alpha.
      But before he could fire, Hyunseo held up a hand to stop him.
      "If you attack the leader, the entire pack will rush us."
      Hyunseo openly glanced at the people behind him.
      With just the three of them, they couldn't stop the whole night howler pack.
      Some of the pack might attack the people in the back.
      "... These guys sure live a rough life. Fine, do what you want."
      As Jaejoong stepped aside, Hyunseo stepped forward.
      His body was heavy from exhaustion, but the same went for the alpha. A wounded beast is always the most dangerous, however.
      Facing off with the alpha, Hyunseo steadied his stance.
      The alpha wasted no time. As soon as Hyunseo took his stance, the alpha puffed up his fur and kicked up a thick dust cloud with all his might.
      For a brief moment, it was as if a black fog surrounded them.
      As vision was obscured by dust, the wind moved. The alpha knew Hyunseo had seen through this ambush once before. 
      So it kicked up as much dust as possible to block his view.
      It had to aim for the neck. The alpha leaped at Hyunseo's neck with all his strength.
      But the alpha didn't know—
      Sreung!!
      That Hyunseo, night after night, had died hundreds of times in his dreams to invisible strikes. 
      Always by being decapitated.
      Compared to that, this kind of trickery was nothing.
      Sseuuu—
      "..."
      Soon, the dust cleared, and what emerged was the alpha's corpse.
      Only a small scratch marred Hyunseo's cheek.
      Jaejoong, watching, clicked his tongue in sympathy.
      "That really is a bitter ending.... Huh? Hey, what's that?"
      He spotted something clinging to Hyunseo's ankle.
      A wolf pup was biting down on Hyunseo's ankle.
      Grrrung....
      Hyunseo immediately knew whose pup it was.
      "That's the leader's child, isn't it."
      The alpha's pup kept biting Hyunseo's ankle, glaring hatefully—as if vowing revenge for its dead father.
      A female howler rushed over and grabbed her pup by the scruff, trying to pull it away. The pup refused to let go.
      It only let go when Hyunseo's pant leg tore.
      As it was dragged away in its mother's jaws, the pup continued to glare at Hyunseo.
      - I will remember.
      "..."
      Hyunseo heard the cub's hatred and determination clearly.
      Only then did he feel like he understood the criteria by which one could hear the will of demonic beasts.
      Awoooo—
      The night howler pack finished mourning their alpha.
      The howling of the dust-born pack would echo for a long time.
      Hyunseo finally felt that his first real hunt had come to an end.
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      Noon the next day, at a snack shop in front of the Incheon grasslands rift management office.
      Breaking news was playing on the wall-mounted TV.
      [The full story of the recent rookie hunter disappearance incidents over the past three months at the Incheon grasslands rift has finally come to light....]
      "Oh, it's on, it's on. Our story is on the news."
      Jaejoong watched the news as he ate his synthetic gruel.
      Across from him, Hyunseo and Via were stuffing their mouths with piles of tteokbokki and sundae, only half-listening to the news.
      [The culprit has been identified as a total of 11 people, including C-rank hunter Kim Jongnam, with the ringleader Kim Jongnam suspected to be a former criminal hunter, an 'Outer'-]
      "Ah, forget that stuff, they should be talking about my exploits instead!"
      The screen soon switched to Jaejoong's interview.
      [(Jang Jaejoong) ... There were many victims. If we'd been any later, the damage would've been incalculable. We caught the culprits, but when I think of those who didn't survive, my heart feels heavy.]
      "Woohoo!"
      Thud!
      Jaejoong happily thumped the table after seeing the news.
      "This is it! Not arrogant, humble, thinking of the victims' sacrifices first! Guys, don't you hear that sound? Huh?"
      "The sound of you spitting?"
      "The sound of my market value shooting up in an instant! This is the thrill of being a crime hunter! Who am I? C-rank crime hunter Jang Jaejoong!"
      "Right, you're the hunter who promised to buy us food and then brought us to a snack shop."
      "Hey, are you looking down on snack food?"
      "Five more servings of tteokbokki and sundae, please."
      "... Didn't you guys already order five servings earlier?"
      Hyunseo and Via were only satisfied after consuming a total of twenty servings.
      Apparently, they quite enjoyed Korean-style snack food.
      Jaejoong checked the receipt and his expression soured.
      "I'm never buying food for you again. Never, ever again...."
      "Jaejoong, are you a beggar by any chance? Junyong and Hyunseo didn't complain over food. Why won't you buy us some?"
      "... Alright! Let's move somewhere else and talk about something more realistic."
      After arriving at a nearby café, they began a serious discussion.
      "First, let me ask: are you really okay with this? Hunters are half celebrities. No matter what you do, fame is what raises your value."
      "It doesn't matter. As long as I can get promoted."
      Hyunseo deliberately hid both his appearance and his name.
      His goal was nothing more than to obtain top-ranker-level access to information. He had no desire for fame.
      Of course, he also collected the rewards for the rescue of the hostages and the monster harvest from this hunt, as promised.
      Thanks to that, both Hyunseo and Via's bank accounts had become quite plump.
      "Why didn't you sell the alpha's demonic core?"
      Hyunseo had not sold Night Howler Alpha's demonic core.
      Something about selling it didn't sit right with him, and he had things to check first.
      "Just because."
      "'Just because,' huh. Hunters sometimes keep a memento from their first game, the one they risked their lives to catch. In my case, my first prey was a person, though."
      Jaejoong nodded and then returned to the main topic.
      "Everyone has their reasons. And since I've benefited from you both, I won't pry. It wouldn't be polite."
      "Thanks for that."
      "About our deal—we agreed I'd teach you my hunting skills. I've been thinking it over, you know?"
      Hyunseo replied with an expression that said he'd expected this.
      "Right. The case is solved, so you don't have to teach us. Anyway, my original goal was just to get promotion points."
      "Huh? No! Don't get me wrong. It's not that I won't teach you."
      Jaejoong brought up something unexpected.
      "I don't break my promises. I said I'd teach you hunting skills, so I will. At least until I can honestly say, 'That's all I can teach you! You've graduated!'"
      "Then why the hesitation?"
      "It's because of my main profession. I'm a crime hunter; you're monster hunters. The hunting skills required for each are totally different. Figuring out the right way to teach you is tricky, since people and demonic beasts are completely different."
      Jaejoong scratched his chin and lowered his voice.
      "If you two decide to become my crime hunter assistants..."
      "Thanks for the offer, but I'm really not interested."
      "Aww, man. That ruins my plans. I was building up to it, too."
      Jaejoong gave a regretful sigh and slumped in his chair.
      "Too bad. I was looking forward to seeing my two new assistants struggling in my office, behind on their salary and desperate for money."
      "Good thing we refused, then."
      "Jaejoong really is a beggar."
      "... Anyway! Since a promise is a promise, here's your second option!"
      Jaejoong held up two fingers as he spoke.
      "You join our guild. I introduce you to a proper coach. Everything gets sorted out at once. Done!"
      A guild.
      A private military company (PMC) formed by groups of hunters. Who started calling European merchant guilds PMCs is a mystery, but that's what 'guild' meant now.
      Guilds were organizations with more power than most corporations. 
      Especially in the demonic beast business, most of the industry was dominated by guilds.
      Only mega-corporations like the Cheonseong Group or Baekryeon Tech could still compete with guilds in the monster business.
      "I heard it's tough to get recruited by a guild these days...."
      "That's only if you come in with a blank résumé like everyone else. With my introduction, you'll get in right away."
      "If we're not interested in that, either?"
      "Third option. I slump off with my pride wounded, living as the loser who couldn't even recruit two rookie hunters...."
      "That actually sounds good. Let's go with the third."
      "C'mon, at least hear me out."
      Jaejoong took on a more serious expression as he continued.
      "Our guild's motto is basically 'Take care of yourself!', it's not quite the same as 'freedom.' Want to try something? Go for it, don't worry about others' opinions! But you clean up your own mess. Got it?"
      "Sounds like it's more of a casual, social guild."
      "I like that you're smart."
      "So if something happens, you're saying there's no protection."
      "Hmm, maybe I should have wished you were just a bit less sharp."
      Jaejoong gave an embarrassed cough.
      "Honestly, sometimes I wonder why I joined this guild. Still, it's not all bad. In a fully corporate guild, they'd have me doing all sorts of chores. Not here."
      "I don't hear a single good reason to join."
      "Let's talk downsides first... There's no activity fees or salary! If you want to double-dip with another guild, get out! No responsibilities means no authority! It's hell just to get a glimpse of the guildmaster!"
      "Are you really trying to recruit us? Do you even have any pros to share?"
      "There's one, and it's a big one."
      Jaejoong pulled a gadget out of his pocket.
      When he activated it, a soundproof field enveloped the area.
      Inside the field, Jaejoong spoke with complete seriousness.
      "Our guildmaster is a top ranker."
      A top ranker. That meant one of the top ten S-rank hunters.
      It was at that moment that Hyunseo and Via's guild membership was decided.
      *
      Guild: Vagabonds.
      Vagabonds was officially registered with the Association, but both the guildmaster and the number of members—and all other details—were completely confidential.
      It wasn't that the information was censored; it simply didn't exist.
      Normally, you could find at least something about a guild's activities online. 
      But with Vagabonds, there was nothing.
      It was like a ghost company.
      "Vagabonds really does exist, though."
      Rattle-rattle-clank—
      Jaejoong spoke as the engine screamed in the battered old car.
      The three of them were riding in what looked ready to explode at any moment, headed for the Vagabonds' hideout in Songdo.
      Hyunseo, sitting in the back, looked unhappy.
      Via, too, was glancing nervously around the car interior.
      "Hyunseo. Why are we traveling in an explosive device?"
      "Believe it or not, this is a car.... At least, I think so."
      "Why did Jaejoong's car get modified into an improvised explosive device?"
      Offended by the remark, Jaejoong shouted in protest.
      "You think I want to drive this thing around? I'm broke! Just paying my office rent every month is killing me!"
      "Jaejoong really is a beggar."
      "Via, here, why don't you take this for a bit."
      Hyunseo handed her back the confiscated smartphone. He figured if he left Via on her own, Jaejoong's spirit would break.
      Hyunseo changed the subject to the guild.
      "Is it really as easy to join as you say?"
      "The guildmaster only made one requirement for joining. You need recommendations from at least two guild members. I'll recommend you both, so as long as you get one more, you're in."
      "Is that easy?"
      "So far, no rookie I brought in has ever been turned down. Usually, you'll have a quick interview with the vice-guildmaster, and if he likes you, he becomes your second sponsor."
      Jaejoong said this as if it was no big deal.
      "The question is always the same. 'What's your purpose for joining?' Just don't lie. They'll know—like they can smell it."
      "That's really all it takes?"
      "What, did you expect to have to take a blood oath or something?"
      They soon arrived at a tall commercial building in busy Songdo. There was only one sign on the first floor.
      The sign was painted crudely with four large characters.
      "MS Jema?"
      "'Magitech Foundry.' The first letters are MS. I didn't name it. I thought it sounded weird, too."
      Jaejoong pointed toward the building as he spoke.
      "Anyway, this is the Vagabonds' hideout."
      "I feel like we're getting scammed."
      "Why are you so cynical? Have you been lied to all your life?"
      "Yes."
      "... Let's go in!"
      Jaejoong led the way into the building with the other two following.
      There wasn't a soul to be seen.
      Not only was it deserted, but there were actual cobwebs strung everywhere—something you hardly ever see anymore.
      The moment they entered the only shop in the building, MS Jema—
      "Jang Jaejoong, you bastard! Pay your overdue rent!!!"
      Jaejoong narrowly dodged something that flew at him, and Hyunseo grabbed his arm.
      ... It had been a throwing hatchet.
      The furious shout of a young woman echoed through the store.
      "Hey, you actually dodged? I told you: if you didn't bring cash, I'd rip every bioware piece out of your body and sell them!"
      "Hey, Song Mise. Hold on! I've got guests! Calm down for a minute!"
      "Guests, my ass! Since when have you ever brought customers? What kind of mess are you getting us into this time? I'll kill you before you start!"
      Swish, swish, swish—
      Hatchets flew at Jaejoong's head in rapid succession.
      Jaejoong barely managed to dodge and Hyunseo grabbed him. Judging by the speed, those hatchets had been thrown with full intent.
      Hyunseo studied the angry young woman, Song Mise.
      She looked to be in her mid-twenties, a Korean woman of slightly below average height, but with a solid build—more sturdy than slender. Her work clothes were stained and ripped in places, giving off a blacksmith's vibe.
      "Pay up!!!"
      Whatever else, she was clearly stressed about money.
      "Hiss...hiss..."
      "Come on, calm down. Just wait. I settled a big job this time, so the money will be in by the end of the week."
      "You're being sued in a class action, you bastard! I heard you threatened the people you saved to pay up!"
      Hyunseo's eyes widened at that and he glanced at Jaejoong.
      Jaejoong, embarrassed, just let out an awkward, "Sheesh...not like it sounds."
      "Don't worry about it. It's nothing. When you're a crime hunter, getting lawsuits is part of the job. This time, it was a cheap one."
      "... I kind of feel sorry for you now."
      Hyunseo was beginning to understand why Jaejoong was always broke despite being a C-rank hunter. He always lived at a loss.
      Thunk!
      Mise sighed and drove the hatchet she'd been about to throw into her desk, then shot Hyunseo and Via a sharp glare.
      "So, who are these two? They look like the cause of the latest class-action mess. Are you going to have them pay with their bodies?"
      "I'm taking them to the vice-guildmaster."
      Mise's face instantly hardened when she understood what that meant.
      "... You serious?"
      "I don't joke about things like this."
      "... Fine. Do what you want. Go upstairs."
      Mise pressed a button under her desk, opening a door in the wall.
      It was a secret passage leading to the real Vagabonds' hideout.
      Jaejoong went on ahead, Hyunseo and Via following.
      As Hyunseo passed by Mise, he gave her a polite nod, laying the hatchets he'd picked up down carefully in front of her just as—
      Tap—
      "You and I need to have a little talk later."
      Mise gripped Hyunseo's arm as she said it.
      Her tone wasn't really aggressive.
      She just looked like she had some questions.
      "If possible."
      Hyunseo replied, and Mise snorted before letting go and turning to her magitech tools.
      'What's that about?'
      Hyunseo considered her intention before following Jaejoong ahead.
      Ding—
      The secret passage elevator headed upwards.
      As the elevator doors opened on the other side, Jaejoong said,
      "She doesn't look it, but she's actually a really good person. Psychologically speaking, excessive outward aggression is usually just a defense mechanism to hide inner weakness—"
      "Can I go home?"
      "Sorry. Just breaking the ice. The atmosphere was too heavy."
      As they walked down the corridor, Hyunseo observed the people around him.
      There were people here, but they didn't seem to be doing anything particular. It felt more like a laid-back social club than a formal group.
      "Hey, Jang Jaejoong. Long time no see."
      "Isn't that Jaejoong? I heard you got in trouble again."
      "Hey, Jang Jaejoong! Pay back the money you borrowed!"
      Everyone he saw greeted Jaejoong with clear affection.
      Jaejoong returned each greeting with warmth.
      It proved how well-liked he was.
      After walking down a long hallway, the three of them stopped at the door of an office with a sign: [VICE GUILDMASTER'S ROOM]
      Jaejoong knocked three times and announced,
      "It's me. Jang Jaejoong."
      "Come in."
      Given permission, Jaejoong opened the door.
      It wasn't a large room. There was a wooden desk in the center; in front of the desk, some comfortable chairs were arranged.
      Documents, ink, a computer, a nameplate reading [Vice-Guildmaster Ryu Ji-hyeok], and a sansevieria plant in the corner.
      A standard personal office scene.
      "Been a while, Jang Jaejoong."
      "Yeah, I've been busy, vice-guildmaster."
      "Feels odd having you use that title again."
      He was a man in his forties, wearing rimless square glasses.
      Impeccably dressed, but with a weighty presence.
      A prominent scar ran across his blinded left eye.
      His firm demeanor spoke of a hard life.
      "You're recommending these two?"
      "That's right. You know I've got great instincts for people."
      "Understood. Please step outside."
      Jaejoong left them with a double thumbs-up.
      Ji-hyeok sat in the chair behind his desk and gestured for them to sit across from him.
      He offered both of them a polite handshake.
      "I'm Ryu Ji-hyeok. Vice-Guildmaster of Vagabonds. I'm also, though not a standout, an A-rank treasure hunter."
      Treasure hunter.
      A hunter who excavated Artifacts, rift world relics, and Relics.
      "Kim Hyunseo, F-rank. This is Kim Via, also F-rank. She's my younger sister."
      "You don't look anything alike. Quite the exotic appearance."
      "I hear that a lot."
      Hyunseo, shaking hands, could immediately tell from Ji-hyeok's firm grip just how much training he had.
      Via, too, twitched the feelers hidden in her hair as she shook hands.
      She recognized his strength by instinct.
      Ji-hyeok also sensed much about the two from the handshake.
      "Let's not waste time. Let's get right to the point."
      He smiled faintly, putting them at ease.
      "What's your purpose for joining?"
      Just as Jaejoong had said.
      Hyunseo had thought a lot about how to answer on his way here. Whether to tell the truth, or conceal his real intent.
      The decision was made the moment he shook Ji-hyeok's hand.
      "My purpose is to meet the guildmaster, the top ranker."
      Hyunseo answered truthfully.
      He could tell that lying would get him nowhere with this man.
      "I have something I want to ask of the top ranker."
      "What is it?"
      "I'd rather not say. That's all I'll tell you."
      Trying to seize any chance to meet a top ranker was one thing, but he'd never share his real goal with someone he just met.
      "I see."
      Fortunately, Ji-hyeok didn't press further.
      He turned to Via for the next question.
      "And you?"
      "I'm accompanying Hyunseo."
      "Why?"
      "I can't say."
      Via, too, kept her sensitive secrets tightly guarded. They were only pretending to be siblings on this.
      "I see...."
      Ji-hyeok fell into deep thought after their answers.
      He stayed silent for tens of minutes, leaving Hyunseo feeling nervous.
      "Alright, I've decided."
      At last Ji-hyeok's deliberation ended.
      "I will not recommend you. Please see yourselves out."
      It was a rejection.
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      Hyunseo and Via were kicked out of the office after receiving an eviction order.
      In the place they had left behind, Jaejoong was now sitting.
      He looked at Ji-hyeok with a dissatisfied expression and asked,
      "What's the reason?"
      "What reason?"
      "You know those two aren't at the level to be rejected."
      "I know that very well. They're the best among the people you've brought. The guy's a bit ambiguous, but the girl... It's ridiculous. She's strong."
      "Exactly. I saw them take down over ten blood demon elixir addicts by themselves. They're the real deal."
      "That's why I said no."
      "What? Are you rejecting them because they're suspiciously strong?"
      "No, that's not it. The reason I refuse is 'you'."
      Jaejoong's eyes narrowed.
      Ji-hyeok looked straight at him and spoke.
      "Are you really fine with this?"
      "Ha, are we doing this again? I said I'm fine."
      "Then why haven't you come back here all this time?"
      "..."
      "That's all I have to say. I'm not recommending them."
      "Cut me some slack. I gave those two high hopes they could join. How do you think that makes me look?"
      "Enough, just keep tracking the blood demon elixir. The organization that hired Kim Jongnam is probably the culprit. Lay low for now."
      Ji-hyeok turned his body toward the desk.
      Jaejoong glared at him with a disgruntled look, but Ji-hyeok simply shooed him out with a wave of his hand.
      "Tch... We're screwed."
      Jaejoong grumbled as he opened the door.
      "I hope you go bald, you baldy!"
      With that, he turned off the office light and closed the door.
      In the now-dark office, Ji-hyeok sighed deeply.
      "Guildmaster, this is too hard a role for me..."
      With a flick, he turned on the light and quietly got to work.
      It was a thoroughly chilly scene.
      *
      The three of them walked down the corridor, heading outside.
      "Hmm, I'm really sorry. I didn't expect it to turn out like this."
      Jaejoong offered a heartfelt apology to the two.
      Hyunseo was disappointed but not upset.
      After all, their real goal in joining the guild was to meet top-rankers and get information about the materials they were after.
      If they couldn't join, they'd just go back to their original plan.
      "Well, that settles it. We'll have to go with the third option."
      "Do you have to hurt my pride like that? There is a second option! The assistant of a C-rank crime hunter—"
      "If you don't like it, come up with a fourth option."
      "Tch, not easy. A fourth... fourth option..."
      While Jaejoong was pondering the fourth choice, they arrived back at MS Jema. Mise was still there.
      "Are you done now? You two, come here."
      Mise beckoned to Hyunseo and Via.
      With a puzzled look, Hyunseo approached with Via.
      Just as Jaejoong tried to follow, Mise blocked him.
      "Jang Jaejoong. Don't come back until you pay this month's rent. I'm only letting you off because the vice-guildmaster gave you something to do, otherwise...!"
      "I get it, I get it. But I need to hear what you tell them. They're my 'guests' right now."
      "You and your talk..."
      Mise sighed and then addressed the two.
      "Song Mise. Meister of MS Jema. Want to see my certificate?"
      "F-rank Kim Hyunseo, F-rank Kim Via. By the way, we're siblings."
      "Really don't look alike. Never seen orange hair before."
      Mise pointed at the sword Hyunseo had slung over his back.
      "Hand that over."
      "All of a sudden?"
      "When I tell you to, hand it over. Before I change my mind."
      Hyunseo shot Jaejoong a suspicious glance.
      "It's fine. She's good—trust her. Give it a go."
      Trusting Jaejoong's words, Hyunseo handed over the sword.
      Mise put on her magnifying glasses and examined the sword slowly.
      "Garbage."
      Her face twisted, and she tapped the sword with a small hammer.
      Clang!
      The sword shattered to pieces.
      "What the hell are you doing?!"
      "Calm down. The durability was at its limit. It's amazing it hadn't broken before. Why were you hauling around junk iron from the black market?"
      "What...?"
      "Judging by your reaction, I see. You probably picked it up somewhere, right? If you'd been unlucky, you'd have been arrested for illegal weapon possession."
      "... How did you know?"
      "Weapons with proper permits are engraved with a unique serial number. This didn't have one. You wouldn't know without a meister's 'demon scope'."
      Mise tapped her magnifying device.
      Hyunseo felt a pang of guilt. Mise was right.
      He had continued to use something he'd taken from the Reapers.
      "For now, it's a standard-issue, but better than that trash. Use this for a while. It's legal."
      Mise rummaged through a box and handed over a sword.
      It was a long greatsword, similar in length to Hyunseo's old one, but heavier and better balanced.
      It felt far superior to the previous sword.
      'Copies worse than this were going for millions...'
      Suspicious, Hyunseo asked Mise,
      "How much for this? I hope you're not going to try to charge me a fortune."
      "Just take it. I was going to throw it out anyway."
      "If that's the case, I'll accept."
      Mise nodded in satisfaction.
      She then turned her attention to Via.
      "You're next, Via, was it? What's that spear? Hand it over."
      Her voice was excited,
      like a child who'd found a new toy.
      Via handed over her wax spear.
      "Wow, this..."
      Mise turned the long spear this way and that, gripping it with both hands, bending it, hammering it, even heating it with a torch, running all sorts of tests.
      "This is impressive! The hardness is excellent and the elasticity is crazy. It's apparently weak to heat, but that's not a huge drawback. What the heck is this material? The whole thing's made of the same stuff."
      "That spear is my eee...."
      Via started to answer, but Hyunseo quickly covered her mouth. He'd realized something instinctively.
      He looked at Mise seriously and said,
      "That spear was something we risked our lives to get. We found it in the rifts, so it might be an Artifact or Relic."
      "If it is, I don't see a magic power engine...."
      Mise stroked her chin as she checked out the spear again.
      "Well, if it's a Relic, that fits. I've never seen a material like this before. Its hardness and elasticity are ideal for weapons."
      No sooner had she finished these words than her eyes sparkled as she shouted,
      "Give it to me."
      Naturally, it was a crazy request.
      "You're asking for our precious weapon for free? If you're not going to give us something better or at least equivalent, then forget it."
      "Why! I just gave you a sword!"
      "You gave us a standard sword you were going to throw out, then smashed my original sword without asking. That's not a fair trade."
      "Come on, we're family! If you're this uncooperative from the start, I won't help you later!"
      "Pfft...!"
      At Mise's grumbling, Jaejoong suddenly burst out laughing.
      He was covering his mouth, but his shoulders were shaking.
      "What? What's so funny? Did I say something wrong?"
      Mise demanded, frowning.
      "N-no, it's just—pfft, hahahaha, cough!"
      "Hey! Don't just crack up—speak, what is it?!"
      At last, Hyunseo realized why Jaejoong was laughing.
      He let out a deep sigh and explained the situation to Mise.
      "Sorry, but we're not family. Our guild application was rejected by Ryu Ji-hyeok. We're complete strangers."
      "... What?!"
      "Puhahahahaha! Hahaha! Hah, hahahaha!"
      Jaejoong finally exploded.
      Mise, realizing what had happened, turned beet red.
      She'd been whining at complete strangers from another guild to give her a Relic-level weapon for free.
      "Th-this... I-I-I...!"
      Her face looked ready to explode.
      Overcome with anger and embarrassment, Mise grabbed a pair of blue-glowing hand axes and shouted,
      "Jang Jaejoong, you bastard!!! You should've told me!!"
      "Why are you throwing those at me!!"
      "Because this is all your fault, you jerk!! Die! Die right now!!"
      The axes flew like missiles.
      Jaejoong desperately rolled out of the way, but the axes homed in like guided rockets.
      All of them were magitech weapons, magi-weapons engineered by a magitech engineer.
      "Hey! Don't use magi-weapons for this! You're wasting them!"
      "Smiling and snickering behind my back, you're the worst!!"
      The commotion finally died down after Jaejoong ran far away.
      However, Mise still looked covetously at Via's spear.
      "Um... if I pay, can I have it now?"
      "How much?"
      "Since it's a Relic... how about 300 million?"
      Hyunseo stared at Mise blankly.
      Via, catching on, shot her a flat stare as well.
      Under their unspoken pressure, Mise quickly changed her tune.
      "O-okay, sorry! 500 million! I'll pay 500 million! Is that enough?"
      "In advance."
      "Ugh... That's... Can't I pay after?"
      "Via, put the spear away."
      "Come on! I need it if I'm going to make money."
      Mise heaved a long sigh, her face clouded.
      "The place I just closed a deal with suddenly delayed the payment. Claimed the product was defective..."
      "Then isn't that your fault? Why try to stick us with the loss?"
      "It's not defective! They're scamming me! They're taking advantage because my workshop is small!"
      "Well, I agree that your stuff is probably fine."
      Jaejoong, who'd silently returned, backed Mise up.
      "If nothing else, she's really talented. She made my rifle and my magic power rounds too."
      "Go sulk in the corner."
      "Sorry."
      "Anyway... I'm in the red because I haven't been paid. Of all times, I have no money and no materials. For an independent craftsman's workshop like mine, one bad transaction can be fatal..."
      Mise groaned with frustration.
      "My master's vanished, the guild people avoid dirty jobs, the building maintenance fees are swallowing me, and the rent is overdue..."
      "Can't you use the guy sulking over there?"
      "He has work assigned by the vice-guildmaster, so he can't."
      In short, things were dire.
      'Honestly, not my problem. I'm not short of money anyway.'
      Hyunseo couldn't help but sympathize, but in the end, it did not concern him. 
      If they'd become guildmates, maybe, but otherwise, they were strangers. 
      At times like these, you had to make sure the deal was fair.
      'Wait...'
      Then an idea flashed through his mind.
      Hyunseo organized his thoughts and told Mise,
      "I'll give you the spear. I'll also resolve your delayed payment issue."
      "Really? You mean it? No take-backs?"
      "In exchange, you become our second recommender."
      Mise's delighted expression froze completely.
      Jaejoong, listening in, nodded as if interested.
      Hyunseo explained what Jaejoong had understood.
      "You said the vice-guildmaster has to approve. But actually, we only need two or more recommendations, don't we?"
      "You're asking me to give the other recommendation?"
      "Is there a problem?"
      Mise answered awkwardly,
      "Of course there is. I'd be directly contradicting the vice-guildmaster. That's a challenge to their authority."
      "I heard the Vagabonds have no hierarchy."
      "That's only in name. The guildmaster and vice-guildmaster are exceptions."
      "I'm not forcing you. If you can't do it, we'll just leave."
      Hyunseo reached for the spear in Mise's arms.
      Mise reflexively hugged it and stepped back.
      Two thoughts clashed in her head.
      Blowback from challenging the vice-guildmaster's authority
      vs
      The reality that she might lose her workshop due to debts
      She struggled for some time before conceding,
      "... Fine. I'll be your second recommender."
      Reality was scarier than pride.
      "But!"
      Mise added, making a last stand.
      "Only after the payment is sorted! Otherwise, you get nothing!"
      "Anyone overhearing would think we made an unfair deal. We're giving you a Relic-level weapon and solving your payment issue just to get a recommendation. We're the ones getting the worse end of the deal."
      At this, Mise's demeanor softened, apparently realizing it was true.
      "I know. In return, I'll help you for free in the future—no big deal, since we'll be family soon anyway. First, hand me the sword."
      "To break again?"
      "Enough..."
      Mise took the sword and swept it over with her demon scope.
      After some consideration, she estimated,
      "I'll upgrade it into a magi-weapon. It'll take a week. The materials are so poor it'll break quickly, but it'll last a while. And you can always make new weapons."
      "Oh."
      It was an unexpected offer.
      Magi-weapons and magitech tools aren't made easily.
      The process of imbuing traits uses a huge amount of demonic cores, and a meister must engrave thousands or tens of thousands of runes by hand.
      If their concentration slips even a little, the effect is weakened. That's why meisters are notoriously sensitive.
      'Even magitech crafted by an apprentice magitech engineer goes for millions... This is why you need to befriend them...'
      While Hyunseo was doing the mental math—
      "Um..."
      Mise looked suddenly at Via, who had just lost her spear.
      Via's face, as always, was blank.
      To Mise's eyes, though, she looked like a child struggling not to show her pain after losing her precious weapon because of adults' circumstances.
      'For dinner, I want chicken.'
      Though in reality, Via was just wondering what to eat at home.
      Completely misunderstanding, Mise said with a guilty look,
      "Via, right? Sorry, but I don't have another spare spear now. I'll give you one in a week, together with Hyunseo's sword. As a magi-weapon."
      "That's fine. I have spare weapons. The sa—"
      "Just use an older weapon for now."
      Finding a better weapon than the wax spear would be hard anyway.
      Taking on a little debt was better than receiving a halfhearted replacement.
      "... Then later I'll make you one 'with my name on it.'"
      Mise said, as if it meant something, but Hyunseo, who didn't know what it meant for a meister to stake their name, changed the subject.
      "Just so you know, we're only F-rankers. If you're tied to big companies like Cheonseong Group or 'Hyeonjin Magitech,' we're out. We're not looking for a suicide mission."
      "Don't worry. The jerks who screwed me over are just a small magitech SME with not even 30 people. 'Shinmyeong Matech'—little factory in Jung-gu, Incheon."
      Mise jerked her chin at Jaejoong, who had dozed off in a chair.
      "Even if you're F-rankers, Jaejoong recommended you. For what it's worth, he never recommends someone without skills. And I've heard about your exploits."
      She seemed aware that they had beaten strange monsters and a horde of night howlers in the grasslands rift.
      Mise gave a sly smile.
      "The plan's all set. All you have to do is stroll up to the factory and plug a device into a computer. I know all their security systems and weak points."
      "Are you sure it's safe? No real security there?"
      "Dozens of active-detection CCTVs, 16 armed drones, 10 security guards, and a retired hunter or two."
      "... Let's just forget about this."
      "Hey, come on! It'll be fine!"
      Hyunseo couldn't help but feel like he'd been scammed.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      This novel is more light-hearted than I thought.
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
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      A week later. Midnight, shrouded in darkness, veiled by clouds in the sky.
      Near the Shinmyeong Matech factory, in the industrial complex of Jung-gu, Incheon.
      Hyunseo and Via were checking their gear.
      [Are you in?]
      "Not yet."
      [Hurry up. The security shift change is coming soon.]
      A slight voice sounded from the earring-shaped communicator. She had volunteered as the operator for this mission.
      [I'll explain again. Just sneak in like you're entering your neighbor's bedroom, plug the chip into the target computer, and get the hell out. Easy, right?]
      "If it's that easy, why don't you do it yourself?"
      [Shut up. There should be a record of them testing my stuff in the data. They probably tried reverse engineering or disassembly too.]
      "You sure know a lot. The security network and even the shifts."
      [I worked at Shinmyeong, you know. I know it disgustingly well.]
      He could more or less guess what the story was, so he didn't pry further.
      Hyunseo let out a sigh as anxiety washed over him.
      "I don't know if this is really the right thing to do."
      [I told you not to worry. If you do as I say, there won't be any problems. Just don't get caught, and don't kill anyone.]
      "Are you really sure there's no way they're watching with magitech tools?"
      [None. They won't have money left if they use magitech tools to monitor a place like this 24/7. Maybe if the security level rises, but not now.]
      Mise, the meister, spoke confidently about magitech tools.
      [Magitech tools aren't something you can mass produce in a factory. A meister has to make each one by hand. Even if you make the same tool, there's no guarantee it'll have the same abilities.]
      "Quality isn't consistent?"
      [That's why we're called 'meisters'.]
      "Big boast... Anything else to watch out for?"
      [If the head of security hasn't changed, be careful. He's a retired hunter, very cautious and experienced.]
      "What rank?"
      [He peaked at C-rank. That was ten years ago, though....]
      Even if retired, Hyunseo had no intention of letting his guard down.
      Sure, he wasn't a high-rank like B-rank or A-rank, but hadn't he gotten his ass handed to him by a C-rank just a week earlier?
      Hyunseo approached the iron fence surrounding the factory.
      Touch it carelessly and you'd be shocked unconscious, triggering the CCTV and bringing a swarm of security and drones.
      "Can't you just hack it or something?"
      [I graduated from Cheonseong University's magitech department, so electricity isn't really my thing.]
      "You sure love dumping everything on me onsite...."
      [Try something with your hunter power or whatever.]
      Hyunseo spread his palm and focused his mind.
      Then black dust-like motes began to rise from his palm, swirling and soon enshrouding Hyunseo.
      It was the night howler's dust cloud he had seen before.
      'I can finally handle this more skillfully now.'
      A power gained by consuming the night howler alpha's demonic core.
      After a week of research, he'd learned that to acquire a demonic beast's ability, you needed two things.
      First, to ingest the demonic core. 
      Second, to consume a large quantity of materials imbued with the demonic beast's special ability.
      Because of that, to properly use the dust cloud, you had to eat night howler hide. Raw, too; that tough hide.
      'Well, at least it's been worth the money.'
      Cloaking himself in the dust cloud allowed him to bypass active surveillance CCTVs that detected human shapes.
      All that was left to worry about were unmanned drones and security guards.
      Hyunseo and Via covered themselves from head to toe with the dust cloud, their vision barely visible beneath their hoods and masks.
      "Via, hold on tight."
      "Holding on."
      They ran toward the fence and leaped with all their strength.
      It was a three-meter-high iron fence,
      Tap—
      But this much was nothing to them now.
      Even if they were caught on CCTV, no alarms sounded.
      The dust cloud had done its job perfectly.
      "We're over the fence."
      [Congratulations. You're criminals now.]
      "... Only if we get caught."
      Still cloaked in the dust cloud, they ran toward the factory.
      Unmanned drones and CCTVs kept watch in every direction, but Hyunseo already had the security blind spots memorized.
      It might've been dangerous had guards been posted outside, but there were none.
      [Unbelievable, we're benefiting from cost-cutting layoffs.]
      "We're going the right way, right? Because right now we're heading..."
      [You're on track. Go straight that way. You'll see a third-floor manager's office window. Get in there.]
      He stopped at the factory wall and looked up to check for the window.
      The window Mise described was over 10 meters up.
      He might reach it with a full-powered jump, but it felt too risky.
      Hyunseo took off his shoes, handed them to Via, and held out his hands.
      "Via, hold these, and hold on tight so you don't fall."
      "Can't I just fly?"
      "That'd be too loud. Don't worry—I won't let you fall."
      Via took the shoes and wrapped her arms around Hyunseo's waist.
      He embraced Via tightly and began climbing the wall.
      The stickiness of his body hair had become strong enough to easily support the weight of both people—a result of daily training.
      Shiver—
      "Via, I know you're nervous... but could you stop twitching your antennae?"
      "Being nervous is only natural here."
      "You act like you'd be hurt if you fell from here—stop fussing."
      "Hyunseo doesn't understand women."
      "You mean, 'doesn't understand a woman's heart,' right?"
      They reached the window height in no time.
      He peered inside through the glass.
      A dark room. A blinking red light in the corner. An infrared sensor.
      If they entered recklessly, it would trigger the alarm for the entire building.
      "There's an infrared sensor on. No other way in?"
      [Everywhere else has guards on standby. That's your only option.]
      "No choice, then... Via, can I ask you?"
      "I'll give it a try."
      Via, still clinging to Hyunseo, turned around.
      She took hold of the wax window and got into position.
      "Hyunseo, please hold on tightly."
      Hyunseo nodded, holding Via firmly in place.
      Once her posture was set—
      Whoosh— sreung!
      The tip of her spear sliced the glass along a perfect circle.
      It was a level of speed and precision that was hard to follow with the eye. The glass looked totally untouched.
      But when Hyunseo gently tested it and lifted—
      Pop.
      The perfectly round glass piece came away smoothly.
      "Still amazing every time I see it."
      "A little more praise would be appreciated."
      "I mean it for real—you did great."
      [Enough with the compliments. Get moving, will you?]
      "Mise is flat-chested."
      "That's not the right phrase—' it's narrow-minded'. But, well, not wrong either."
      "Is that some kind of double meaning?"
      [Hey! I can hear everything!]
      Now he had to deal with the infrared sensor.
      'Looks like a cheap manual model on the outside...'
      If so, they could neutralize it just by blocking its line of sight.
      He thought about using the dust cloud to block it....
      'Harder than I thought to keep it dense enough. Too risky.'
      The backup plan was to smash it with the silenced BeastShot. 
      But even with a silencer, the gun would be pretty loud—it was a large caliber.
      The guards would pound in straight away. Not to mention all the possible variables.
      'Damn. That's it—maybe next time, bring a small-caliber weapon...'
      While he was lost in thought—
      "Hyunseo, is that device the problem?" 
      Via pointed at the infrared sensor and asked.
      "Yeah. Basically, the idea is..."
      Hyunseo explained the situation.
      "So if we just cover it, we're good?"
      Via spoke, raising her hand to her mouth.
      Then she gently spat golden wax into her hand,
      Flick— Splatt!
      She tossed the lump of wax through the glass hole straight at the device.
      It instantly hardened to a semi-translucent mass.
      The sensor was blocked without being damaged—a perfect disable.
      "All done."
      "... Can't believe I didn't think of that."
      "You're free to praise me a bit more."
      "When we're home, I'll buy you some of your favorite native honey."
      "You promise?"
      Lately, a jar of native honey was over a million won, but Via's display of skill and growth was worth many times that. 
      Besides, he'd been making decent money.
      The two of them opened the window and entered cautiously.
      No alarms went off. The infiltration was a success.
      "We're in the office."
      [Now find the server room. Watch out for the guards. I'm saying this again—no killing. That'll just make this all much worse.]
      "I know."
      Hyunseo put on his shoes and peeked outside the door.
      Via raised her antennae to sense the surroundings.
      Footsteps, snoring, someone whispering into a phone.
      Several guards were in the hallway outside.
      Via shared the info with hand signals.
      Three found. 
      One, patrolling by the door. 
      Two, sitting at the far end of the right hall. 
      Three, by the window at the far end of the left hall.
      Take care of one first.
      Roger.
      Hyunseo and Via hid within the dust cloud.
      As the guard patrolling by the door came close—
      Whoosh!
      "Huh, what the—"
      Hyunseo threw open the door; Via seized the man by the collar and yanked him inside. 
      As the target was dragged in, Hyunseo shut the door soundlessly.
      Via strangled the guard out cold.
      Next. You take two, I'll take three.
      Roger.
      Hyunseo opened the door, and both shot out at once.
      Dadadadadak—
      Via slid toward the enemy across the floor.
      The seated guard had no time to react.
      "Um, who—kuhk!"
      Via's knuckles struck his jaw.
      His gun dropped to the floor, he slumped forward.
      Via quickly locked an arm around his neck and choked him unconscious.
      'Just that guy left.'
      Meanwhile, Hyunseo went for the last guard.
      "Wha—what the...!"
      The guard sensed something and spun around—
      Thud!
      Hyunseo's fist drove him to blackness.
      The hand holding the radio dropped limply.
      'What about the surveillance cameras?'
      Hyunseo checked the area.
      Luckily, there were no cameras in his corridor.
      The problem was at the end of the right corridor, where Via was.
      Sreung—
      Fortunately, Via had snipped the wire.
      They weren't discovered yet, but suspicion would be raised soon.
      From here on, it was a time attack.
      "Via, move these guys to the office. I'm going to the server room."
      "I'll be on guard after I move them."
      Hyunseo quickly opened the server room door.
      Chilled, dry air from the air conditioner,
      rows of servers humming softly.
      Among them was the server control computer.
      "Mise. I'm at the server room."
      [You have the device I gave you? The console... Plug it into the server control computer. Just check the hacking program runs, and get out.]
      Hyunseo slotted the device into the PC.
      A strange, bizarre UI appeared on the monitor.
      "I plugged in the device and some weird program popped up. Can you confirm it's working?"
      [What was I supposed to do in this case again... It's not something I made myself, so the manual... Uhm...]
      Just then, Via rushed into the server room.
      "Hyunseo. The enemies were performing regular comm checks by radio. They'll come look soon."
      "You heard that, Mise? We need to run now."
      [Wait, I'm checking the data! Just as I thought! These bastards got my stuff and wrote up test reports! Get out, now!]
      "Good. We're gone. Via, let's move."
      The two rushed out of the server room toward the office.
      As they were about to open the window and escape—
      "There's a patrol outside."
      At Via's words, Hyunseo looked through the window.
      Armed security and unmanned drones were moving together.
      A comms blackout had raised the security level.
      The security guards grumbled into their radios.
      "That damn chief. Ex-hunter and still making our lives hell."
      "Why do we have to move too when there are drones?"
      "Isn't that the team from checkpoint six? Bet they just dozed off for a bit."
      Outside the window, there were too many guards and drones.
      Impossible to take them all out quietly.
      Doubling back the way they came seemed impossible, too.
      "Mise, the place is swarming with guards. Is there another route?"
      [Go down the emergency stairs! There should be a basement escape passage! Watch out for magitech tools from here on!]
      The two of them dashed for the emergency stairs.
      Footsteps echoed in the distance.
      The security guards were mobilizing in earnest.
      "Let's hurry."
      "Yes."
      They sped down the stairs.
      Luckily, there were no guards here yet.
      Vrrrr—
      A mechanical sound rang out.
      A drone was ascending from below.
      An armed unmanned drone the size of a human torso.
      Unlike CCTVs, if it detects a moving object, it focuses on it first, approaches, and confirms identity.
      If it's a person, it demands ID. If none is presented, it aims its weapons until security arrives.
      If attacked in return, it immediately alerts all security and fires off thousands of rounds per minute from twin automatic rifles.
      'No way around it. Can't be helped.'
      In a narrow stairwell, there was no way to slip past the drone.
      Hyunseo drew the sword strapped to his back.
      A mass-produced sword reinforced with rune inscriptions by Mise.
      A magi-weapon. Hyunseo recalled Mise's description of its abilities.
      'With this, I can do it.'
      From here, it was a real fight.
      "There's a drone. We'll have to break through."
      [Damn it! No choice. Run as fast as you can!]
      They readied their weapons, waiting at the top of the stairs.
      They planned to ambush as the drone came up.
      Soon, the drone came into view.
      Hwoosh!
      Hyunseo leapt, landing atop the drone.
      The sword's tip flashed and drove down.
      The armored drone was protected by a special alloy shell.
      It shrugged off most swords, spears, and even bullets.
      For average hunters, it was a nightmare.
      Sreung! Crunch!
      But Hyunseo's weapon was a magi-weapon.
      The blade pierced clean through the alloy on the first strike.
      'Incredibly sharp... I didn't expect this much...'
      The wrecked drone lost balance and smashed to the floor.
      Its deformed body began blaring warning sirens.
      [Attack detected! Attack detected! Security status: Code Red! Intruders, drop your weapons and surrender! If you fail to comply, you will be killed! Repeating—Intruders—]
      Crunch!
      Hyunseo struck again, obliterating the drone.
      But it was already too late.
      Red emergency lights flashed, and sirens blared.
      Beeeeeep! Beeeeeep! Beeeeeep! Beeeeeep!
      Before it was destroyed, the drone had transmitted their location.
      The roar of more drones incoming,
      footsteps of security pounding closer.
      Enemies converged from all directions.
      "Run!"
      The two dashed for the basement at full speed.
      Within seconds, two more drones appeared.
      Hyunseo sliced through one with his sword, Via hurled her spear through the other.
      But for every one destroyed, more would swarm in.
      There was no time to waste fighting.
      Soon, they reached the basement.
      Thud!
      Hyunseo slammed the emergency stairway steel door shut. Together with Via, he dragged over heavy crates to barricade the door.
      Bang! Bang bang! Rattatatatatata!
      The drones arrived, banging on the door.
      But the thick steel held them at bay.
      It would take a while for them to find another route down.
      "We're in the basement. Where's the escape route?"
      [Go further in. Look for a red fire door... kkksh—]
      "Hello? Mise?"
      [Kzzt—krshhh—]
      Suddenly, loud static filled the comms. He fiddled with the earring communicator, but nothing changed.
      It wasn't broken.
      This was outside interference.
      Shiver—
      At that moment, Via called out, sensing something.
      "Hyunseo, something's detected us. It's a magitech tool."
      "Of all times... Let's go for that fire door she mentioned."
      They headed for the escape exit.
      Zap—
      'To the side!'
      On instinct, Hyunseo grabbed Via and leapt aside. Via caught his meaning and sprang as well.
      BRRRRRRRRRRAT—!!
      A hail of bullets suddenly poured toward them,
      tearing along the wall in a straight line, sending dirt and stone spraying everywhere,
      the kind of volume and power that no normal firearm could produce.
      'Is that a minigun...?!'
      They ducked for cover behind the nearest barricade.
      The shooting stopped, and for a moment, silence fell.
      The basement returned to stillness.
      Then—
      "This is Baek Moon-sik, head of security for the Shinmyeong Matech Incheon factory."
      A low, resonant voice called from a distance.
      "You're surrounded. Drop your weapons and surrender now. I'll spare your lives."
      He paused for a moment, then added, as if chewing the words,
      "Oh, but of course...."
      The barrels of Baek Moon-sik's minigun began to spin.
      "I can't promise the plant manager will let you live, though."
      Flames burst from the mouth of the minigun.
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      The bullets from the minigun poured out in a horizontal barrage.
      Underground, the space was used as a warehouse, packed with iron crates.
      Those were shredded to pieces as if they were mere sheets of paper.
      KA-KA-KA-KANG!
      Hyunseo and Via exchanged glances and then threw themselves in opposite directions.
      The hail of bullets pursued Hyunseo, who was the easier target.
      He ran between the wall and the crates.
      Then, a strange sense of dissonance brushed past him.
      'I can't hear any gunshots.'
      It had been the same when they were ambushed earlier.
      Bullets had poured down, but there was no sound of gunfire.
      He only responded thanks to hazard detection—had it been otherwise, it would have been dangerous.
      'It's not like there's a suppressor attached to that minigun...'
      Hyunseo hid himself while watching Moon-sik.
      He was holding a minigun with both hands, firing in bursts.
      A pistol in a holster at his waist, an assault rifle with a folding stock slung across his chest, a mysterious black rod strapped to his back.
      Besides that, various pieces of equipment hung from his vest.
      'They said he's a retired hunter, but in what way does he look retired?'
      At some point, the muzzle flare of the minigun stopped.
      The ammo had run out.
      Just as Moon-sik was about to swap out the magazine—
      Shwack!
      Via sprang in from the rear in a surprise attack.
      Her ambush was sharp, perfectly timed.
      But Moon-sik was already aware. He activated a device on his tactical vest and, simultaneously, drew his pistol.
      Via was a step faster than he was at aiming.
      At this rate, Moon-sik wouldn't even have time to pull the trigger.
      But then—
      Tung!
      "Ugh...!"
      Via's spear abruptly bounced away in midair.
      A faintly blue, transparent shield intercepted the surprise attack.
      The device Moon-sik had just activated was none other than a magitech tool.
      Seizing the opening, Moon-sik switched off the magitech tool and fired.
      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
      Left arm, right arm, right thigh, left shin—
      Ping! Ping! Ping! Ping!
      Via swung her spear in the air, deflecting the bullets.
      As soon as she landed, she hid behind cover.
      Boom!
      A grenade thrown by Moon-sik exploded just as she hid.
      So, he had managed to throw a grenade in the meantime.
      'Is he using high-performance bioware or something...?'
      Moon-sik was somewhat surprised by Via's spear technique.
      Deflecting bullets isn't easy.
      Moreover, Moon-sik had deliberately targeted the limbs first.
      Maybe the body was protected by body armor. That's why he aimed for the relatively less protected limbs.
      The bullets came from all directions. To deflect them all was beyond simple skill.
      'Thought she was a petty thief, but they're not ordinary at all.'
      Clicking his tongue, Moon-sik checked the shield magitech tool.
      Confirming it had broken, his face clouded.
      Via's attack just now had pushed it to its limit.
      'Guess it's inevitable—a mere apprentice workshop product.'
      He pressed the red button on the broken device.
      Then, he immediately threw it toward where Hyunseo was hiding.
      Right then, Hyunseo was just about to fire BeastShot.
      Whish!
      As soon as he saw the flying device, he twisted his body to dodge it.
      Then he adjusted his aim again.
      'Can't kill him. Aim for the leg.'
      Via had created this opening for him. 
      If they didn't subdue the enemy now, they'd be relentlessly pursued even if they escaped.
      He pulled the trigger—
      Ping!
      The bullet suddenly bounced off a newly appeared shield.
      "What?"
      The deflected bullet ricocheted inside the spherical shield.
      He managed to block it with the flat of his sword before it finally stopped.
      He looked down at the magitech tool that had fallen at his feet and realized.
      'He used the shield like this?'
      The shield magitech tool creates a solid, spherical barrier that protects its interior. 
      It blocks not only gunfire but also all kinds of physical attacks.
      In this case, Moon-sik exploited the fact that "attacks from inside" would also be blocked.
      Moon-sik had used it to trap Hyunseo.
      'Didn't even think of that...!'
      Hyunseo stomped on the magitech tool and smashed it.
      He aimed BeastShot at Moon-sik again.
      At that moment—
      Bzzzzt—
      His hazard detection sent out a warning.
      Hyunseo immediately rolled aside.
      Gunfire swept through where he'd just been.
      Sometime during the chaos, Moon-sik had pulled out his assault rifle and started laying down fire.
      Only then did Hyunseo realize what had been bothering him.
      'No gunshots...? Is it a magitech tool that blocks sound!'
      A sound-blocking magitech tool mainly used for secret conversations.
      Hyunseo had seen it countless times.
      Moon-sik had used it to erase the sound of gunfire.
      Hiding behind cover, Hyunseo made up his mind.
      'The enemy's too experienced. I can't keep letting them take the initiative.'
      He cloaked himself in the black dust clouds of Night Howler.
      As soon as his vision was obscured, he sprang from cover.
      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
      Sprinting full-speed at Moon-sik, he fired BeastShot with one hand and readied his sword with the other.
      Return fire came, but none struck Hyunseo.
      The dust cloud effectively concealed him from view.
      'Are there bioware systems that generate smoke screens...'
      Moon-sik stopped firing and ducked behind cover.
      As he let go with one hand to retrieve a grenade—
      Sreung!
      "!"
      Via's spear bore down on him before he knew it.
      She had silenced her approach and closed the gap in that short moment.
      Moon-sik rolled backward to evade the spear, drawing his pistol.
      Then he activated his second shield magitech tool.
      Vmmm—
      As the spear flew in, the shield spread out once more.
      "It won't work twice."
      Via instantly pulled back her spear.
      She knew Moon-sik would have to disable the shield to attack. Therefore, she waited for the moment he switched the shield off.
      "Tch..."
      Moon-sik sensed things had gotten bad.
      An apprentice workshop's shield can only block a single attack.
      Until now, he had always used that single opportunity to counterattack.
      If the opponent had been alone, he could've subdued them easily. But now, things were different.
      He wasn't up against just one person.
      'If that guy arrives, it's over.'
      Looking at the charging Hyunseo, he made a decision.
      Pin—
      Moon-sik pulled the pin on a grenade and dropped it at his own feet.
      For a moment, it looked like he might be going for suicide bombing—
      Flash!!
      A blinding flash exploded outwards.
      He had thrown a flashbang instead.
      Having closed his eyes beforehand, Moon-sik prepared to counterattack.
      'No one's ever gotten through this trick.'
      He opened his eyes and disabled the shield, pistol at the ready.
      First the woman nearby—then the man.
      Aim for the head. Two shots would be enough.
      Just as he aimed the gun at Via's head—
      Sreung!
      The spear sliced through both pistol and assault rifle,
      and the sword split the magitech tool in two.
      Moon-sik's eyes widened in shock.
      'How can they move like that after being hit by a flashbang...?'
      But that was a misconception.
      The moment he saw Moon-sik drop the grenade at his feet, Hyunseo recalled a moment from his past.
      That time in the grasslands rifts, when he nearly caught an E-class green-antlered deer, only for it to escape after detonating a flashbang.
      The memory flashed across his mind and Hyunseo shouted to Via.
      "It's a flashbang!"
      Just before the flashbang went off, the two of them immediately closed their eyes and turned their heads. 
      As a result, they weren't blinded.
      The reason Moon-sik hadn't heard the warning was, ironically, that the sound-blocking magitech tool was in operation at that very moment.
      Hyunseo knew that and had exploited it.
      Only now did Moon-sik understand everything.
      "They're active hunters...!"
      "You're already too late."
      Whack-whack-whack!
      Via's spear struck Moon-sik's arms and legs in the blink of an eye.
      When it came to subduing him, there was no mercy in her hands.
      As Moon-sik pitched forward, Hyunseo was about to knock him out, when—
      "Now! Attack!!"
      Moon-sik's sudden shout caught Hyunseo off guard.
      Come to think of it, this was the heart of enemy territory.
      Their position had already been compromised.
      It wouldn't be strange if security or drones arrived at any moment.
      As Hyunseo's thoughts reached that point and he tensed his vigilance—
      "So green still, youngsters."
      THOOM!
      A massive recoil exploded outward, slamming into Hyunseo and Via.
      Unprepared, the two of them were knocked backward.
      In an instant, Moon-sik had swung the rod slung on his back.
      At the same time, enormous physical force erupted in all directions.
      Hurled backward, Hyunseo and Via quickly regained their footing.
      "Didn't you break his limbs?"
      "I tried to, but he was tougher than expected."
      "Is he using skeleton-enhancement demonic beast prosthetics...?"
      He was the one who had wielded a minigun like it was nothing.
      It would have been unsurprising for him to use such bioware.
      However, the real problem was something else.
      Bvvvmmm—
      The rod in his hand. The mystery black rod was a magi-weapon.
      Such a powerful force was being condensed inside it that it was visible to the naked eye.
      Just a single swing a moment ago had sent their bodies flying.
      If he started using it in earnest, things could get dangerous.
      "Hey, how about we let this go?"
      Amidst the standoff, Moon-sik spoke first.
      "This is payback for you holding back earlier. If you surrender quietly, I'll spare your lives. If the foreman tells me to kill you, I'll just beat him up myself."
      He sounded gentler than before.
      "Sure, you probably won't believe me. But I'd rather not use 'this' unless I have to. The maintenance cost is no joke. I've already caused enough trouble—if my retirement fund is at risk, I'm in real trouble."
      "How about you just let us go peacefully instead?"
      "Then I'd lose my job. My relationship with the subordinates is already bad, and the foreman's pissed about all the expenses. I still have a mortgage left..."
      Whir-whir-whir—tap.
      Moon-sik spun the rod naturally, then leveled it at them. At that moment, a strange wave of power radiated in all directions.
      Now his voice was even more serious.
      "This is your final warning. Security and drones will arrive soon. Surrender before then. I guarantee humane treatment. No deaths—at worst, just a fine."
      "'Humane guarantee'? That's a shabby joke."
      "Don't even think about escaping through the emergency exit. If Code Red is triggered, it'll be locked down automatically. Even outside, armed drones are standing guard."
      Viiiin—
      Power started concentrating at the tip of the rod.
      "There's nowhere left to run."
      "..."
      "Your answer?"
      Hyunseo fell silent for a moment.
      He exhaled sharply through his nose, then opened his eyes again.
      His answer was already decided.
      WHOOOOOM—!!
      A tremendous cloud of dust whirled toward Moon-sik.
      As he watched the attack fly at him instead of an answer, Moon-sik let out a wry smile.
      "What a gutsy kid."
      The power compressed at the tip of the rod surpassed its limit.
      KA-KA-KA-KANG!
      Enormous pressure blasted forward in an explosion.
      This was a magi-weapon that fired compressed, overwhelming physical force.
      The instant anything touched that force, it was savagely smashed and twisted.
      Walls in its path, iron crates, even the dust cloud were mercilessly crushed.
      Nothing was exempt from its reckless destruction.
      All that remained was Baek Moon-sik, the man who had wielded that force.
      Kiiiiiiing—
      "If I have to recharge this, it'll cost a fortune..."
      Moon-sik looked down at the overheated magi-weapon and sighed.
      He seemed unmoved by the catastrophic scene before him.
      After all, no human could survive taking a hit like that from the front.
      "Well, I caught them, so I probably won't get fired—"
      Then, Moon-sik's brows furrowed.
      A section of the underground wall. The direction of the emergency exit.
      The red steel door was neatly sliced through.
      Moon-sik checked the place where the dust cloud had been.
      'No bloodstains. I don't smell any blood either.'
      Moon-sik realized what had happened.
      "They tricked me... I got played..."
      Hyunseo had only feigned a charge, sending the dust cloud instead.
      In the meantime, the two had headed for the emergency exit, and Hyunseo had cut down the sealed door with his sword and escaped.
      The line about armed drones outside was just bluff. The stingy foreman would never set up such thorough security.
      "This is bad, really bad."
      Worst of all, he didn't even know their faces or names.
      He hadn't even caught them, yet he'd destroyed the underground warehouse.
      He'd even brought a minigun without authorization.
      "... Guess I'll have to look for a new job."
      It was a day of deep sighs for Moon-sik.
      *
      Hyunseo and Via escaped through the emergency exit.
      Outside, the river lay before them and no pursuers were in sight.
      They had successfully escaped according to their planned route.
      VROOOOM-!
      Now, they were on the open sea.
      Speeding across the water in a high-speed boat.
      The pilot of the boat was Mise.
      "It's a huge success! An incredibly successful mission!"
      Mise shouted gleefully with an excited voice.
      The data extracted via hacking was a complete jackpot.
      With this, not only could they sue for a huge payout, but they could also wring every last penny in damages.
      Plus, they had all the evidence of Shinmyeong Matech's corruption and wrongdoing. 
      Now, they could topple Shinmyeong Matech at any time.
      "Shinmyeong Matech, get ready to wash your neck! I'll put you out of business!!"
      In contrast to the ecstatic Mise, Hyunseo and Via, who had just survived a near-death ordeal, were utterly exhausted.
      "Yeah... Let's hope all our suffering was worth it..."
      "Hyunseo, I never want to do something like this again."
      "Me neither."
      Still, at least it wasn't a victory with nothing but wounds.
      Calming herself, Mise spoke again.
      "As promised, I'll be your sponsor. With this, both Jang Jaejoong and I have recommended you. Congratulations, you're now officially members of the Vagabonds. Welcome to the team, newbies!"
      "So much for no hierarchy—already acting like our superior..."
      "I'll explain the guild rules and such once we're back."
      "I'd appreciate that. Right now, I just want to rest."
      "If you're bored, look at that tablet over there. It's got the data we got? There's a ton of interesting stuff."
      "May I take a look?"
      "Of course. You brought it, and we're guildmates now. If you're curious about magitech tools or magi-weapons, check it out."
      They'd just been overwhelmed by magitech tools and magi-weapons.
      He was just thinking that it was time to find out more about magitech.
      'To hunt stronger demonic beasts, you need stronger gear.'
      Hyunseo picked up the tablet and skimmed through the files.
      Some parts were hard to understand—they weren't his specialty—but experiment reports and such were interesting to read.
      'Field design, magitech engines, mana reactors... They make all sorts of magitech tools.... What's this?'
      As he flipped through documents, a certain message caught his eye.
      「VIP request. Request to share contact info of master magitech engineers at Special Grade or higher possessed by the main office. Promise of suitable compensation upon confirmation. Emphatically requests information regarding 'Song Mise' or her master....」
      At first, he thought it was just one of those standard headhunting competitions between magitech firms.
      The more magitech engineers a company has under contract, and the higher their skills, the more money it makes.
      Headhunting other firms' magitech engineers was commonplace.
      It was only the final sentence that seemed odd.
      「Alive or dead, doesn't matter. However, the head must be intact.」
      The word "headhunting" started to sound far more sinister.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      I have a feeling Moon-sik will reappear in the future...
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
    

  Chapter 20: 020. Vagabonds (5)

    
      020. Vagabonds (5)
      The Shinmyeong Matech factory was in utter chaos.
      Three expensive armed drones had been completely destroyed,
      the underground storage where magitech tools were kept was wrecked,
      and a massive amount of confidential information stored on the servers had been leaked.
      And yet, they had lost track of the intruder.
      'I'd better find something if I don't want to get fired...'
      Moon-sik wandered around the factory, looking for clues.
      From the skirmish, all he had learned was the man's build, his voice,
      and the fact that his gun was the BeastShot made by Baekryeon Tech.
      He'd tried to track the buyer by analyzing the bullet marks, but all the casings had been pulverized by the force of the magi-weapon.
      'So, is this all I managed to find...?'
      A mysterious device was stuck in the computer of the third-floor server room.
      The device had already self-destructed, reduced to a hunk of scrap metal.
      There was nothing to be learned from it.
      And then.
      'What's this?'
      A yellowish substance was covering the thermal detector in the administrator's office. 
      Even Moon-sik, a seasoned hunter, had never seen anything like it.
      'This might be a clue.'
      A little later, the president and the foreman of Shinmyeong Matech arrived at the scene.
      Having gotten word of the incident in the middle of the night, they rushed over immediately.
      "President, foreman. Perfect timing. I think I've foun—"
      "You're fired."
      The president cut him off, declaring his dismissal outright.
      "... Are you serious?"
      "Of course I am. You couldn't even stop just two people, lost three drones, and even let the magitech storage get wrecked. Is this really the time to be thinking about your paycheck?"
      "There was a hole in the security system since it was scaled down..."
      "So you're saying it's our fault? Was it our fault you used a minigun without authorization, too? Or that you used an unauthorized magi-weapon?"
      "..."
      "The damage caused by the destruction of the magitech tools will be deducted from your severance. Consider yourself lucky I'm not pressing charges. Now get out of my sight!"
      In the end, Moon-sik never even got to mention the clue.
      And now that he'd been fired, he had no reason to hand over any information.
      He quietly slipped the yellow substance into his pocket and sighed.
      'My wife is going to kill me for this.'
      The night in Incheon felt especially dark.
      *
      The next morning, at the Vagabonds' hideout.
      Hyunseo and Via had gathered in the conference room for their initiation.
      Waiting in the room were Ryu Ji-hyeok, Song Mise, and Jang Jaejoong.
      Ji-hyeok smiled faintly, speaking in a serious tone.
      "Kim Hyunseo and Kim Via, having Jang Jaejoong and Song Mise as your sponsors, you have both met the conditions for joining Vagabonds. As of now, you are official members. Welcome."
      It was a simple initiation.
      But Hyunseo liked this sort of atmosphere.
      Afterward, Ji-hyeok explained the guild rules to the two of them.
      Most of it was the same as what Jaejoong had explained before.
      There were just three new rules Hyunseo learned:
      "As a rule, don't talk about Vagabonds to outsiders.
      If you have a dispute with another member, use mediation.
      If you don't want to die, don't try to dig up anything on the guildmaster."
      "Sounds like these were written in blood."
      "Not quite, but you're close."
      "What exactly does the third mean? If you get caught probing, do they kill you?"
      "No. If it's a problem, they're expelled, not killed."
      "Then?"
      "Everyone who ever tried to dig for info... ended up dead. Probably because of the guildmaster...."
      The word 'probably' meant he didn't know the exact reason for their deaths.
      Judging by Ji-hyeok's eyes and complexion, he wasn't joking.
      When the mood grew heavy, Jaejoong tried to lighten things up.
      "Let's not get too gloomy. The rules aren't inflexible. If you find out by accident, or just make a guess, that's fine. After all, there are only about ten top rankers."
      Ji-hyeok nodded in agreement.
      "The real issue is your reason for searching for the guildmaster."
      "Is that why you asked me about my 'purpose' back then?"
      "That's part of it, yes."
      Hyunseo accepted the explanation.
      Transcendents among transcendents—the top rankers. If they were serious, it wouldn't be hard for them to make someone disappear without a trace.
      There was no need to go poking a hornet's nest.
      "Is there any way to meet the guildmaster?"
      "You have to wait for them to come to you."
      "What a capricious guild."
      "Exactly."
      Ji-hyeok gave a wry smile.
      "Shall we get back to the main topic?"
      Mise interrupted and steered the conversation.
      "Everyone read the message we obtained yesterday, right? The VIP's request. They want the head of a master magitech engineer, particularly...."
      Mise trailed off, unable to continue.
      Because the one targeted was her missing mentor.
      She was unable to say it out loud.
      Dreadful imaginings flashed through her mind.
      Jaejoong tried to reassure Mise.
      "Come on, your mentor is probably just unreachable while researching in the rifts. It's always been like that."
      "I know, but we promised to contact each other every two months. It's already been years with nothing..."
      "Maybe the one in danger right now isn't your mentor but you?"
      At Jaejoong's words, Mise snorted.
      "I'm just a regular magitech engineer. I'm not the only disciple, either."
      She gave a self-deprecating sigh.
      "If someone's going to get kidnapped, it would be one of my mentor's other, more famous 'master' students, not someone like me."
      Hyunseo, who had been listening, cautiously asked Jaejoong,
      "Who is her mentor, anyway, that everyone's making such a fuss?"
      "Hmm..."
      Jaejoong hesitated for a long moment, then replied carefully.
      "It's a sensitive subject to talk about so lightly. I'll just say this—they're one of the founding members of Vagabonds."
      "So...a pretty big deal, huh?"
      "Put it this way, even harder to meet than the guildmaster."
      He tried to imagine who could be harder to meet than a top ranker. There probably weren't many magitech engineers like that.
      'Must be someone of grandmaster level or higher...'
      Then, Ji-hyeok, who had remained quiet until then, spoke up.
      "I've heard a worrying rumor. Apparently, the number of meisters disappearing in recent years has increased significantly. Not just meisters—disappearances as a whole are on the rise."
      "Huh... that fits a bit too well with the VIP request."
      "There may not be a clear causal link, but it's worth looking into."
      "What do you think, deputy leader? Shall we look into the rumors?"
      "No. Jang Jaejoong, you stick to investigating the matter you're already on."
      "Roger that."
      At that point, Hyunseo, who had been listening, spoke up.
      "Sorry to interrupt, but can I ask something?"
      "Yes?"
      "What exactly does Vagabonds do? Isn't it just a social club? I joined because I heard top rankers hung out here."
      "..."
      "..."
      "... Did I ask a dumb question?"
      Ji-hyeok and Mise both turned their half-lidded gazes toward Jaejoong.
      "Jang Jaejoong...."
      "Hey, you punk..."
      Jaejoong broke into a cold sweat under their glares, finally realizing his mistake and trying to explain.
      "Uh, well, ah... I guess I didn't explain everything... he's the type who'd leave at the first sign of hassle, you know?"
      "Don't tell me... It's not some secret society for justice and heroics, right? Because if it is, I'll walk away without a backward glance."
      "See? Told you! I was right... probably..."
      Ji-hyeok facepalmed with a sigh.
      "It's not that, so don't worry. It has to do with the guild's founding purpose. Strictly speaking, it's an optional mission the guildmaster assigns, and everyone participates voluntarily."
      "And what exactly is that?"
      "In the words of the guildmaster..."
      Ji-hyeok smirked.
      "'For world peace'. Or so they say."
      "... That's nuts. Suddenly I feel like quitting on the spot."
      He had no plans to play hero in a guild of crusaders.
      If they tried to give him tasks just for joining, he'd walk.
      Seeing Hyunseo's expression, Ji-hyeok carefully explained.
      "The guildmaster never singles anyone out and forces them to work. It's more like the Association's public commission system."
      "Is there a penalty for refusing?"
      "None at all. In fact, jobs come with rewards—generously supplied by top rankers. The compensation is always reliable."
      That reassured Hyunseo, who nodded.
      'If I want to meet the guildmaster, maybe I'll have to take on a commission.'
      Now he had more options for gathering information. That was good.
      Still, those were more like backup plans.
      Unless he could meet the guildmaster soon, focusing on leveling up came first.
      "In any case, I don't think there's more for me to hear here. Sorry if you were preparing a congratulatory party, but I've got to go."
      "I expected you'd be interested, but guess not."
      "Not my thing—world peace and all."
      Hyunseo gave a self-mocking laugh and got up.
      "Let me know if something good comes up. For now, I have to rest up and prep for the promotion exam."
      "Ah, wait up—just a moment."
      Jaejoong stopped them both.
      "Are you free next week? I was planning to introduce you to a hunting mentor. If you miss it, you'll have to wait another two months."
      "That's fine."
      And with that, Hyunseo and Via left the Vagabonds hideout.
      *
      Today was the day to hear the results of the health checkup.
      Having come home, Via made her way to the living room and turned on the TV.
      Since her smartphone had been confiscated recently, she'd started watching TV, and it was hero movies she gravitated to.
      'So much for all those books I bought for her...'
      Meanwhile, Hyunseo met with Junyong, who had been waiting since morning.
      "Hyunseo, let's talk privately."
      Junyong led Hyunseo down to the basement.
      It was soundproof, ensuring Via wouldn't hear.
      "The analysis of your body is complete. Here's the report."
      "There's a lot."
      "You're in a peculiar situation, after all. You can read the details later—let's start with the most important things."
      "Go ahead."
      Junyong hesitated for a while,
      wondering how to say this—if he should say it at all.
      With a deep sigh, he finally spoke.
      "Bioware is an artificial limb created by using demonic beast tissue. Then, does that make bioware a demonic beast?"
      It was a genuine academic question.
      Recalling his student days, Hyunseo answered,
      "No. While it uses demonic beast material, it's fused with human tissue—biologically, it's closer to a human."
      Had bioware not been similar to humans, it would have provoked extreme rejection. 
      That made it clear that bioware was firmly a human body.
      Junyong nodded at the textbook answer.
      "In that case, its biological limitations should be comparable to a human's. But bioware features demonic beast traits. So why can humans control those properties?"
      "Because there's a special substance that allows humans to harness demonic beast traits. It's called the 'Rebuilder', used in making artificial bodies. That's the key."
      A special substance developed by the Cheonseong Group decades ago: the magic power catalyst Rebuilder.
      Only the core members of Cheonseong Group knew what the Rebuilder really was.
      In fact, not many people even knew the Rebuilder existed.
      Many corporations tried to reverse-engineer or analyze the Rebuilder, but all failed.
      No one could understand it.
      Just as anyone could drive a car without understanding its mechanics, humanity used the Rebuilder for years without truly understanding it.
      "The Rebuilder lets you control the supernatural abilities of demonic beast material—like moving your arms and legs. Simultaneously, it suppresses rejection and demonic beast mutations."
      "Right. After the Rebuilder was invented, humanity entered the bioware era proper. It let people use demonic beast power without losing their human form. But..."
      Junyong looked regretful as he continued.
      "The Rebuilder isn't a cure-all. You still have to take suppressants regularly—to keep demonic beast mutations in check."
      Hyunseo knew this. So did everyone else.
      People who had bioware implants underwent demonic beast mutations gradually.
      Up to 20% mutation, nothing happened.
      Taking a suppressant reset the mutated factors.
      This cycle was generally about a month long.
      "At what mutation percentage does demonization start?"
      "It varies, but on average, at 20%. The longest anyone's held out was at 25%. No one's gone beyond that."
      "And full 'beastification'?"
      "At 100%. Once demonization starts, mutation accelerates exponentially. Usually you reach 100% in about a week, becoming a full demonic beast. There are no exceptions."
      Once mutation exceeded 20%, demonization began,
      with the symptoms worsening by stage.
      Stage 1. 21–40% mutation. Days 1–3:
      Increased fatigue, decreased focus, rising body temperature, headaches.
      Stage 2. 40–60% mutation. Days 4–5:
      Severe mood swings, eyes discolor, nails and teeth harden.
      Stage 3. 60–80% mutation. Day 6:
      Peak violence, refusal of suppressants, self-harm, convulsions, binge eating.
      From this point, the person is called a 'demonic human.'
      Stage 4. 80–99% mutation. From day 7 on:
      Rage, body distortion, ignoring pain, attacking at the smell of blood.
      At this stage, the person is basically indistinguishable from a demonic beast.
      This is the last point where you can be returned to being human.
      There is no fifth stage.
      At 100% mutation, you become a complete demonic beast.
      There's no cure; you're just killed and reduced to dust.
      After hearing Hyunseo's response, Junyong gave a sour laugh.
      "Hah! 100%? So they're still teaching that these days? That's actually a deliberate lie. It's been censored..."
      "Really? Then what's the real figure?"
      "Ninety-eight percent."
      "Ninety-eight percent?"
      "That's right: 98%. Do you know why?"
      Demonic beast mutation produces overwhelmingly aggressive changes.
      It turns all of a human's cells into demonic beast tissue.
      So the figure 98% was distinctly meaningful.
      "... Does that mean there's some body part that doesn't change?"
      Junyong slowly pointed to his head.
      "The brain. It only makes up about 2% of a person's body. No matter what you do, mutation doesn't affect the human brain. No matter how gruesome the experiment, it's the same."
      "Well, demonic beast mutation doesn't manifest in corpses. So if you experiment on a dead body, of course..."
      Hyunseo's face froze mid-sentence.
      It meant they had experimented on 'living people', not corpses.
      "I thought that kind of experiment was... human trials were definitely..."
      "You'd have a harder time finding an experiment they didn't try."
      Hyunseo swallowed the words, "It was officially forbidden."
      No point in bringing that up now.
      Junyong opened one page of the report.
      "I've rambled too much. Take a look at this."
      He pointed to a graph on the page.
      "This shows the progression of demonic beast mutation."
      The graph pointed exactly to 26%.
      "Hyunseo, your body is currently at 26% mutation."
      "... What?"
      "That means you're already undergoing demonization."
      It was a shock that left him speechless.
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      A week later at noon. 
      It was a day when the cold wind blew fiercely.
      At the Incheon Ganghwado 'White Spirit Mountain Range' rifts management office.
      Hyunseo and Via were waiting for someone in a café.
      "When are they coming... They're long past the appointed time..."
      So much time had passed that they'd gone through several plates of dessert.
      The longer they waited, the deeper their thoughts became.
      Hyunseo recalled the test results he had heard from Junyong.
      'The demonic beast mutation has progressed from the heart to the internal organs.'
      'The digestive system is converting organic substances into magic power.'
      'The heart is essentially serving as a demonic core.'
      'My body is, physiologically, closer to a demonic beast.'
      "..."
      Hyunseo had a goal.
      To wipe out all the demonic beasts in the world.
      For that, he intended to permanently eradicate magic power.
      As long as magic power existed, demonic beasts would be reborn.
      But what would happen to humans who'd become demonic beasts?
      From the start, even the human body contained trace amounts of magic power.
      Could he truly be sure that it wouldn't affect humans at all?
      It was a question he used to turn away from.
      But now, he couldn't do that.
      'Not that I'm thinking of giving up, though.'
      Hyunseo's demonic beast mutation was still progressing.
      The speed was much slower than typical demonic humanization.
      According to Junyong's prediction, he had about ten years left.
      It might seem long, but for a person's lifetime, it was short.
      And that wasn't the only problem.
      'If I gain the demonic beast's abilities, the mutation rate increases rapidly. The suppressant isn't effective. Replacing mutated parts is dangerous. Especially, the heart absolutely can't be changed.'
      In other words, there were no tricks to beat the system.
      'Via is... about the same as you. Her mutation rate is around 20%.'
      He glanced at Via, who was staring intently at her smartphone, engrossed in something.
      '... Uncle looked unsure even as he said that.'
      Come to think of it, Via was similar to him. 
      She ate an enormous amount of food and, except when showering, never went to the bathroom.
      He had been suspicious; the test results had only confirmed it.
      Still, he had no intention of treating Via any differently.
      "What are you looking at?"
      "Reading a comic."
      "A comic? What's it called?"
      "OrdinaryMan."
      "Ah, that one."
      It was a famous comic. 
      An extremely long series that had been running since ten years ago and still continued.
      The protagonist was an ordinary human with no powers who nevertheless acted as a hero—a unique premise.
      Now, ten years later, the protagonist was still just an ordinary human, and because of that, the comic had sharply divided fans and detractors.
      "Have you read it, Hyunseo?"
      "I read a little as a kid. I couldn't get into it. It didn't make sense to call yourself a hero when you don't have any strength."
      Hyunseo was definitely a detractor.
      At his dismissive remark, Via narrowed her eyes.
      Any devoted reader is bound to be annoyed when their favorite work is criticized.
      "Why do you dislike it?"
      "It's too idealistic. If you want to save people, you need strength. Doing rescue work with a normal human body and not even a single implant? I don't know... He should just be glad if he isn't causing any trouble."
      From what he remembered, the protagonist often made mistakes trying to save people or failed rescues because of a lack of strength and was left frustrated.
      The reaction to the serialization at the time had been terrible. 
      People said things like, was this supposed to be a protagonist? Isn't he just a villain? Is the author crazy?
      Hyunseo himself couldn't stand such a frustrating story. He'd only read it as a quick distraction anyway and had no lingering attachment.
      "You sound just like KNN."
      "KNN? What's that?"
      "A broadcasting corporation that tears OrdinaryMan to pieces every day. They ignore all the people OrdinaryMan saves and only talk about what a nuisance he is. They're an evil corporation."
      Via spat it out tersely.
      "OrdinaryMan doesn't refuse to use bioware—he has a condition that makes him unable to use it, even if he wanted to. Even so, he doesn't give up on his dream and continues to help people as a hero."
      "He had Rebuilder rejection syndrome, right? Whatever the case, heroes can't be weak. They have to defeat evil."
      "Being weak doesn't matter. You need the right mindset. In the comic, other people are moved by OrdinaryMan's conviction and step up to help others and fight evil together. That's what matters."
      Hyunseo let out a little laugh. He hadn't expected Via to get so passionate.
      'Mindset, huh. If only that alone could solve all problems.'
      In the end, comics are just comics.
      Reality is always cold.
      But he saw no reason to force cold reality on Via, so he let it slide.
      "Yeah, OrdinaryMan is the best."
      "If you acknowledge that, Hyunseo, you should reflect as well and read the whole series."
      "I'll consider it."
      Ding—
      Time passed, and the café's doorbell rang.
      An old man appeared, gaunt and haggard.
      Deep wrinkles creased his face, and his cheeks were hollow.
      The old man looked around, spotted the two of them, and approached, speaking in a gravelly voice like there was phlegm in his throat.
      "You two the rookies Jang Jaejoong mentioned?"
      The old man looked the epitome of an ordinary hunter.
      A wide-brimmed camouflage hat,
      A khaki hunting tactical jacket,
      Olive synthetic leather armor,
      Dark brown, thick hunting boots,
      A worn and battered hunting rifle.
      Everything about him was old and worn.
      This old man was the 'hunting mentor' they were supposed to meet.
      'An old man...'
      He felt a flicker of disappointment. Learning hunting skills from an old man?
      It made him wonder if Jaejoong had just half-heartedly sent anyone.
      But the instant he looked into the old man's eyes, he changed his mind.
      A shadow hovered over the old man's eyes, and there was a chill to his gaze. 
      It was said some people could kill with just their eyes. This old man was one of them.
      His hands were extraordinary too. His fingers were thick and covered with calluses—a badge of long years.
      Almost without thinking, Hyunseo greeted him formally.
      "I'm Kim Hyunseo. This is my younger sister, Kim Via..."
      "Enough, what's your rank?"
      "We both ranked up recently—E-rank."
      The promotion exam hadn't been difficult.
      They had hunted several D-rank demonic beasts, and with bonus points, their results were more than enough.
      Thanks to that, they had become E-rank hunters easily.
      The old man slowly looked them over.
      He then snorted and scowled.
      "They said you'd be promising... Guess I was an idiot for believing 'em."
      "Pardon?"
      "Kid, just go home. The young lady follows me."
      Hyunseo's expression hardened at the sudden cold shoulder.
      The old man reached the café door, then turned back.
      "What are you doing? I told the young lady to follow me, didn't I?"
      It was directed at Via.
      Via put down her smartphone and responded firmly.
      "If Hyunseo isn't going, neither am I."
      The old man frowned.
      He thought they were acting awfully uppity for someone who'd come by introduction.
      He snorted again, as if to say he was done with such nonsense.
      "Do as you please. Waste of my time."
      He stomped out of the café.
      Via went back to reading her comic,
      And Hyunseo shook his head with a long sigh.
      "Knew it. Let's just go home."
      They began packing up to leave.
      Ding—
      "Hey, are you really not coming?!"
      The old man burst back into the café, shouting at Via.
      Via, now ready to leave, replied resolutely.
      "If Hyunseo doesn't go, I don't go, either."
      "Ha. Damn... What a stubborn brat..."
      The old man clicked his tongue, then looked at Hyunseo.
      "Kid. Be grateful to the young lady. You come too."
      "... What?"
      "You came here to learn hunting. Why the stiff neck?"
      "That's true, but this has made me reconsider things."
      He was willing to put up with some disrespect as a student.
      But this was too much.
      Above all, it was suspicious that he wanted to take Via alone.
      "I'll tell Jang Jaejoong something made up. Let's go our separate ways. Old man doesn't seem interested anyway."
      "What—old man?"
      "Goodbye, then."
      Hyunseo led Via past the old man, ignoring him.
      He was about to stride out of the management office when—
      "You said you want to level up? I'll make you C-rank within a month."
      The old man's voice rang out from behind.
      He was right behind them, though they hadn't noticed him follow.
      The old man scratched the back of his head and let out a deep sigh.
      "They told me to let you talk if things didn't go well... Ha, damn it..."
      "C-rank? Are you some Association official?"
      "If you rack up enough bonus points, you can multi-level up to C-rank... Don't you know that? Didn't you come here because you did?"
      "I know, but what does that matter? To go from E-rank to C-rank would take a massive amount of bonus points."
      The old man let out a sigh as deep as a pit.
      Apparently, Jaejoong had forgotten to explain this part.
      "You know how a monster hunter gets bonus points for demonic beasts?"
      "Killing demonic beasts outside the rifts, hunting higher-rank demonic beasts?"
      "That won't get you any points. It has to be something else."
      The old man pulled out an old piece of paper from his pocket and handed it over.
      "Taking down a 'Named'."
      Hyunseo took the paper and slowly read over it.
      Drawn on it was the image of a tiger demonic beast.
      Its official designation was 'Mountain Lord'.
      It was a named specimen of the C-rank demonic beast, a 'Ghost Tiger'.
      Dozens of lines of writing filled the paper underneath.
      They were all names of people killed by the Mountain Lord.
      Civilian, E-rank to B-rank hunters alike...
      There were over 300 names on the list.
      That was just the confirmed victims.
      There were surely more.
      "I'm going to hunt the 'Mountain Lord'. When it was first discovered, it was rated C-rank, but after further risk assessment, it was upgraded to B+-rank. The bounty and bonus points are incredible. You get it now?"
      Hyunseo returned the paper, frowning.
      "We're E-rank. Taking out a B+-rank Mountain Lord..."
      "Who said I want you to hunt it? I'll be the one taking it down."
      The old man stuffed the paper back in his pocket.
      "You two help me out. If I kill the Mountain Lord, I'll get you bonus points. As for learning skills, figure that out as you go."
      "And if we fail?"
      "Then you take what you've learned and be satisfied. What else?"
      It was an unreasonably brazen and suspicious offer.
      If this mentor hadn't been recommended by Jaejoong, and if he didn't have those dangerous eyes and thick fingers, Hyunseo would have refused.
      But the part that made him hesitate was the offer itself.
      'C-rank in a month. If it's possible, it's worth it.'
      Anyone can make F-rank.
      E-rank takes a month at most.
      D-rank requires at least a year.
      C-rank takes an average of five years.
      That's, if you manage to level up at all.
      There were plenty of people who never made it.
      Hyunseo was short on time. He had to move fast.
      He needed to take risks.
      As he wavered, the old man urged,
      "I'm cutting you as much slack as I can. Don't ask for more."
      "... Just a moment."
      Hyunseo made up his mind.
      First, though—
      "Via, what do you want to do?"
      He asked Via's opinion first.
      Perhaps caught off guard, Via hesitated.
      Her eyes darted in thought, then she answered cautiously.
      "If Hyunseo goes, I'll go."
      "I'm asking what you want."
      "..."
      Via fell quiet and thought.
      Then, in a small voice, she revealed her true feelings.
      "I... don't want to. If I go, I can't read comics."
      "Alright, then—"
      "But I know this is important to you, Hyunseo."
      She spoke firmly.
      "I'll go."
      It was a word filled with resolve.
      For some reason, Hyunseo let out a wry smile.
      "Well, if you put it like that, I have to go."
      "Are we done now? If so, follow me."
      The old man urged them on, taking the lead.
      His steps looked short, but he was fast and unhesitating.
      Strangely, his footsteps made no noise at all.
      They had to walk briskly to keep up.
      As he passed the rift management office, nearby hunters saw him and called out cheerfully,
      "Guardian of the mountain's here! Mountain Guardian's here!"
      "Grandpa, you'd better catch the Mountain Lord this time!"
      "Those two behind you are your attendants this month?"
      Their tone mixed friendliness and teasing.
      It was a bit surprising that so many people recognized the old man.
      Hunters, after all, were the epitome of individualism.
      Still, the atmosphere, even with the teasing, was warm.
      The old man casually waved them off, looking annoyed,
      And the hunters laughed uproariously at his response.
      Hyunseo quietly asked the old man as he followed.
      "What's your name?"
      "Choi Baek-un. B-rank monster hunter."
      The old man replied without stopping his stride.
      "I've been hunting the Mountain Lord for ten years."
      Ah.
      The moment he heard that, Hyunseo decided to give up on the bonus points.
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      White Spirit Rift. The place called the White Spirit Mountain Range.
      This was a snow-covered mountain.
      That was why the hunters wore thick winter clothing.
      The rift entrance started from the mountain's mid-slope.
      Everything visible was mountain, and they were right in the middle of the range.
      They had said it would be a mountainous environment, but it was even more than expected.
      'There's a wooden building.'
      Near the entrance, three-story tall wooden structures were lined up.
      Construction materials from the present world disappear after a month inside a rift.
      Since electronics don't work, it's also difficult to bring in heavy machinery.
      In other words, these buildings were constructed solely with materials from White Spirit Rift and pure manpower.
      That meant these buildings were that necessary here.
      - Hey, the tree is coming down! Careful!
      - Lunch's over! Donghae Steelworkers, gather up!
      - Heard one guy got chased out for catching a cold?
      There were many people here who weren't hunters.
      They were laborers hired to mine natural resources.
      The wooden buildings near the entrance served as their dormitories.
      "What are you staring at? You planning to join the work crew too?"
      The elder, Choi Baek-un, snapped at him.
      Hyunseo turned his gaze away from the workers and asked Baek-un.
      "Don't you need a hunter's license to enter a rift?"
      "For hunting, yes. But manual labor is an exception."
      Baek-un pointed at the area around the workers with his chin.
      A row of hunters was standing guard nearby.
      Their role was to protect and watch the laborers.
      "Laborers aren't free to move around. They can only work."
      Hyunseo nodded.
      A rift is a place overflowing with magic power.
      Even trees and stones that grow within it are imbued with magic.
      Unlike demonic beasts, they don't disappear when brought into the real world.
      In short, everything in a rift is worth money.
      There was a reason rifts were called gold mines.
      "Where are we going?"
      "We're heading to the outpost at the top of Horangsan."
      Baek-un pointed to the far-off mountain peak.
      Horangsan. The second-highest mountain in the White Spirit Mountain Range.
      It could only be reached by crossing several mountains.
      It was so far away that it would take a full day's hike to get there.
      "Don't dawdle and hurry up."
      With that, Baek-un truly set off.
      He dashed off like he was teleporting.
      With a single stride, he leaped dozens of meters at once.
      Seeing him scale the mountain so quickly, Hyunseo was startled.
      "The old man's really spry."
      The two of them hurried after him.
      Baek-un climbed the mountain path without hesitation.
      His breathing didn't falter in the slightest.
      His steps were as light as an immortal's.
      Even sheer cliffs were scaled in a single bound.
      'Is he even human...?'
      Hyunseo felt a wall.
      No matter how hard he ran, the distance wouldn't close at all.
      It felt like chasing after a ghost that didn't actually exist.
      Only Via, with her unique-nimble movements, barely managed to keep up.
      'They say from B-rank on, it's the real domain of superhumans...'
      "Huff, huff..."
      After about thirty minutes of climbing, Hyunseo's breath became ragged.
      He realized. This was simply beyond what a human could do.
      He was barely hanging on because it was him.
      An ordinary person would have collapsed long ago.
      But now, his limit was approaching.
      "Huff... Damn..."
      "Hyunseo, shall I help you?"
      Via approached and held out her hand.
      But Hyunseo shook his head.
      "If you help me... you'll just... find another thing to nag about..."
      "Understood."
      Via lightly leaped up the slope again.
      Via and Baek-un disappeared up the mountain in an instant.
      Seeing this, Hyunseo grit his teeth, fueled by competitiveness.
      "So it's a challenge, huh...?"
      He had no intention of giving up.
      He resolved to catch up with that unlucky old man no matter what.
      'This is the time to try it out...'
      Hyunseo focused his mind on his legs.
      He had realized it desperately during his fight with Moon-sik a week ago.
      If he had been able to summon his armor freely, he wouldn't have been taken down so easily.
      When he summoned his armor, the abilities of the demonic beast were enhanced, and his physical strength and reflexes increased. 
      His combat power multiplied several times over.
      The fact he could only maintain it for five minutes wasn't the problem.
      As long as he could defeat the enemy or escape within five minutes, it was fine.
      The real problem was that the white armor was too conspicuous.
      If, by chance, he was exposed to the media, it would all be over that day.
      'I have to get strong enough to protect myself first. Otherwise, I'll get kidnapped and dissected without anyone noticing.'
      Yet it was a waste not to use the armor in disadvantageous situations just out of fear of media exposure.
      It was clear such situations would keep happening in the future. He needed a countermeasure.
      That's why he came up with the idea of partial summoning.
      'Instead of the whole thing, just bring out a part...'
      He took several deep breaths to focus.
      He pictured only his feet, not his whole body.
      Chaarrrk—
      In that moment, a pair of white armored boots formed over Hyunseo's feet.
      He had succeeded in partially summoning his armor. All those days of practice had finally paid off.
      'I finally did it. With this, I can use it for a long time.'
      Because he only summoned part of it, he could maintain it for several hours.
      That was because the magic power consumed was greatly reduced.
      'Let's just cover it up for now and think later.'
      To avoid being discovered, he wrapped his feet in a cloud of dust.
      Once he was ready, Hyunseo stomped his foot and leapt up.
      Thunk!
      His body shot upwards with powerful propulsion.
      In a single bound, he leaped several meters.
      At this rate, he could climb the mountain in an instant.
      'I can do it! I can catch up...!'
      But an unexpected variable appeared.
      Thud!
      "Kek..."
      Landing, Hyunseo crashed flat into the dirt.
      He lost control due to the imbalance of strength.
      It was harder than expected to move with only his legs enhanced.
      Hyunseo got up, covered in dirt, breathing hard.
      "Nothing's easy...!"
      He continued to bounce and crash repeatedly.
      After about an hour, he finally managed to stop falling over.
      Watching him, Baek-un snorted in disbelief.
      "You sure learned a strange trick."
      The climb continued for three whole hours.
      And finally, Hyunseo's partial armor summoning ran out.
      "Can't... go on..."
      Exhausted, Hyunseo sprawled on the ground.
      His legs, in particular, were completely spent.
      It was the recoil from summoning his armor.
      "Kid, if you're going to rest, rest inside."
      Baek-un spat out his words in displeasure and walked away. 
      He really didn't seem to like that Hyunseo actually managed to keep up with him.
      Catching that mood, Hyunseo inwardly rejoiced at his victory.
      "I made it, somehow..."
      "Let me help you."
      With Via's support, he barely managed to get up.
      When he looked around, he couldn't help but let out a gasp of awe.
      "I think I can understand why people go hiking now."
      It was a dazzling white spectacle.
      Beneath the endless sky, clouds were draped over the mountains.
      The white peaks stretched on like time-stopped waves.
      It was a silent, breathtakingly grand natural space.
      At an elevation of 3,153 meters, oxygen was thin in this alpine zone.
      It was the second-highest peak in the White Spirit Mountain Range.
      This was the outpost at the top of Horangsan.
      This was where the two of them would live for the next month.
      *
      "You're not whining about altitude sickness, at least."
      Baek-un spat out his words.
      Inside the outpost, Hyunseo was resting against an old wooden chair.
      Nearby, Via was busily inspecting the interior.
      The outpost was similar to the wooden buildings at the entrance.
      The walls, floor, ceiling, and most of the furniture were made of wood.
      What wasn't wood was made from leather, bone, or stone.
      There wasn't a trace of civilization anywhere.
      On one wall, there was a stone fireplace.
      It looked charming but wasn't as warm as expected.
      "Don't you get cold living in a place like this?"
      "Just wear thick clothes."
      "Can you really live here?"
      "I've spent ten years here."
      Baek-un answered as he tossed wood into the fireplace.
      The action was so smooth it seemed second nature.
      "If you're going to complain, go back down."
      "So you do intend to teach us."
      "Not you."
      Baek-un jerked his chin toward Via.
      "She's the one I'm going to teach."
      "But Jaejoong said the mentor would be teaching both of us..."
      "Even if I taught you, it'd be useless."
      "Why's that?"
      Baek-un replied coldly.
      "You're below standard."
      "When did you see enough to say that?"
      "You can tell by someone's hands and eyes, in most cases."
      Baek-un looked at Via as he spoke.
      "She's already polished. Small, but solid. Her eyes don't fear death. She doesn't mind it at all."
      Then he looked at Hyunseo.
      "And you? Those hands haven't even held a weapon for half a year. Even the average academy graduate's tougher than you."
      "..."
      "Obvious, isn't it? You probably thought the successful hunt was all your own effort, when you actually just benefited from her. But you can't fool my eyes. You—"
      "That's wrong."
      Via cut in.
      With determination in her eyes, she firmly stated her case.
      She didn't like Baek-un belittling Hyunseo.
      "If it weren't for Hyunseo, I wouldn't have succeeded. He worked hard to find solutions for me, and that's why we succeeded. So, Baek-un's words are wrong. Please don't speak carelessly."
      "What the—Baek-un? How dare you call me by name so rudely...!"
      "My name's not 'girl', it's Via."
      Via turned her head away sharply.
      "And he's not a kid, he's Hyunseo."
      "Ha, you brats drive me nuts together..."
      Baek-un let out a long sigh.
      Then, as if he'd lost, he shook his head.
      "Call me as you please. I'll do as I want, too. Kid, if you're done resting, go fetch some wood. Otherwise, I'll kick you out."
      He really seemed intent on making him do chores.
      Annoying as it was, Hyunseo thought calmly.
      'As long as Via learns and teaches me, it's fine. Gotta think about bonus points, too.'
      Baek-un probably wouldn't actually hunt the Mountain Lord, but you never know.
      If he did succeed, you had to be here to get the bonus points.
      He was satisfied just knowing that Via stuck up for him.
      "Aren't you going to give me an axe? Don't tell me you want me to do this barehanded..."
      "Here."
      Whoosh! Thunk!
      "Hup!"
      Baek-un tossed the axe lightly, but Hyunseo almost toppled over catching it.
      The axe was ridiculously heavy.
      It had to be at least 10kg.
      It was less an axe and more a slab of iron.
      "Is this really an axe?"
      "I use that to chop wood. There's no other axe. Girl, come with me. I'll teach you the basics."
      With that, Baek-un went out with Via.
      "Hyunseo, I won't go far—I'll be nearby."
      As she walked out, Via looked back at Hyunseo and placed her fist to her chest. 
      It was her own way of making a 'fighting pose'.
      Once the two were gone, Hyunseo let out a sigh.
      "Nothing's easy for me..."
      He slung the axe over his shoulder and headed outside.
      He didn't think Baek-un's harsh words were wrong.
      'Via really... is absurdly strong.'
      No matter how many times he thought on it, he reached the same conclusion.
      Even if he used his armor, he didn't think he could win.
      Maybe it was just the effect of her imprint, but her spear stabbing at bizarre angles through the air was outright terrifying.
      When Via wielded her spear with intent to kill, it was on a whole new level.
      Her skill wasn't just different—it was incomparable.
      Baek-un was absolutely right.
      In combat, Via was already complete.
      The reasons she failed hunts were truly trivial ones.
      'Maybe I'd have to be a White Knight to beat Via.'
      Seeing his own level objectively, he let out another sigh.
      'Our bodies are about the same, but the difference is this big...'
      Shaking off his gloom, he stood in front of a tree.
      Its straight trunk was even thicker than a person.
      Long pine needles grew on the snow-covered branches.
      It looked like the famously sturdy conifer 'White Spirit Pine.'
      "If chopping wood is the price of leveling up to C-rank, this should be easy...!"
      He swung the axe at the tree with all his strength.
      Kkaang!!
      The sound of metal clashing against iron rang through the mountain.
      The axe bounced right off the trunk without leaving a mark.
      He was stunned by its unexpected hardness.
      "Ow, that hurts..."
      Only then did the pain rise up in his palms.
      He had swung with all his power, and his palms tore open.
      Worried the axe might have broken, he checked—but thankfully, it was fine.
      Just to be sure, he peeled back the leather covering on the axe handle.
      What lay beneath was a solid iron shaft.
      The axe was made out of a single block of iron, shaft and all.
      "... Should I just give up?"
      Hyunseo waited for his torn palms to heal.
      Unfortunately, the wounds healed quickly.
      *
      Kkaang— kkaang— kkaang—
      The sound of iron echoed through Horangsan, shaking the White Spirit Mountain Range.
      The mountain, slumbering in silence, was roused by the noise.
      The prey animals fled in a panic,
      while the predators remained wary.
      It was only natural for chaos to spread.
      Thump—
      "Kiieeek!!"
      A rock boar, fleeing in terror, was crushed beneath a forepaw the size of its body.
      Rock boars, infamous for their nasty disposition and aggressiveness, were rarely seen running away.
      But this one screamed in genuine fear.
      Crunch!
      The predator bit into the boar's head in a single motion.
      The head, hard as stone, shattered like a piece of candy.
      It ate up the entire boar in no time.
      That was how big, and how hungry, the predator was.
      Kkaang—
      It raised its head.
      It stared in the direction of the clanging metal sound, pondering.
      It was a cautious creature.
      It had seen, learned, and studied much.
      It had known for ten years that the one living on the second-highest peak was preparing to hunt it.
      That was why this alien noise felt so odd.
      The creature slowly revealed itself from hiding.
      Its fur was pure white with striking black stripes.
      Five meters long, a two-meter tail, two and a half meters high at the shoulder.
      It weighed over two tons, most of it pure muscle.
      Among the C-rank demonic beasts called Ghost Tiger, it had especially distinctive fur—'White Tiger'.
      The king of the mountain, the 'Mountain Lord', had awakened from its long slumber.
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      023. The Hunter (3)
      The sun had set, but Hyunseo still hadn't managed to cut down a single tree.
      He had only managed to chip away about a third of the hard White Spirit Pine, and it stood as resolute as ever.
      There was no strength left in him. Hyunseo collapsed onto the ground.
      'What's the problem?'
      It was winter, so the tree must have grown harder, and it might have become even sturdier due to the influence of magic power.
      It wasn't an ordinary tree to begin with.
      But Hyunseo felt there must be a more fundamental reason.
      'The trick to felling a tree... alternating strikes above and below...'
      While Hyunseo was going over methods in his mind—
      "Hyunseo..."
      Via's weary voice reached him.
      Hyunseo lifted his upper body and looked at Via.
      "What happened to you...?"
      Via looked a mess.
      Her entire body and hair were a disaster.
      Dirt, leaves, and snow were tangled together.
      It looked as if she'd been rolling on the ground for hours.
      Her face, usually expressionless, was now clearly showing exhaustion.
      Via slumped down beside Hyunseo without any strength.
      "I want to go home... I want to watch dramas..."
      "At least tell me what you've been doing."
      "I was running around the mountain the whole time... Three times faster than before..."
      Three times faster.
      Hyunseo clicked his tongue.
      She meant that Baek-un had gone easy on her when she went up to the outpost.
      And even then, Baek-un probably hadn't gone all-out.
      "Collapsed and sprawled out again, I see."
      Baek-un approached the two of them.
      He was carrying a wild boar in one hand.
      He had even managed to finish hunting on his way back.
      Baek-un glanced sideways at Hyunseo and the half-cut tree, clicking his tongue.
      "You brute. I told you to bring wood, not to beat it to death."
      "What am I supposed to do with something this absurdly hard?"
      "The axe."
      Hyunseo tossed the axe to Baek-un.
      Baek-un frowned at the sight of the dried blood on the leather covering the axe handle. He could guess what had happened.
      "You idiot... an idiot among brutes..."
      "At least show me how before you insult me."
      "Watch."
      Baek-un approached the tree Hyunseo had been chopping.
      He placed one hand on the trunk and examined it slowly.
      Soon, he took his stance and gripped the axe with both hands.
      It wasn't as if he was squeezing the handle with brute strength.
      Instead, Hyunseo could almost hear the muscles in his forearms bulging.
      And then—
      Thunk—
      It was a completely different sound from when Hyunseo had struck.
      The axe swung by Baek-un dug deeply into the tree.
      It was a natural yet powerful movement.
      Thunk— Thunk— Thunk—
      Crack! Crunch— craaack— thud!
      After just a few more strikes, the tree toppled over.
      'That easily...?'
      Even seeing it happen before his eyes, Hyunseo couldn't believe it.
      Baek-un slung the axe over his shoulder and asked,
      "Got it now?"
      "I have no idea."
      "Then say whatever comes to your mind."
      Hyunseo hesitated for a moment before cautiously speaking.
      "Weak spots... Did you aim for where there was less magic power?"
      "At least you are capable of thought."
      "But how would I know that? I'm not a demonic beast."
      "If you can't do that, you'll be stuck at C-rank for the rest of your life."
      Baek-un pointed at the wild boar he had laid on the ground.
      "A demonic beast is still a living creature. It was just born in a place rich in magic power, but its basic nature isn't much different."
      "... The biological structure of a demonic beast is clearly different from that of creatures in this world. Countless experts have asserted so. A demonic beast is a demonic beast. Thinking of them as animals we know is a complete mistake."
      "What would idiots who only touch corpses know?"
      At that moment, Hyunseo's pride as a researcher was stung.
      He was one of those so-called idiots who only touched corpses.
      But before he could retort, Baek-un spoke first.
      "I've hunted demonic beasts in the rifts for decades. I've seen them up close, sometimes from a distance. I've witnessed the moment life ends, and the moment new life is born."
      Baek-un gazed at the distant mountains.
      "They're the same. They sleep when they're tired, eat when they're hungry, flee when there's danger, fight when they must, look for mates and give birth to young..."
      Visions of the demonic beasts he'd hunted flashed before the old man's eyes.
      Compared to the vastness of nature, human knowledge was infinitely fleeting.
      A true hunter accepts nature and learns to dwell within it.
      "Living like that, one day their life runs out. Is it any different for people? Or for other animals in this world? What's the difference?"
      "..."
      "You're an amateur because you try to learn the world through books."
      Regrettably, Hyunseo had no way to refute Baek-un's experience and life with his own knowledge. He didn't even want to.
      Baek-un's insight was, in its way, a fundamental truth.
      Grumble—
      "Hyunseo... I'm hungry..."
      Via's rumbling stomach broke the mood.
      "... Right, we should eat."
      Hyunseo got up.
      As he walked toward the wild boar, he spoke to Baek-un.
      "I'll butcher this one. But please share some of it."
      "And why, exactly, should I trust you? You think butchering is easy..."
      Thud!
      Hyunseo pulled a butchering knife from his coat and drove it straight into the wild boar's chest.
      He did it so naturally that Baek-un had no time to stop him.
      A few deft twists, and the demonic core was neatly separated.
      Baek-un stared, eyes wide with surprise.
      "E-rank Stone Wild Boar. I've butchered hundreds of these, albeit as corpses. I can take one apart from head to toe in thirty minutes, eyes closed."
      "..."
      "In this, at least, I'm better than you, old man. If you doubt it, shall we wager? I'll go and catch another one."
      "No need to get so impatient... And don't go climbing the mountain at night."
      Baek-un told him to bring in the wild boar and the tree, then strode back to the outpost.
      It was, in his own way, a declaration of surrender.
      "The old man isn't honest with himself."
      Via carried the wild boar while Hyunseo dragged the log.
      It was finally time to wind down after a grueling day.
      *
      Once the day was over and he went to bed, it inevitably appeared.
      An expansive, bordered space and a knight in white armor.
      By now, this place was familiar.
      "Yeah, let's do it again today..."
      Hyunseo called this place the border plane.
      At first, it had been hard to get used to this place.
      After all, he had experienced dying hundreds of times a day here.
      Now, he'd grown more accustomed, and it felt like a way to end his day.
      "All right. Let's do this. Give me a sword, at least."
      The White Knight didn't just kill him for fun.
      It wanted Hyunseo to mimic its swordsmanship.
      Its way of teaching just went beyond human standards.
      Thud!
      But today, something other than a sword flew toward him.
      It was an axe. A solid iron axe that looked to weigh at least ten kilograms.
      Hyunseo looked at the White Knight, a bad feeling in his chest.
      A single tree stood beside the White Knight.
      Thin pine needles, a trunk as thick as a human torso—a conifer, just like the White Spirit Pine that Hyunseo had failed to fell.
      Clack—
      The White Knight pointed at the tree.
      "Ah, you've got to be kidding me."
      He was being told to chop down a White Spirit Pine.
      Hyunseo was certain.
      This thing could read his memory, or perhaps see the outside world.
      "Can't we just have a sword fight?"
      The White Knight slowly shook its head.
      "Forget it. I give up."
      He irritably tossed the axe at the White Knight. 
      Of course, the White Knight wasn't going to get hit; instead, the axe spun back and struck Hyunseo square in the forehead.
      Afterwards, when Hyunseo resurrected, the White Knight punished him with fists and kicks. 
      It was telling him to simply follow instructions.
      In the end, he had to chop down the White Spirit Pine.
      *
      It was only after spending hours cutting down a single tree that Hyunseo was finally released.
      In the cold dawn, as he woke inside his sleeping bag, he heard a distant sound.
      Kang— kang— kang—
      Rhythmic, clear yet heavy strikes, each filled with intent. Hyunseo was drawn by the sound, as if hypnotized, and went outside.
      He hadn't realized it before, but behind the outpost there was a forge.
      A traditional forge, straight out of the Middle Ages.
      Everything here had been handmade.
      Kang—! Kang—! Kang—!
      Even in the freezing winter, the forge blazed hot. The heatwaves pouring out made Hyunseo wince.
      It was the first time he'd seen a forge worked the traditional way. 
      He was surprised that a single smelting furnace could make it this hot.
      Kang—! Kang—! Kang—!
      The forge's intense heat drove away even the cold of the snow-covered mountain.
      An old man hammered away tirelessly atop the anvil.
      Even though he was shirtless, sweat poured off him like rain.
      '... That's horrific.'
      Hyunseo was shocked to see Baek-un's bare back.
      Claw scars, bite marks, gashes, burns...
      There wasn't a single spot on his body unmarked by scars.
      Most impressive were the three enormous scars.
      'Was that the Mountain Lord's handiwork...'
      Each scar was Baek-un's history, the proof of a harsh life.
      Kang—!
      His small but steel-hard arm came down on the anvil.
      "Bring me some water. I can't stop now."
      Baek-un spoke as he hammered the anvil.
      Hyunseo fetched a water bottle from the corner of the forge and carefully poured it into the old man's dry mouth.
      Even so, Baek-un didn't stop forging.
      After emptying a whole bottle, Baek-un spoke matter-of-factly.
      "Today, make kindling out of the wood you brought yesterday. That girl should go exactly the same route as yesterday. Oh, and catch two wild boars on your way back, you piglets."
      "What about you, old man?"
      "I'm making the fangs."
      Kang—!
      "The fangs that will be driven into the Mountain Lord's throat."
      A long iron rod, glowing red, lay atop the anvil.
      Judging by its shape, it was a sword.
      The blade itself measured 160 cm, with a 40 cm handle—a truly massive sword.
      That was how long the hunk of steel had been compressed to its utmost limit.
      "Aren't there better weapons outside...?"
      Baek-un snorted at Hyunseo's mutter.
      "That's what all the guys killed by the Mountain Lord thought, too."
      "Is everything made from local materials?"
      "Why? Do I look like a fool to you?"
      Hyunseo thought about why Baek-un was doing this.
      Baek-un had been hunting the Mountain Lord for ten years.
      Clearly, this wasn't just some symbolic ritual.
      In other words, this weapon was necessary to hunt the Mountain Lord.
      Hyunseo recalled his conversation with Baek-un from yesterday.
      "The difference in magic power?"
      Kang—!
      "Go on."
      Baek-un tested him.
      Hyunseo put his thoughts together and explained carefully.
      Kang—!
      "People generally can't sense magic power. But demonic beasts are different. Since they live with magic power, they must be sensitive to it."
      Kang—!
      "Objects and humans from this world came from places with little magic power, so they're perceived as having less of it..."
      Kang—!
      "Magi-weapons are things given magic power artificially... so they must feel like they have a lot, or at least seem unusual."
      Kang—!
      "If a demonic beast is sensitive to magic power... then ordinary weapons and magi-weapons simply reveal your position. All they need to do is look for something bright or out-of-place, like with an infrared camera..."
      Kang—!
      "So that's why you make weapons out of local materials?"
      Kang—!
      Baek-un's hammering paused for a moment.
      With a satisfied sigh, he spoke quietly.
      "Looks like you've figured out how to fell the White Spirit Pine."
      Hyunseo's eyes grew wide with surprise.
      He had mastered the technique for chopping down the White Spirit Pine in the border plane.
      He couldn't perfectly sense magic power, but he had a feel for it.
      Amazingly, Baek-un had figured that out just from a few words of conversation.
      "When you're done with the kindling, go chop down a black oak."
      Among the White Spirit Pines, the black oak with dark heartwood had a high carbon content, making it harder and allowing it to burn much longer.
      If turned into charcoal, it was an ideal fuel for the forge.
      Baek-un poked the charcoal in the furnace with a fire iron.
      "The charcoal's all gone, as it happens."
      With that, he returned his focus to weapon-making.
      Hyunseo dazedly left the forge.
      Outside, Via was up and waiting, sensing what was coming.
      "Hyunseo, what are we doing today?"
      "Same as yesterday. You climb the mountain, I cut the trees."
      "..."
      "And while you're at it, catch two wild boars on your way back."
      "Why am I the only one who has to catch two? You should catch some too."
      "I have to chop firewood, too..."
      The two argued as they set off to do their tasks.
      Kang—!
      The sound of hammering continued to ring through the outpost.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      It's refreshing to see an MC slowly becoming stronger.
      Also, I like Via as well, she's strong, but she still needs to learn things.
      She's also blunt, but she's not annoying...
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
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      About ten days had passed.
      Hyunseo had grown accustomed to life here.
      During that time, Hyunseo had done all sorts of odd jobs.
      When he woke up, he split firewood; when he finished that, he chopped oak trees.
      In the workshop, he hammered away according to Baek-un's instructions,
      and later, he even trekked the mountain for hours with Via.
      Every day felt like he was going to die, but it wasn't so easy to actually die.
      It was around that time that he began to feel the change.
      "This way, huh."
      He woke up early in the morning and wandered through the mountains looking for black oak.
      At first, it was hard to distinguish black oak from regular oak by appearance.
      He would chop away, only to discover it was just ordinary oak, leaving him disappointed.
      But recently, he started to vaguely sense which ones were black oaks.
      Just like now.
      Thud!
      "It's definitely black oak."
      The inner flesh beneath the bark was black.
      Now, out of ten tries, he could get it right at least nine times. 
      His intuition had become accurate.
      'Everything in the rifts world is influenced by magic power. Animals are the best at utilizing it, but that doesn't mean plants can't use magic power.'
      There have been no cases of plants being found with demonic cores, but plants do use magic power.
      Take the White Spirit Pine, for instance. 
      Its roots absorb magic power from the surface, making the trunk sturdy. 
      It also maintains enough insulation to survive severe cold.
      If you actually drilled a hole in the White Spirit Pine and measured the temperature, it would be around 20°C above zero, even when the air temperature was -10°C.
      Rich magic power affects plant growth. That means plants hold even more magic power.
      'So, if I can distinguish the degree of magic power saturation, I could see much more.'
      The ability to sense magic power.
      This was what Baek-un wanted to teach—and a fundamental skill every hunter must have.
      Hyunseo had only now become aware of it.
      'Just one step taken at last.'
      He chopped again at the black oak, hard as steel.
      When he struck a section with less magic power, it would sink in surprisingly deep.
      But if he struck elsewhere, the ax would bounce off as if it hit iron.
      After dozens of blows, the black oak—standing tall like a fortress wall—would topple under its own weight.
      As he exhaled the breath he'd been holding in, the heated air in his lungs billowed out. 
      It was thanks to the intense concentration.
      "You've finally shed your rookie skin."
      Baek-un was behind him, watching at some point.
      It wasn't that he'd approached quietly.
      Hyunseo had just been so focused that he hadn't noticed even when Baek-un walked up.
      Hyunseo set his ax down for a moment.
      "How long are you going to keep calling me a rookie?"
      "Until you can pull your own weight."
      "When will that be?"
      "At the very least, come back with a B-rank."
      It was a condition that made Hyunseo want to stick out his tongue.
      But he was used to the old man's nasty personality by now.
      Hyunseo played along.
      "So, what is it you want?"
      "First, let's move this wood. We can't just leave it here."
      The two of them carried the logs and dumped them on one side of the outpost.
      Via had already gone out early, possibly climbing the mountain somewhere.
      Lately, she even went out hunting while she was at it.
      Although all her prey had been rock boars, it was a dramatic improvement compared to when she couldn't catch a single one.
      "Let's talk about that girl."
      Baek-un looked out over the landscape as he spoke. It was a sudden, unexpected subject.
      "Did Via get into some kind of trouble?"
      "That girl—could there be something wrong with her head?"
      An unexpected question on an unexpected topic.
      "What makes you think that?"
      "I'm not really one to talk, but her fighting style is odd. I've been watching, and it seems like you don't know either, so I figured I'd better mention it."
      Baek-un hesitated, as if unsure whether to say it. Then he made up his mind.
      "To put it bluntly... it's like she fights with the premise that she's going to die."
      Hyunseo's expression unconsciously became serious. He had a hunch.
      "I sparred with her several times to gauge her skill, but she only used techniques with no intention of defense. I could sense the intent, 'I'll kill my opponent no matter what happens to me.' It's beyond a mutual destruction mindset."
      Frowning, Baek-un clicked his tongue at the malice he sensed in that intent.
      "Whoever taught her that technique must have been out of their mind. The basics of martial arts are all about offense and defense in harmony. No one in their right mind fights as if they're trying to die."
      "..."
      "If she learned such a technique and doesn't see anything wrong, then the girl is seriously messed up. If you leave her as she is, she will definitely die."
      "Is it really that serious?"
      With a grave expression in his eyes, Baek-un turned to look at Hyunseo. He meant it.
      A heavy sigh slipped out.
      Somehow, Hyunseo had vaguely felt a day like this would come. He'd always thought Via's background wasn't ordinary.
      "What should I do, then?"
      "She needs to forget that bizarre spear technique immediately and learn a proper one."
      "Then teach her."
      "I don't know any spear techniques. Besides, what I learned is such crude stuff that calling it martial arts is embarrassing."
      "It doesn't have to be spear technique."
      "Don't be stupid! That girl's body is built perfectly for spear techniques. If she learns something different now, it will actually harm her!"
      It was a frustrating situation.
      Since the rise of demonic beasts, martial arts had become a vital skill.
      It was natural—those who had learned powerful martial arts had a completely different level of combat ability.
      Even with the same bioware and physical specs, the one with superior martial arts would win and survive.
      Powerful martial arts were monopolized by huge organizations like corporations or noble families.
      That's why learning authentic martial arts is as tough as picking stars from the sky.
      "Even I barely ever had a chance to learn any real martial arts."
      Baek-un, a veteran of decades, said as much.
      So what would it be like for Hyunseo or Via, who'd just become hunters?
      'Nothing for it but to put in the footwork.'
      Hyunseo gradually revised his plans for the future.
      Via was going to remain his companion. If she dropped dead because of her spear technique, that would be awful.
      Even if his goal got delayed, he had to look after Via's survival.
      Seeing Hyunseo brooding over the issue, Baek-un smirked.
      "You do care for her a lot. I thought you were just pretending to be family for the paperwork."
      "..."
      "Come on, follow me."
      With that, Baek-un headed toward the outpost, urging Hyunseo to follow.
      He went to the workshop and hefted the gigantic iron sword that had been resting on the anvil, pounded into shape all this time.
      After checking its balance, he slung the sword across his shoulder and walked to the outpost yard. He spoke, almost as if throwing it out there.
      "I can't teach the girl anything, but fortunately, there's something I can teach you. You use a sword similar to mine, after all."
      "Swordsmanship?"
      "It's nothing grand. Still, it wouldn't hurt you to learn it."
      Baek-un took his stance. He gripped the iron sword's handle tightly with both hands and aimed it forward.
      There was a heavy solidity about him, as if he were a giant boulder.
      "To put it simply, there's little point in hunters learning martial arts. Do you know why?"
      Hyunseo didn't know. If it's good, it's good—what's the downside? That was the extent of his understanding.
      Baek-un flatly denied it.
      "A hunter never gets a second chance. There's no time for mind games or strategy. Your opponent isn't human."
      Slowly, he raised the sword.
      Watching Baek-un lift the seemingly impossibly heavy iron sword without a tremor was like watching a mountain rise.
      "You strike with all your might to take the prey's life in a single blow. If not, you either lose the prey—or get hunted yourself."
      The tip of the huge sword, raised above his head, didn't move a hair.
      Then Baek-un brought the blade down with all his strength.
      Whoosh!
      It was so fast and powerful that Hyunseo lost track of the sword's path for a moment.
      The wind from the swing swept everywhere, and the strong recoil shook the ground, making the distant oak leaves shiver.
      It was a downward slash that would take millions of repetitions to perfect—utterly impressive.
      If that trajectory hit, no matter the armor, it felt like it would be cleaved apart.
      "Every moment—swing with all your might. No matter your stance, no matter the situation. Always."
      Hyunseo understood.
      This certainly wasn't martial arts.
      Martial arts are said to be about reading your opponent and exploiting their weaknesses.
      Pouring all your strength into every attack at every opportunity—this isn't martial arts.
      This is hunting.
      "What do you call that?"
      Baek-un stabbed the sword upside down into the ground.
      He turned his head to look at the mountains beyond, his gaze lingering on the highest peak.
      It was White Spirit Mountain, home of the Mountain Lord.
      "I call it 'Mountain Cleave'."
      Even without asking, Hyunseo could guess why it was named that.
      *
      They began properly learning Mountain Cleave.
      The core was cutting down with all your might.
      "That's your so-called all-out effort?"
      No matter how hard Hyunseo tried, Baek-un clicked his tongue in disapproval.
      "Even lifting this sword is brutal."
      The greatsword Baek-un had made was unspeakably heavy.
      Swinging it even once made his whole body get dragged along—a madman's weapon.
      Strictly speaking, this thing wasn't even a weapon. It was just a hunk of iron.
      The problem was, Baek-un wielded it as if it was light as a feather.
      "A young fellow, all weak."
      "It's rude to ask, so I've tried not to, but what bioware implants do you use?"
      "The Cheonseong Group's Leotis Series. Specifically, the M, N, and L models."
      "Leotis Series... That's the C-rank implant made from Ghost Tiger, isn't it?"
      M and N are bioware for muscle enhancement, strengthening lower and upper body muscles.
      L is a neural system bioware, greatly boosting overall reflexes.
      In short, Baek-un was a Ghost Tiger in human form.
      With that kind of strength, even a massive greatsword would feel light.
      "Three C-rankers... and Leotis at that? Each must cost at least a billion won... Maintenance fees aren't a joke, either."
      "As long as I catch the Mountain Lord, I'll make it back. Enough chatter—lift your sword again!"
      In any case, to wield this absurd greatsword freely required that much strength.
      Hyunseo's muscles had been replaced with Veno-Webber's tendons.
      Veno-Webber's tendons were superior in explosiveness and elasticity, rather than raw strength.
      To keep holding such a heavy object, muscular endurance became an issue.
      'If I summoned my weapon, it'd be lighter.'
      Hyunseo shook off the thought.
      This ridiculous greatsword was Baek-un's weapon, not his own.
      He was only using it for training; he'd never actually wield it for real.
      There were plenty of good weapons in the world.
      There were weapons much lighter, sharper, and with special abilities, too.
      Who in their right mind would use something like this, ignoring better options?
      He respected the years and resolve Baek-un carried on his shoulders, but he didn't need to copy his fighting style.
      "Put more sincerity into it! Swing down as if you'll cleave a mountain!"
      For now, he just focused on absorbing as much as possible.
      That was the best he could do.
      There was one thing Hyunseo hadn't considered.
      "Ah, don't tell me...."
      When he collapsed into exhausted sleep, as always he found himself dragged to the border plane.
      And there, the White Knight would think of the method Hyunseo hated most.
      Thud!
      The White Knight threw him a greatsword and gestured for him to strike down.
      White Knight intended to have him practice Mountain Cleave with that absurdly massive sword.
      In this space, Hyunseo had no means to resist.
      He could only comply until the White Knight was satisfied.
      If he refused, his only escape was to die or get beaten until he woke.
      Better to just do what he was told. At least it helped.
      "Damn it!"
      He couldn't help but curse.
      *
      Going back and forth between the border plane and reality, Hyunseo trained in Mountain Cleave.
      Swinging that sword obsessively day and night, Hyunseo finally reached the point where Baek-un was somewhat satisfied.
      "There's promise in you."
      "I barely realized the core of Mountain Cleave is a thick rage."
      "Doesn't matter how you realize it, as long as you got it."
      While Hyunseo was mastering Mountain Cleave, Via was climbing mountains to build endurance, learning tracking and reading traces, and learning how to conceal her presence.
      All necessary skills for Via.
      She might have been complete as a warrior or fighter, but as a hunter, she was still lacking. 
      This was appropriate.
      She seemed to enjoy learning, telling Hyunseo in detail every day about what she'd learned.
      The time flew by in this way.
      "When she snuck up on me as practice, my heart almost stopped. It was that perfect."
      Before long, the days passed in a blur.
      "It's time to go now."
      With five days left before their stay expired, Baek-un decided to hunt the Mountain Lord.
      This time, he was determined to settle it once and for all.
      To hunt, or be hunted.
      Mountain Lord and Baek-un—one of them had to die.
      "If I don't come back in three days, it means I failed. You two return home then."
      Hyunseo and Via watched the old man embark on his final hunt.
      For the three days Baek-un mentioned, the two of them reviewed everything he had taught them.
      The crotchety, grumbling old man was actually a surprisingly warm person.
      Otherwise, they wouldn't have felt so anxious now.
      They believed without a doubt he'd return. Baek-un was strong.
      One day passed, then two, then three.
      After three days,
      the old man
      did not return.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      Did the old man die?
      Please, no!!!
      【(ㅇࡇㅇ)?】
    

  Chapter 25: 025. Mountain Lord (1)

    
      025. Mountain Lord (1)
      A fierce blizzard raged,
      And black clouds covered the sky at noon.
      The tallest peak of the White Spirit Mountain Range: White Spirit Mountain.
      Choi Baek-un headed there over the course of a day.
      White Spirit.
      It was named so because it was said a white spirit lived there.
      Curiously, it was called that even before the Mountain Lord was discovered.
      What did people see in those days to give it such a name?
      Baek-un believed that a spirit lived in the mountain.
      Tread—
      He stood before the boundary of White Spirit Mountain.
      He hadn't brought many belongings.
      A backpack containing ten days' worth of food, a finished greatsword,
      And clothes made from the leather of demonic beasts found here.
      "Let's hope I don't get caught by that bastard."
      There was a reason he had waited so long at the rifts.
      Humans have almost no magic power, while rifts are filled with it.
      That's why he waited until the magic power settled in his body.
      That way, it would be difficult to distinguish differences in magic power.
      "I waited ten years to catch you."
      There was another reason he had waited more than ten years.
      All living things have a lifespan. Demonic beasts are no exception.
      When Baek-un first saw the Mountain Lord, he was young.
      By now, he should have grown old and weak.
      "This time, there will be no running away. We've both grown too old for that."
      Tread—
      Baek-un finally set foot across the boundary of White Spirit Mountain,
      Into the territory of the Mountain Lord.
      And then.
      Flash! Rumble!
      An ominous lightning bolt suddenly flashed amidst the snowstorm clouds.
      For a brief moment, as his vision blinked, the beast appeared.
      Grrrrrr—
      Pure white fur with striking black stripes.
      A body length of 5 meters, a tail 2 meters long, and a height of 2.5 meters.
      Weighing over 2 tons, but most of it was muscle—a White Tiger.
      The one with a long scar over his left eye,
      The 'Mountain Lord' appeared.
      Thud. Thud.
      The aged tiger, mountain Lord, confidently stretched out his forelegs,
      Puffing out his chest, looking down with arrogant composure.
      Just as Baek-un had waited for the day to hunt the Mountain Lord,
      The Mountain Lord too had awaited the day to fight Baek-un.
      Baek-un glared into the Mountain Lord's blue eyes and sighed.
      "So you haven't grown weaker with age.... That was just my wishful thinking."
      Grrr—
      "Showing yourself before me like this means you no longer see me as mere prey. Well, I appreciate that."
      Baek-un put down his backpack and gripped his greatsword.
      The leather strap binding the sword hissed as it almost gave way under his grip.
      "Arrogant beast. I'm here to hunt you."
      Grrk—
      At Baek-un's words, the Mountain Lord curled up one corner of his mouth.
      It was a mocking smile, as if to say, 'Go ahead and try this time.'
      Baek-un and the Mountain Lord stared at each other in silent tension.
      Baek-un gripped his sword with both hands and bent his waist,
      The Mountain Lord unsheathed his claws and lowered his body, waiting for the right moment.
      The blizzard intensified.
      The wind turned razor-sharp, biting into their flesh—
      Flash! Rumble!
      Thunder and lightning became the signal.
      The Mountain Lord vanished into the flickering lightning,
      And Baek-un immediately hurled himself away from the spot.
      Shing!
      The abandoned backpack was torn to shreds by the beast's claws.
      Even so, the Mountain Lord was nowhere to be seen.
      'He's hidden himself. This is why I should not have been discovered....'
      Baek-un didn't search for the Mountain Lord.
      Instead, he ran straight into the depths of the mountain.
      A head-on confrontation must never happen. No hunter has ever survived a direct clash with the Mountain Lord.
      And the Mountain Lord knew it, too—he would have absolute advantage in a frontal fight.
      The unseen Mountain Lord and Baek-un dashed through the mountain.
      Neither made a sound, moving ghostlike through the snow.
      'If I only run, I can't win.'
      As he ran, Baek-un checked his bioware.
      Just as the Mountain Lord had aged, so too had Baek-un. Due to suppressant tolerance, he could no longer use his bioware as in his prime.
      'At times like this, I miss my youth.'
      Nevertheless, he still had three biowares left.
      Leotis Series M, N, L.
      Enhanced gear that gave him strength and reflexes similar to those of the Mountain Lord, Ghost Tiger.
      Felines have reaction speeds more than twice that of humans.
      For a demonic beast, it would be faster yet—and for the Mountain Lord, faster still.
      So he had continuously trained to reach the same level as the Mountain Lord.
      Otherwise, he would never catch him.
      'Once. I just need to seize a single opportunity. I need to create an opening.'
      Of course, he too would die if he failed.
      But there's one thing that makes humans superior to demonic beasts.
      It's the ability to use tools.
      "Hup!"
      As he climbed the mountain, Baek-un kicked off a tree and leapt high.
      He then threw something at the Mountain Lord, who was surely chasing from behind.
      Swish swish swish! Puff!
      What he threw was a pouch made from wild boar bladder.
      The pouch burst midair as it struck something.
      A white powder inside scattered everywhere and—
      Grrrrng!
      'Something' covered in white powder appeared.
      It was the Mountain Lord, using his invisibility power.
      The Mountain Lord was a subspecies of the White Tiger, a C-rank demonic beast.
      Naturally, he could turn invisible like a Ghost Tiger.
      Kwang!!
      Though his entire body was covered in powder, the beast didn't panic.
      With a roar, he ferociously charged and swung his forepaw.
      Baek-un, still airborne, had no way to dodge.
      He used his sword as a shield to brace for the incoming blow.
      'Let's hope nothing breaks.'
      Clang!!!
      The Mountain Lord's forepaw smashed into his sword, slicing through the air.
      The impact felt like being hit by a dump truck.
      His body crashed down to earth like a falling meteorite.
      He smashed through a couple of trees before finally stopping.
      'Three ribs broken. Didn't puncture a lung. Too bad I couldn't use skeletal bioware...'
      There was no time to wallow in pain.
      Baek-un regained his composure and struggled to his feet.
      He immediately focused on watching the Mountain Lord.
      The Mountain Lord shook off the white powder clinging to his body.
      But the powder was stickier than expected and wouldn't come off.
      It was a specially formulated adhesive powder.
      "You won't be able to hide so easily now."
      Grrrr—
      The Mountain Lord growled low, as if mocking Baek-un's trickery.
      One of his greatest weapons—his invisibility—was neutralized.
      Yet the Mountain Lord showed no concern.
      His real weapon was something else.
      The Mountain Lord straightened his upper body, bouncing his forepaws on the ground.
      The sight of a 5-meter beast rising up was a spectacle.
      He then raised a forepaw high—
      Kwang—!!!
      And pounded it into the ground.
      "Urgh!!"
      The snow mountain quaked.
      The ground around the Mountain Lord shattered.
      Did a meteor strike? No, he merely struck with force.
      Yet with that alone, the mountain shook and trees and earth were crushed.
      'I held my ground.'
      Luckily, Baek-un didn't falter.
      He had anchored his sword into the ground in advance, bracing for the shock.
      'Where is he?'
      Dirt and snow flurries filled the area.
      Was he trying to obscure vision now, since he couldn't use invisibility?
      Surely a sneak attack would come soon.
      He extended his senses.
      Front, back, right, left, above...
      But then—
      'Gone? Did he run away?'
      Impossible.
      The Mountain Lord chose battle, not flight.
      That prideful beast would not flee.
      'If so, then where?'
      The answer barely formed in his mind when—
      Fwahk!
      A gigantic fang shot up from the ground.
      Astonishingly, at the moment the Mountain Lord struck the ground, he used the impact to burrow below—hiding, then lunging at Baek-un's neck the moment he let his guard down.
      A method Baek-un had never seen before.
      Just as Baek-un had prepared for the hunt, 
      The Mountain Lord had prepared techniques to catch Baek-un.
      This was the beast's greatest weapon:
      Cunning.
      Kwaaak—!!
      "Krrgh!!"
      Baek-un hurriedly brought up his sword to block.
      The Mountain Lord's steel-like fangs bit onto the sword instead of his neck.
      Enormous strength pushed him back, dragging him back in a rush.
      A swipe of the forepaw here would spell doom.
      But the Mountain Lord merely pressed on.
      It was a taunt—daring his ten-year foe to try something next.
      Baek-un gritted his teeth.
      "Fine, I'll show you something...!"
      He gathered all his strength in his legs.
      He held his breath in his chest and pushed with all he had.
      The sudden counterattack startled the Mountain Lord for a moment.
      Not missing the opportunity, Baek-un launched his stored power.
      Using the held sword as an axis, he spun in midair.
      As he twisted, the sword rotated, forcing the Mountain Lord to release his grip.
      Baek-un instantly repositioned himself midair.
      From any stance, he would strike with all his might—even if airborne.
      At that very moment, lightning flashed in the sky.
      Baek-un's sword came crashing down at the same instant.
      The scene resembled a lightning bolt striking from the sky.
      Fwahk!!
      KWAaaaAAK—!!
      The beast wasn't so foolish as to receive the blow passively.
      He tried to pull away the moment he let go of the sword, so the strike did not land perfectly.
      Only the tip of the sword sank deep into the Mountain Lord's back.
      Blinded by pain, the beast thrashed desperately.
      It wasn't a mortal wound, but it was an opportunity.
      He couldn't miss this chance.
      "I'll finish you off right here...!!"
      Baek-un gripped his sword and drove it further in.
      It was a lucky hit, thanks to the beast's arrogance,
      'It's shallow.'
      But it wasn't enough to warrant joy.
      The Mountain Lord tensed his back muscles as he writhed, preventing the sword from biting deeper. His muscles were tougher than steel.
      The beast was clever enough to turn crisis to opportunity, tensing his muscles to trap the sword.
      A contest of pure strength began unexpectedly.
      The Mountain Lord desperately tried to throw Baek-un off.
      He slammed into trees and rocks, dragged him along the ground, grinding his body.
      'Ugh... If only I had my young son and daughter-in-law with me...'
      Baek-un grit his teeth and endured.
      And eventually, he let out a faint smile.
      'You should never have let me get into this position.'
      Keeping one hand firmly on the sword, he pulled out a rope with the other.
      Iron drawn out and tempered over years in charcoal, woven from hundreds of strands—a steel rope.
      No matter how worn those claws, he would never tear through it.
      "Mountain Lord, this isn't good news for you."
      Each time the Mountain Lord thrashed, Baek-un's body trembled.
      But he swiftly bound the sword and himself with the rope, and then tied it to the beast's torso.
      Even then, his head and body were smashed to the ground again and again.
      He broke bones all over, but the old man spoke regardless.
      "I don't hate you. On the contrary, I respect you greatly. That's why I must kill you."
      All this began ten years ago, when the Mountain Lord killed his family. They were a promising hunter clan.
      His son and daughter-in-law became the beast's prey, and Baek-un, enraged, tried to kill the Mountain Lord alongside his wife.
      But in the end, even his wife was killed.
      The three long scars etched on his back were from that day.
      "For ten years I pursued you, learned you, became like you. In that sense, perhaps someone could say you were my teacher."
      KWAaaAK—!!!
      "But you are no teacher of mine. You are my final prey."
      Thud! Thud! Crash! Crrnch!
      "Heh, heh, I'll be with you until the moment I die."
      The Mountain Lord thrashed with every ounce of strength.
      Not only had a mere human jumped onto the king of the mountain's back and stuck a sword in him, but he was enduring.
      Pathetic, insignificant, pitiful human.
      And yet, the Mountain Lord couldn't help but grin.
      Fine, rival of ten years.
      Let's see you hold on.
      Become the hunter who marks the end of my life.
      As the mountain has acknowledged you, so too do I.
      Baek-un felt as if he could vaguely read the Mountain Lord's heart.
      The old man faintly smiled and muttered.
      "If only my son and daughter-in-law were here, how good that would've been."
      The fierce struggle between old man and beast continued day and night.
      The snowstorm, accompanied by thunder and lightning, raged on.
      *
      It took two days for the storm to subside.
      Only then did the Mountain Lord collapse, exhausted.
      Thud—!
      Baek-un, who had held on atop the beast, tumbled weakly into the snow.
      Neither had eaten or drunk anything for two days.
      Letting go even a little, the sword in the beast's back would pierce deeper.
      Letting down one's guard even briefly meant being thrown off by the wild thrashing.
      Whoever weakened first would lose this bloody contest.
      Ironically, however, they collapsed at the same time.
      The Mountain Lord lay on his side, heaving.
      Baek-un shivered, staring up at the sky.
      Both looked utterly wretched.
      The Mountain Lord's snowy white fur was drenched in bright red blood, Baek-un's body was torn, bruised, and broken in many places.
      Bones were shattered, tendons torn, his feet had long since turned blue from frostbite.
      And yet Baek-un was still alive.
      No scholar could explain how.
      But any hunter would know at a glance—
      That was the 'Guardian of the mountain's will'.
      Grrrrr....
      The will of the Mountain Lord, who had ruled the mountain for ten years, was no less formidable.
      "... Time to finish this."
      The old man was the first to rise.
      Only willpower moved the old man now.
      He dragged his ruined legs forward.
      He pulled out the greatsword from the Mountain Lord's back with all the strength he had left.
      KWAANG-!!
      The Mountain Lord howled in agony, but didn't resist.
      Baek-un walked to where he could see the beast's face.
      He wanted to meet those eyes at the very end.
      Grrrk, grrrk, grrrk....
      The Mountain Lord was smiling.
      Was it because there was finally a period to his story?
      Or because he was being finished by a mere human?
      "No, that's not it. That's not why you're smiling."
      He had watched his archrival for ten years.
      He knew what that smile on the beast truly meant.
      "You've accomplished something. You've achieved what you sought."
      The Mountain Lord had achieved it.
      The only goal he'd held in this life.
      And it wasn't simply death.
      It was something even more important.
      "Congratulations. You and I both achieved our life goals."
      The old man spread his legs, raising the sword skyward.
      And offered his final prayer.
      "Mountain spirit, I dare to harm the king of the mountain. I vow never to return to this place. Please, forgive me."
      He brought down Mountain Cleave.
      At last—the Mountain Lord, who had ruled the White Spirit Mountain Range for ten years—
      Met his end at the hands of Mountain Lord hunter, guardian of the mountain Choi Baek-un.
      ... At least, he should have.
      Clang!
      Something knocked his sword aside.
      When the execution, into which he'd poured his soul, was blocked, Baek-un sank to his knees.
      He was devastated by what he saw appear before his eyes.
      "Heh, heh heh.... Heh heh..."
      Baek-un understood at last why the Mountain Lord had smiled in his final moments.
      "... So. I never really hunted the 'Mountain Lord', did I?"
      With that, Baek-un's consciousness slipped away.
      *
      On the promised third day, at the Horangsan outpost, Hyunseo and Via waited for Baek-un.
      But no matter how long they waited, he didn't return.
      "Hyunseo."
      Via approached Hyunseo, who was sitting on the stump of a black oak.
      "There are two days left until the stay limit. We should go down now."
      "... Alright."
      If he hadn't returned after three days,
      It meant only one thing.
      B-rank hunter Choi Baek-un had failed.
      The Mountain Lord still lived, and the Mountain Lord hunter was dead.
      The thought of having to deliver this news left a bitter taste in their mouths.
      "Yeah, let's go."
      Hyunseo stood up.
      He didn't feel any urge to seek revenge.
      Baek-un was a powerhouse beyond even his imagination.
      Even Baek-un had been defeated by the Mountain Lord.
      To attempt revenge would be suicide.
      The two finished readying themselves and left the outpost.
      They glanced back one last time, unable to shake a feeling of regret.
      Just as they sighed and turned to descend Horangsan—
      "Hyunseo!"
      Via cried out, and Hyunseo's senses, too, warned of danger.
      And then—
      Kwoong!!
      Something fell from the sky in front of them.
      It was the steel greatsword completed by Choi Baek-un.
      Soon, the being who had thrown the greatsword revealed itself.
      Grrrrrrrr....
      Pure white fur with striking black stripes.
      A body length of 6 meters, a tail 2.5 meters long, standing 2.8 meters high.
      Weighing well over 2 tons—almost all muscle.
      Before them was a White Tiger.
      The moment Hyunseo saw it, he was shocked.
      "Mountain Lord...? Why is it here...."
      "That's not the Mountain Lord. It doesn't match the information Baek-un gave us."
      At Via's words, Hyunseo looked at the tiger again.
      Baek-un had said the Mountain Lord had a long scar over his left eye.
      As a tiger who'd lived decades, its fur would be faded,
      His claws blunted, not as sharp as they once were.
      But this White Tiger was different.
      There wasn't a hint of scarring anywhere.
      Its fur shone with a luster, exuding youth.
      Its claws and fangs looked sharp enough to cut through steel in a flash.
      To make matters worse, this White Tiger was even larger than the Mountain Lord.
      Hyunseo realized.
      "It gave birth and raised a cub...!"
      This was the Mountain Lord's offspring, the prince of the mountain.
      Grrk—
      —The old man who challenged the old king still lives.
      The prince of the mountain conveyed his will.
      He looked down upon Hyunseo and Via with arrogance, saying:
      "Is the old man still alive?"
      —You have one day. If you don't come, the old man will die.
      Kwang!!
      The beast stomped the ground, making the earth explode in a deep crater.
      As the dust settled, the prince of the mountain was already gone.
      There was no time to question what had happened or why.
      Now was not the time.
      Hyunseo pulled Baek-un's greatsword from the ground.
      "We have to go to White Spirit Mountain. Via, you should go down—"
      "I'm going too."
      Via spoke with a resolute expression.
      "If you go, I go too."
      "... Alright, let's go together."
      Hyunseo took Baek-un's greatsword, and Via gripped her spear.
      Without a word, the two turned toward White Spirit Mountain.
      The throne of king of the mountain, the Mountain Lord, was not yet decided.
      -------------= Clacky's Corner -------------=
      Damn, I like this chapter, it was an epic fight between man and beast...
      【ദ്ദി(⩌ᴗ⩌)】
    

  Chapter 26: 026. Mountain Lord (2)

    
      026. Mountain Lord (2)
      Three days passed after Baek-un left to hunt.
      The White Knight, who had previously only drilled Hyunseo on Mountain Cleave, finally proposed a full-fledged spar.
      The purpose of the spar was clear.
      It was to master Mountain Cleave in real combat.
      Screech!
      "Keuk..."
      After experiencing being sliced vertically and dying instantly, Hyunseo reverted to his original form and collapsed weakly.
      At this moment, both Hyunseo and the White Knight held one of Baek-un's greatswords. 
      It was for the sake of this spar.
      "How many hours has it even been...?"
      Time flowed in the border plane just like the real world. 
      It meant they had to continue this sword-fighting struggle throughout all hours of sleep.
      Sparring non-stop for hours with a heavy greatsword was more draining mentally than one might imagine.
      Furthermore, the White Knight, as if the dream's master, manipulated the environment at will.
      Now, this place resembled a snowy mountain. 
      It looked just like the White Spirit Mountain rifts.
      'I finally thought I could see it now...'
      Thanks to this relentless, unreasonable sparring, Hyunseo had finally become able to see the White Knight's blade.
      But that was all. Even so, dodging it was at best possible once out of a hundred tries.
      Still, compared to the first day, when he was hit without seeing anything, this was tremendous progress.
      The biggest problem, however, was that the White Knight's demanded level was absurdly high. 
      If Hyunseo was now level 10, the White Knight demanded level 100.
      Thump!
      "..."
      The White Knight planted his sword into the ground and looked down at Hyunseo with his ten blue eyes, utterly indifferent.
      For some reason, conversation didn't work here, so Hyunseo had to take the hint.
      Now, it felt as if the White Knight was saying, "Don't make such a fuss over that level of pain."
      That condescending attitude from above spurred Hyunseo's stubbornness.
      "Let's go again. This time, I'll take your damn head off."
      He gritted his teeth and stood up once more.
      He barely managed to lift the disgustingly heavy greatsword and aimed it forward.
      Here, in the border plane, physical fatigue vanished completely upon revival.
      As long as his mental strength held, he could get up as many times as needed—no matter how many thousands of times he died, his will was unwavering.
      Fwoosh—
      The White Knight easily lifted that absurdly massive greatsword with one hand, getting into position. 
      It was clearly the same kind of sword as Hyunseo's, yet he handled it as if it weighed nothing.
      The difference in basic physical ability was overwhelming. Winning was impossible.
      So it didn't matter if it wasn't a fatal hit—just grazing him once would be enough of a goal.
      "Hup!"
      Hyunseo charged in, launching the first attack.
      He swung, determined to use Mountain Cleave to break through his opponent's defense.
      Blocked.
      Sliced.
      Defeated.
      And so, the spar continued for hours.
      But in the end, not once did Hyunseo's blade touch the White Knight.
      Instead, mountain Cleave grew steadily heavier and sharper.
      When his sleep time finally ended, Hyunseo was always released from the border plane.
      For three days straight, every time he entered that place, he practiced only real combat with Mountain Cleave.
      Only then did the White Knight seem finally satisfied with the technique's real-world viability.
      And when Hyunseo awakened, he encountered the prince of the mountain and set out for White Spirit Mountain to rescue Baek-un.
      *
      Hyunseo and Via ran at full speed toward White Spirit Mountain.
      They had spent nearly a month traveling these mountain paths. 
      They knew them so well, they could run with their eyes closed.
      It took just three hours to reach the border of White Spirit Mountain.
      Once there, Hyunseo checked his equipment and asked,
      "How long can you use your wings for?"
      "If I push myself—one hour."
      "Same as before. Even though your stamina increased, you still can't overcome it?"
      "It's because I use both calories and magic power at the same time."
      They had analyzed Via's wings once before.
      Via's two pairs of wings had a membrane structure similar to a bee's.
      They beat rapidly, 100–300 times per second.
      Maximum flight speed reached over 100 km/h.
      But they consumed a huge amount of both calories and magic power.
      Thus, if Via went all out, they'd need to rescue Baek-un or defeat the prince of the mountain within an hour.
      'Any longer would be dangerous. We only have two days left to stay here, anyway.'
      He carried the magi-weapons made by Mise and Baek-un's steel greatsword.
      The BeastShot was already loaded, with four eight-round magazines.
      All were loaded with medium-type demonic beast-piercing rounds.
      Via deliberately didn't bring firearms.
      Wingshot worked on small demonic beasts, but it wasn't strong enough against medium or larger ones.
      Besides, Via herself didn't like guns much.
      She disliked it when the enemy noticed as soon as she aimed.
      'I'd better take these, too.'
      He gathered all the items Baek-un had made for facing the Mountain Lord. 
      There were more useful things among them than he'd expected.
      Now, the preparations were finished.
      "I'm ready."
      Via announced she was set.
      'What should I do about this?'
      Hyunseo picked up Baek-un's greatsword.
      It was ridiculously heavy to carry around.
      He'd brought it just in case they reunited quickly with Baek-un.
      "Are you going to carry it with you?"
      He had a magi-weapon with enough cutting ability to slice through steel.
      There was really no need to lug around such a massive sword.
      "..."
      He felt the greatsword's weight again.
      It was heavy—one swing would nearly drag his whole body with it.
      Its heft carried ten years of devotion and obsession.
      It wasn't a weight you could describe as simply "heavy".
      Plus, he still couldn't fully replicate the Mountain Cleave Baek-un showed him.
      He could only copy the very basics.
      "Damn stubborn old man."
      For now, he decided to carry the greatsword.
      If they met the prince of the mountain before finding Baek-un, he could set it down then.
      Thus, they crossed White Spirit Mountain's border.
      Bzzzzzz—
      "..."
      "..."
      The air felt different.
      It was as if something massive stared at them from afar.
      He couldn't tell if it was the prince of the mountain or something else.
      One thing was certain—it was definitely not a friendly gaze.
      Now he understood why Via hadn't been able to hunt with Wingshot.
      If you felt a presence like this, running away would be the only option.
      'Come on.'
      If the guy appeared, they knew exactly what to do.
      Hyunseo would summon his armor, and Via would unfurl her wings.
      They would use overwhelming force from the start.
      Together, they could face even up to B-rank opponents.
      'So come on.'
      The two heightened all their senses and crept forward carefully.
      Even if the prince of the mountain was invisible, mass and weight wouldn't disappear.
      Footprints in the snowy drifts marked his location.
      Their sharpened senses could detect such things.
      But time passed, and there was only silence.
      The sound that reached them was not careful footsteps.
      Thoom...
      They stopped in place.
      Sharpening their senses further, they scanned the surroundings.
      They tracked the source of the sound, but saw nothing.
      Thoom...
      'Where is it? Does he have some ability I don't know about?'
      Holding their breaths, they tracked the source.
      He recalled each of the Ghost Tiger's abilities in his memory.
      Thoom...!
      Via, whose senses were keener, detected the change first.
      The sound wasn't nearby, but far away.
      "On the mountaintop!"
      At her shout, they looked up toward the peak of White Spirit Mountain.
      Thoom...!
      A huge explosion was happening up there.
      Earthquakes and shockwaves created by powerful stomping.
      When it happened repeatedly, the snowy mountain rose up.
      Hyunseo's face turned pale.
      "What the hell...!"
      Rumble...!
      The snow that had accumulated over countless years on the mountain began to collapse rapidly.
      Oceanic waves of snow grew in size as they tumbled down.
      Everything touched by that overwhelming mass would be destroyed.
      Solid trees and rocks crashed down the slope, all mixing into the avalanche.
      A flood of snow—the avalanche swept down toward them in an instant.
      "Hyunseo! Your hand!"
      Via spread her wings, grabbed Hyunseo's hand, and soared upward.
      They said the tallest avalanche in history was as high as a 50-story building.
      This one looked about that tall, too.
      If they were swept up, the armor and everything else would be crushed and buried.
      That overwhelming mass would destroy everything equally.
      Vrooooom—
      "I never imagined an avalanche."
      Hyunseo looked down.
      It was hard to believe a mere tiger had caused this.
      But the unbelievable wasn't over yet.
      Zzzt—
      Danger sense flared, warning of incoming peril.
      Though he saw nothing, Hyunseo moved on instinct.
      He immediately yanked on Via's arm with all his strength.
      Their posture was a mess.
      The only thing he could do was defend.
      He raised the magi-weapon and blocked the unseen strike.
      Clang!
      Craack—
      An ominous sound.
      A massive impact jarred him, and he lost his grip on Via's hand.
      In an instant, Hyunseo fell onto ground swept by the avalanche.
      Luckily, the high-piled snow cushioned the fall a bit.
      Via, who had also prepared for a surprise attack too late—
      Swoosh-! Crack!!
      "Kh!"
      She too was sent flying, struck by something whipping like a lash.
      The invisible prince of the mountain had swiped Hyunseo with his forepaw and flicked Via away with his whip-like tail.
      Standing in a snow-made crater, Hyunseo pulled himself up.
      '... If I'd hesitated, I'd be dead.'
      He hadn't managed to block it perfectly.
      Just before the claws ripped through his chest, he'd summoned the upper body of his armor.
      It was a method of partially summoning the armor to defend only the area attacked.
      He survived thanks to that, but the situation remained dire.
      'My ribs are broken.'
      He bit his lip hard to keep from crying out.
      He'd recover soon, but until then he had to move carefully.
      Hyunseo first threw Baek-un's greatsword nearby in preparation for the next attack.
      He briefly worried about the now-invisible Via, but didn't think she was dead.
      Right now, he needed to worry about himself.
      Boom!
      The snow piled before his eyes exploded outward.
      Through whirling snow, the silhouette of a tiger became briefly visible. The transparency had dropped for a split-second.
      'Prince of the mountain.'
      Rather than pursue the distant-flung Via, he targeted Hyunseo directly.
      It was natural to attack the weaker foe first.
      Bang!
      The prince of the mountain kicked off with explosive force, scattering snow and leaping.
      He closed the distance instantly, swinging a massive forepaw.
      A vague silhouette showed through the snowy haze. Amid that, Hyunseo sought a chance to dodge.
      'Forward.'
      He ducked low, rolled, and slipped past.
      A sound of air being sliced tore past his back.
      Though terror tightened a noose around his mind—
      'I can do this.'
      The fear of death had long been dulled by endless life-or-death spars with the White Knight.
      He found himself beneath the prince of the mountain's belly.
      He spun, gripping his sword.
      His target: the side of the prince.
      'I'm going to cut your torso in two.'
      It was a posture like chopping wood from a supine position.
      The magi-weapon carved a chilling arc under the prince's belly.
      It could slice thick steel easily.
      Against demonic beast hide and muscle, it should have been like slicing tofu.
      That's how it should have gone.
      Clang!
      At the instant the sword barely pierced his hide, the magi-weapon shattered like glass.
      It had already reached its limit when parrying the earlier strike.
      'Mise warned it was in poor condition and would break soon, but...'
      He recalled her warning, but it was too late.
      'Of all times...'
      Bang!!
      The prince of the mountain slammed Hyunseo's chest with his hind leg. It sounded like a bomb exploded in his ribs.
      "Gahh...!"
      Hyunseo's body rolled helplessly across the snowy ground.
      He barely stopped—only for blood to spray from his mouth.
      This time, his armor summon had been too slow.
      Most of his ribs were shattered, and a few had pierced his lungs.
      Luckily, it was a hind leg. If it were a forepaw, he'd be dead already.
      Hyunseo stared at the broken sword hilt.
      The suffocating fear became even more palpable.
      Losing your weapon in a fight with a demonic beast was the same as death.
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      - That old human's brat turned out to be this weak.
      The prince of the mountain didn't understand the concept of a master-disciple relationship.
      To him, any human who learned Baek-un's techniques was simply a brat.
      So he found it incomprehensible that someone could be this weak.
      - But the other brat is definitely strong.
      "What the hell are you saying, you damn kitten?"
      - I don't need you anymore. Die.
      Before the beast could leap, Hyunseo drew BeastShot.
      He knew the recoil would worsen the wound in his lung where his bone was lodged, but it didn't matter.
      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
      He fired off nine rounds in an instant, then immediately reloaded.
      The prince of the mountain sensed danger and shot to the sides.
      But with that huge body, dodging every shot was impossible.
      Splurt!
      Kraaang!!
      Armor-piercing rounds struck its foreleg and side.
      Red blood streaked across the translucent body.
      "Kurgh...."
      The fierce recoil made blood spurt from Hyunseo's mouth.
      Even so, he pulled BeastShot's trigger again.
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
      Kwaargh!!
      The prince of the mountain gave up on being invisible and prepared to pounce.
      Even though these were large-caliber armor-piercing rounds capable of piercing thick concrete, the beast's tough hide and muscles like steel fiber held them back, only serving to enrage it.
      The beast braced itself, accepting injury in order to bite Hyunseo.
      Then—
      Piiing!
      From a distance, Via shot through the air like lightning, splitting the light.
      She adjusted her posture midair and thrust her spear straight forward.
      It was a precise spear technique aimed at the center of its eye.
      A surprise attack targeting the eye with precision.
      Splurt!
      But the beast simply kicked off the ground and evaded. Its reaction speed was unreal.
      The spear tip pursued rapidly, but it was already out of range.
      Via took the opportunity to check Hyunseo's condition.
      "Hyunseo, how are you?"
      "My ribs are hit. My weapon's wrecked. I need time."
      "Healing comes first. I'll fly you somewhere safe—"
      "No. Just buy me some time."
      Hyunseo slowly forced himself upright.
      He spat the blood pouring from his mouth and said,
      "I can't just leave like this."
      He hadn't even gone all out yet.
      At best, he had summoned his upper body armor for a single second.
      Retreating now wouldn't settle his anger.
      Via nodded faintly.
      "I'll hold on as long as I can."
      "It won't take long."
      Vrooaah!
      Via shot off at full speed.
      Just then, the prince of the mountain appeared, leaping skyward.
      He swung his forepaw precisely where Via was aiming to fly.
      It was a prediction so precise even a human would struggle to match it.
      Voom!
      Via dodged underneath with an acrobatic maneuver.
      The weakness of the Ghost Tiger, a quadrupedal mammal, was its belly.
      Her spear shot out like lightning, aiming for its heart in a split-second.
      Via looked down from midair at the beast after flying past it.
      The wound visible on its belly after it landed in the snow wasn't very deep.
      'It twisted its body at the last moment to avoid a critical injury... The reaction speed is incredible.'
      Via adjusted her attack plan to match its quick reactions.
      The next thrust would be even faster, though perhaps less powerful.
      As she gripped her spear tightly—
      Ssshhh—
      The prince of the mountain, who'd been glaring at Via, ran off somewhere, hiding its presence.
      It didn't care about leaving tracks in the snow and ran at full speed.
      It headed toward the forest unaffected by the avalanche.
      'Clever. Very clever.'
      Her intent was immediately clear.
      The beast didn't want to fight on open ground against a flying opponent.
      In the woods, it would be easy to conceal itself and launch ambushes from the trees.
      The prince of the mountain was trying to draw her into an environment more favorable to itself.
      'What should I do?'
      Should she leave it alone, wait for Hyunseo to recover, and strike together?
      Or chase it down now and press the attack?
      Before deciding, Via thought over the combat strengths possessed by herself and the beast.
      She surpassed it in speed and technique, but the beast's strength and toughness were far greater.
      Even a single hit could be fatal.
      She, on the other hand, had to aim for a vital spot without fail.
      And then there was its ability to go invisible.
      The odds were unfavorable, but not hopeless.
      Just before entering the woods, Via landed in the snow and folded her wings.
      She no longer needed to fly now; it would only reveal her position.
      She put to full use the hunting knowledge she'd learned from Baek-un.
      She tracked for traces, narrowed down the prey's likely position.
      And she recalled what Hyunseo had told her.
      'Ghost Tiger's camouflage is just refraction of light by fur and hide; light doesn't actually pass through. So if any foreign substance gets on the hide or fur, it can't hide that.'
      For that reason, Ghost Tigers were known for their obsessively clean habits.
      'It must have wiped off its blood by now.'
      She gave up on finding it by sight.
      No matter. She had a sensory organ capable of replacing vision many times over.
      Wuuuunng—
      A pair of antennae, each segmented into twenty joints above her head, quivered faintly as they pointed forward.
      Microscopic vibrations, indiscernible to the naked human eye, radiated from the antennae in both ultrasound and infrasound.
      The two types of vibrations spread in all directions, colliding chaotically with trees and rocks.
      Reflected vibrations returned to her antennae, allowing Via's mind to perceive everything around her.
      Echolocation—sonar orientation—was one of the special abilities the antennae possessed.
      The sensing range was a full 1 km.
      If she concentrated, she could pick up the motion of even a small animal at that distance.
      Though accuracy dropped with distance and immobility, and she'd have to stand still to focus for more precision, it was the ideal ability to detect what couldn't be seen, like now.
      'Found it.'
      She detected the form of a tiger stalking through the forest, searching for an opening.
      The beast didn't recklessly approach and waited for Via to come closer.
      Without her sensing ability, she would've been ambushed.
      'I've already suffered a surprise attack from its camouflage. I won't fall for it twice.'
      Via suppressed her presence as much as possible.
      She silenced her footsteps and breathed slow and shallow. 
      She walked along the treetops rather than in the snow, erasing her presence.
      She moved across thick branches without causing even a tremor.
      Her body, naturally light for flight, and Baek-un's teachings about concealing one's presence, complemented each other perfectly.
      As she slowly approached the deep forest where she'd spotted the tiger, her antennae picked up a faint scent of blood.
      That distinct beastly blood odor.
      She recognized it from when the prince of the mountain had been shot and speared.
      It was definitely the beast.
      'Already using invisibility.'
      Via looked to where the beast was supposed to be, hidden between dense branches.
      Footprints were appearing in the snow. 
      Unsure if the wound wasn't stopped, droplets of blood dripped in midair.
      The beast didn't seem to have located Via. 
      With the wind blowing head-on, there was no danger of it smelling her.
      Now was her chance to ambush.
      If she charged at top speed and stabbed with her spear, she could pierce its heart.
      Even if she failed to kill, she could fly straight up and escape.
      As long as she leveraged the surprise attack, she'd have overwhelming advantage.
      The prince of the mountain coming into the forest had been a mistake. 
      The beast should've lured her into a direct confrontation instead.
      'I'll finish this with one strike.'
      Via steadied her breath.
      She let go of the intent to kill so the beast wouldn't sense hostility.
      She imagined the target as a giant statue in motion.
      The statue's weak point—below the ribs behind the foreleg.
      She couldn't see it due to invisibility, but could estimate with echolocation.
      Carefully spreading her wings, she aimed her spear forward,
      Planted her feet against a tree trunk for a springboard.
      And waited.
      Thud, thud—
      The tiger's footprints in the snow would advance and stop, advance and stop.
      Constantly, it looked around for Via.
      The cold, sharp wind of the snowy mountains slowly changed direction.
      If the wind turned too much, her cover would disappear and she'd be discovered.
      Even so, Via pressed all thought from her mind and waited in silence.
      Gradually, the tracks drew closer, exposing its side—the very direction Via was aiming for.
      At the end of that patience, her chance came.
      Vwoom-!
      She flared her twin pairs of wings, kicked hard off the tree,
      And, by luck, the wind pushed her forward at just the right moment.
      In an instant, she crossed the twenty paces and thrust her spear.
      The beast couldn't sense even a trace of her killing intent up to the very last instant.
      With no reason for failure, the spear struck true into its side.
      She could hear the skin part in her hand as she gripped the spear, and with the sensation, she knew she'd pierced its tough heart.
      The assault was a success.
      KWAARAAAK-!!!
      A scream that split the eardrums echoed through the mountains, marking the hunt's victory.
      She had stabbed directly into the heart. There was no way the beast could live. 
      With no reason for a contest of strength, Via let go of her spear.
      As predicted, the beast thrashed wildly in its shortened final moments.
      Watching the now-invisible beast flail, it looked for all the world like a ghost—only a blood-spattered spear floating in midair.
      Pain and agony echoed in the heart of a snowy white forest as blood poured everywhere—truly a haunting scene.
      Via felt a pang of guilt at not being able to end it instantly.
      Had she pierced its brain, it would have died painlessly, but targeting the tough skull was too risky.
      So she had no choice but to let it bleed out, heart pierced.
      The fact that she felt compassion for a mere demonic beast meant she was still soft.
      Thud—
      After the ten breaths it took to die, massive tiger prints were left pressed into the snow.
      Even then, the beast refused to drop its camouflage—a testament to its stubbornness.
      But even the greatest resolve couldn't last at the brink of death.
      Ssss—
      "...!"
      The moment it dropped its camouflage, Via doubted her own eyes.
      The now cold tiger fur, instead of a resplendent white, was a bright brown.
      This wasn't the prince of the mountain.
      It was slightly smaller, and the scars were in the wrong places.
      The four claw marks on its lower belly were not from a spear.
      These were beast claw wounds.
      Judging by the size, they were undoubtedly from the prince of the mountain itself, who had swiped at Via earlier.
      Via immediately understood the situation.
      'This is....'
      The prince of the mountain, hidden in the forest, had attacked another Ghost Tiger and let it escape.
      The attacked Ghost Tiger, unable to beat the prince of the mountain, fled invisible.
      But why would the prince of the mountain let a Ghost Tiger escape instead of killing it?
      There was only one reason.
      'A decoy!'
      The moment she realized, her antennae detected sudden movement.
      It came from a thicket formed by the intertwined branches ahead.
      Though the antennae's echolocation was exceptional, if something was surrounded, it was hard to sense what was inside.
      Whether it was luck or experience, the beast used that against her.
      She couldn't see it, but she could tell—a massive shape dropped from the tree, attacking her with ferocious speed.
      No need to wonder what it was. She rolled forward to dodge at once.
      A terrifying sound of air splitting grazed her back; Via grabbed the spear lodged in the corpse and ripped it out in one movement.
      A frontal fight would be disadvantageous.
      She needed to get out fast.
      She fluttered her wings, about to take off, but in that brief instant, a gigantic shadow fell over her.
      Enormous as a building, the prince of the mountain stood revealed, pulling off its invisibility as its monstrous forepaw came crashing down.
      His overwhelming presence made her shrink for a moment. He had shown himself on purpose to exploit her fear.
      Just as Via had achieved a perfect ambush after a long wait, now the beast was determined to succeed at its own.
      Now that the ploy with the bait had failed, the beast knew full well it had no way of catching her if she took to the skies.
      So he threw his entire weight—utterly ruthless—into that blow.
      KWAANG!!
      A thunderous crash shook the land, sending snow and dust billowing like fog.
      Out of the haze, the figure of a person tumbled, waist bent forward.
      She rolled helplessly across the frozen snow, finally colliding with a tree.
      "Kuugh...!"
      Via slumped at the tree's base.
      The impact made her entire body ache; she let out a groan despite herself.
      Blood oozed from her forehead and chin, likely having split her scalp, flowing down to her jaw.
      Both palms holding her spear were torn and trembling helplessly.
      And toward her, the prince of the mountain was charging with ferocious speed once again.
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      He should have rejoined Hyunseo, even if it meant being late.
      Now, there was no use regretting it. There was no time for hesitation.
      He barely blocked the brute force-filled forepaw strike with his spear.
      If not for its unique elasticity, he wouldn't have avoided a fatal blow.
      He managed to dodge the sharpest claws and nullify some of the impact,
      but he couldn't prevent both of his arms from breaking and muscles rupturing all over his body.
      That was because there were no effective defensive techniques for spear combat in his mind.
      Ku-goong, ku-goong, ku-goong.
      The prince of the mountain was charging from afar.
      He was leaping several meters at a time at a ferocious speed.
      As Via came within leaping range, the guy kicked off the ground and soared into the sky.
      An overwhelming leaping ability that crossed dozens of meters in a single bound.
      This time, he was intent on crushing her to death with his own body.
      'I have no choice. I have to do this.'
      Normally, fleeing would be the obvious move in this situation. Facing this head-on would be suicide.
      Strangely though, the concept of running away didn't even cross her mind.
      It was a kind of instinct.
      As if she had forgotten how to run away, she burned all her fighting spirit.
      "Uuh...!!"
      She gritted her teeth and got up.
      Even with both arms broken, it wasn't to the point where she couldn't grip her spear.
      Her legs and wings were still intact. Her speed—her greatest strength—was undiminished.
      If the guy was flying, that just meant intercepting him head-on.
      Bwoong!
      Via spread her wings and soared into the sky.
      Like a flash, she shot up and collided directly with the prince of the mountain in the air.
      The prince of the mountain was surprised.
      Despite being in tatters, she still had the energy to move,
      and he had never expected her to clash head-on instead of running away with that remaining strength.
      A normal human would have been dead long ago, but it seemed she really was that old human's offspring.
      That was why this fight had meaning.
      The guy welcomed the surging emotion with a subtle smile.
      The prince of the mountain mercilessly raised his claws at Via.
      He also opened his jaws to bare his fangs, aiming to rip out her slender throat.
      If she blocked his claws again, he'd simply tear her throat out to kill her.
      Via adjusted her grip on her spear, which was slipping from the blood flowing out of her torn palms.
      Even just gripping the spear made the broken bones in her arms scream, but she had a strong resistance to pain.
      Now, she had to throw away trivial pain and strike at the enemy as her instincts commanded.
      In short, burn up her life.
      At that moment, her movements became instinctive and reflexive, excluding conscious thought.
      Her wing movements changed, her whole-body muscles contracted.
      The spear in both hands spun smoothly, the tip pointed right at the target.
      The thrust spear bent at bizarre angles several times as it advanced.
      It rode up the forepaw, burrowed under the belly, its tip aiming for the heart.
      The momentum reversed. 
      The woman who moments ago was burning with fighting spirit now transformed in an instant into something like an inanimate object.
      With no thought or emotion, she thrust her spear by instinct.
      An attack for a mutual kill, premised on death.
      Reverse Kill (易殺).
      Krrrk?!
      For the first time in his life, the prince of the mountain sensed death.
      The first fear he ever felt prompted his survival instinct.
      If he brought down his forepaw now, the human before him would die.
      But his own heart would be pierced and he'd die too.
      His sharp wild instinct warned him of it many times over.
      He saw Via's eyes.
      Lifeless eyes, as if she was already dead.
      No matter what, this human was ready to die together with him.
      Kwaaak!
      The prince of the mountain drew back his paw and twisted his body fiercely.
      His kick missed, grazing Via's body as he swept past.
      Via's spear tip also missed his heart, glancing off to the side.
      But even a glancing blow from the prince's forepaw packed tremendous force.
      Kunk!
      "Kuhh...!"
      Via fell with the shock of her torso being crushed.
      She bounced and rolled across the ground like a ball, finally colliding with a tree.
      Her breath burst out, her consciousness flickered out and then returned.
      She couldn't escape the shock in time to counterattack.
      Compared to Hyunseo, her weak body was a critical liability in situations like this.
      "I can't... hold on any longer..."
      Kwaaaah!!
      Revived from the fear of death, the prince of the mountain howled.
      He was furious at himself for having felt afraid, even for a moment.
      Overcome with excitement, he leapt dozens of meters in one giant bound.
      With his jaws wide open, he aimed straight for Via's throat.
      At that moment—
      Kwang!!
      A white flash, like a raging gale, charged in and rammed into the prince of the mountain.
      A thunderous crash rang out as if tanks had collided.
      Caught off guard by the impact, the prince of the mountain was flung aside.
      He now bore a deep sword wound in his side—a very deep wound.
      - The guy...
      The prince of the mountain calmed his excitement and checked to see who had attacked him.
      He already knew who it was. 
      The pitifully weak offspring of the old human, unworthy even of being called an adversary.
      Glaring at the prince, the guy spoke through clenched rage.
      "Who said you could take a bite at me?"
      It was Hyunseo, who had summoned full-body armor.
      In his hand was Baek-un's greatsword.
      He had been searching for this sword until now.
      Bbudududuk—
      If he'd been even a step late, Via would have died.
      Even so, her body was already mangled beyond recognition.
      It was a miracle she was still breathing.
      "Take a break for a bit."
      "... I'm sorry. I should have hunted together with you, but I made a wrong decision."
      "It happens."
      Hyunseo also blamed himself for making a poor judgment there.
      He had assumed Via, who could use her wings freely, could hunt most demonic beasts with ease.
      No matter how strong, a demonic beast was still just an animal. He thought their way of thinking had its limits, so it'd be fine.
      That was a mistake.
      The prince of the mountain had caused a landslide for an unexpected ambush, and used bait to trick his opponent into lowering their guard.
      That was the method of a true hunter.
      It was certain the Mountain Lord had hunted those who underestimated him as a mere strong demonic beast in the same way.
      This method had even been passed down to his offspring, the prince of the mountain. 
      They were the first prey to be hunted with this method.
      "All right. Let's forget hunting and do this head-on."
      If they lost at hunting, it had to be an all-out fight.
      Seeing Via in such a state had blood rushing to his head as well.
      Whoom—
      Glaring at the Mountain Lord, who was bleeding from his side, Hyunseo adjusted his grip on the greatsword.
      With full-body armor summoned and the whole-body armament state, even the heavy greatsword felt relatively light.
      The magi-weapon, now broken, felt almost too light.
      In comparison, the somewhat weighty greatsword now fit well in his hand.
      This was the result of endlessly training Mountain Cleave while going back and forth between reality and the border plane.
      'I'm not even close to imitating the White Knight...'
      The trembling at the tip of the greatsword, gripped in both hands, gradually stilled.
      He recalled Baek-un's stance.
      Soon, he didn't move at all.
      The tip of the sword aimed at the prince of the mountain.
      Taang!
      The attack began without any warning.
      Hyunseo closed the distance in a flash, stomping the ground like breaking through the floor, and brought his sword down violently.
      The prince of the mountain, who had so far met even major attacks with counterstrikes, instantly retreated backward.
      It was a wise move. 
      That blow alone could smash the rock-hard ground beneath their feet.
      Kwaang!!
      Dirt and stones scattered violently like bombs.
      The force could punch holes and tear apart ordinary people,
      but both Hyunseo and the prince of the mountain received it with their bodies without blinking.
      As expected, the prince was cautious.
      The moment he saw the mysterious man clad in white, lightly swinging the old human's heavy fang, he knew he couldn't let his guard down.
      That wasn't all.
      Ten blue eyes on the head.
      The bizarre sensation emanating from them.
      The moment he saw that, his wild instincts sensed danger, but he suppressed them.
      - I won't run away like my father!
      As the greatsword struck the ground, the guy immediately raked the earth with his forepaw.
      His intent was to destroy Hyunseo's weapon like the magi-weapon earlier and neutralize him.
      If a human lost his trusted fang, he'd be powerless.
      However.
      "Sure. Try breaking this one if you can."
      It was a monstrous steel greatsword, made by blending high-quality iron, brimming with magic power, and charcoal from black oak, compressed to the extreme for ten years.
      Its hardness was incomparable to the fragile, durability-lacking iron swords of a magi-weapon.
      Tuung!
      The forepaw of the prince, which struck the greatsword, bounced off violently upon impact.
      Naturally, the greatsword neither bent nor suffered the slightest scratch.
      He would not give him time to be surprised.
      Pulled up by the forepaw's strike, the greatsword traced a semicircle.
      The moment the tip pointed skyward,
      he completed the Mountain Cleave stance.
      He aimed for the head.
      Without hesitation, he brought the sword down.
      Skeck!
      Kyaooo-!!
      Unfortunately, the sword dug into his shoulder instead. Moreover, it was too shallow.
      The guy had read the sword's trajectory and lowered his stance, pulling back. 
      His wild instinct had barely saved his life.
      Only now did the prince once more feel genuine fear of death. 
      This time, it was impossible to ignore.
      Kuwaaak!!
      The prince immediately retreated and bolted off somewhere.
      He was running away.
      "When did you say you'd never run like someone else, you brat...!!"
      He immediately gave chase.
      Full-body armament had a time limit. If the guy kept running, the shadow of defeat would quickly descend.
      The prince of the mountain might not have known that, but things had turned sour for him regardless.
      - Impossible...!
      He never imagined the weakling offspring would wield the old man's heavy sword with such skill.
      He had seen countless humans killed by the Mountain Lord.
      He had seen countless human weapons.
      All of them were pathetically weak.
      Human weapons broke in just a few strikes.
      If a human had no weapon, he could do nothing.
      Of course, there are monsters in this world that not even he could beat.
      But the Mountain Lord was cunning and taught that cunning.
      There was only one thing the prince could not understand.
      'The strong do not survive. Those who survive are strong.'
      A stupid notion.
      Strength. Everything is decided by strength.
      With strength, survival is no issue. To rule the mountain, you needed strength, not cunning.
      To think his father, who couldn't even catch a single old human after all those years and spent his life in hiding,
      would try to teach cunning—those teachings were poison.
      Hunting like this was to prove that.
      - Then why...!
      What a disgraceful escape.
      His fear was so severe that even when he used transparency, it broke immediately.
      It was useless anyway, with wounds so deep in his side and shoulder,
      but there was no time to worry about that.
      The prince of the mountain ran just barely faster than Hyunseo, who was chasing him at full power.
      At this rate, he might really get away.
      'If only I hadn't failed the Mountain Cleave...!'
      The strike that carved his shoulder had only been an imitation, a failed Mountain Cleave.
      Baek-un's Mountain Cleave wasn't just a matter of swinging with all his might.
      Swinging with all your might was only the basics. Its true worth was beyond that.
      'Watch carefully. This is the real Mountain Cleave.'
      Baek-un, who had grumbled that Hyunseo's Mountain Cleave wasn't right, was asked to show it properly.
      He did, and showed the true Mountain Cleave.
      Standing before a black oak, Baek-un swung down in the Mountain Cleave stance.
      The mood was heavier than usual and the atmosphere was different, but it was the Mountain Cleave he'd seen dozens of times.
      Yet, Hyunseo could not believe his eyes.
      The black oak—hard as rock and usually requiring endless axe blows to fell—was split clean in two, vertically.
      He couldn't understand how a tree meters thick had been cleaved straight down from top to bottom.
      But it had clearly happened.
      'That's not something you can do overnight. I realized it by chance, too.'
      'Someday, you will as well.'
      The incomprehensible power captured Hyunseo instantly.
      That was why he practiced Mountain Cleave like a madman, back and forth between reality and the border plane.
      Even so, he couldn't grasp it.
      All he could do was imitate it.
      'No, it's not the Mountain Cleave that matters. I shouldn't have forgotten my purpose.'
      Hyunseo regained his focus.
      Why did he come here?
      His top priority was to save Baek-un.
      If possible, defeat the prince of the mountain.
      For that, Via had become a wreck. It was an embarrassing mistake.
      He would not fail this time.
      Determined, he chased the guy.
      But the distance was slowly widening. The time for full-body armament was almost up.
      If he lost him now, he wouldn't know where Baek-un was. He had to catch him, whatever it took.
      'If only—I just need to stop him, even for a moment...!'
      Just as he desperately wished for this—
      Bwoooong—!
      Something flew overhead through the forest at incredible speed.
      There was no need to be told what it was. The wings were too familiar.
      Barely recovered enough to move, Via shot past, chasing the prince of the mountain at breakneck speed.
      Of everyone here, Via was by far the fastest.
      She immediately closed the gap, and easily overtook the prince.
      "You're not going any further."
      Facing the guy at eye level, she readied her spear to counterattack.
      There was no way to stop an enemy running at full strength, but she hadn't flown in to stop him.
      She had simply come to create the opening Hyunseo needed.
      And it worked better than anyone could have imagined.
      The guy, who had once felt death from Reverse Kill, felt his fear intensify at the sight of Via reappearing.
      Scared in advance, the prince tried to stop by digging into the ground, but ended up tumbling and rolling across the dirt and snow.
      Desperate, he got up and looked around for an escape route.
      With danger to both his front and rear, he had to choose his way out carefully.
      But that was a mistake.
      If he truly wanted to live, he should have sprinted away immediately, no matter the direction.
      His moment of hesitation was more than enough time for Hyunseo to close the gap.
      Bang!
      In the distance, Hyunseo used all the strength in his leg muscles to leap at full power.
      Veno-Webber's muscles, whatever else, had more jumping power than most demonic beasts.
      With every ounce of boosted strength from full-body armament, it was too obvious how strong this leap was.
      "How's running now, you bastard!!"
      At once, Hyunseo was right before the prince and, with no hesitation, poured cold murderous intent into the greatsword as he brought it down.
      Forget about Mountain Cleave or anything else—he swore to kill this damn White Tiger no matter what, casting a chilling arc with his blade.
      The cut came down toward the head.
      This time, it wouldn't miss.
      - No...
      The greatsword ripped through the prince's head, from crown to chin, dead on.
      The life in the prince's eyes, yearning so desperately to live, faded out.
      Thus, a tough life that scorned the lessons hard-won through ages and chased strength over survival, breathed its last.
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      No sooner had they finished subjugating the prince of the mountain than the time for full-body armament came to an end.
      In an instant, a wave of exhaustion swept over Hyunseo, and he collapsed to the ground limply.
      With the armament released, he no longer had the strength to wield the greatsword, so he set it aside.
      "Whew... I really thought I was going to die..."
      Before his eyes lay the corpse of the White Tiger, its head split in half, tongue lolling as it lay on its side. 
      It was a pitiful death.
      Via, who had been nearby, barely gathered herself and came over to him.
      "Hyunseo...."
      Her face was still etched with concern, and it was clear she wanted to say something.
      He could guess what it was.
      "I know. I should have found out where the elder was, but I blanked out for a moment."
      "Hyunseo, are you having early-onset dementia?"
      Her sarcasm was getting sharper.
      "Is there anywhere you can guess he might be?"
      Compared to the blunder he had made, Hyunseo wasn't particularly worried.
      "Ghost Tigers have the habit of establishing their territory on the highest mountains, the stronger they are. From there, they monitor their domain."
      "In that case...."
      "There should be a lair at the top of White Spirit Mountain. The elder will be there too."
      Assuming he isn't already dead...
      He swallowed the latter part of his thought.
      Now, all they could do was leave it to fate.
      In any case, the incident was settled.
      "I need to rest a bit...."
      He gazed at the dead prince of the mountain.
      He was strong. Even as an empty phrase, one couldn't call him weak. 
      He was on another level from ordinary demonic beasts.
      He targeted their weak points, exploited their vulnerabilities, and chose exactly the right means to ensure victory.
      His formidable intellect was, in fact, his greatest weapon.
      The reason he still lost, however, was obvious.
      Lack of experience. He couldn't overcome the fear of death, which he was facing for the first time.
      Having thought himself unassailably strong, he couldn't withstand the chilling sensation of his own blood seeping from his wounds.
      Panicked and clouded in judgment, he had lost his strongest weapon all by himself.
      'Now I see why the elder, and even the hunters, could never catch the Mountain Lord.'
      If the prince of the mountain had, like the Mountain Lord, gained experience and overcome the fear of death, there would have been two corpses sprawled here.
      Meeting him before that happened was truly fortuitous.
      "I'll rest for a while. Could you go ahead and check if the elder is safe?"
      "Will you be all right?"
      "There's still cleanup to do."
      After all, two Ghost Tigers were dead in this forest.
      And one of them was a fully grown child of the Mountain Lord.
      He had to take care of it all.
      "I'll check and come back, then."
      "Please do."
      Via flew off toward the summit of White Spirit Mountain.
      When she was just a dot in the distance, Hyunseo took the butchering knife from his coat and began his work.
      'Is this really animal tissue?'
      The body of the prince of the mountain had the same structure as a Ghost Tiger but was entirely different overall.
      His muscles were several times tougher and thicker than those of regular Ghost Tigers.
      The nerves were so hard to cut it felt like they were muscle fibers.
      The toughness of the hide went without saying.
      If one were to make bioware from this material, it would certainly be B-rank or higher.
      The strength of B-rank bioware rivals that of heavy weaponry. 
      Even at a cheap price, it would easily fetch tens of millions.
      'Is it right to turn this into money?'
      The thought flickered through Hyunseo's mind.
      What was his purpose?
      To eradicate all demonic beasts.
      To complete the project, extinguish all magic power in this world, drive the demonic beasts into magical depletion, thus breaking them down, and
      returning the world to what it was before the era of the rifts.
      For that, a minimum condition was necessary.
      Strength. Immense strength.
      He didn't just need to withstand external pressure but to overwhelm it; only then could he have truly overwhelming might.
      In this world, even if you want to talk, you need enough strength to make the other party sit at the table.
      Without that, you're not respected and can only await being robbed.
      He had already died that way once before.
      He would never let it happen again.
      Before he knew it, the demonic core of the prince of the mountain was in his hand.
      Regrettably, judging by the brightness and size it emitted, it was a C-rank core.
      "What happens if two or more abilities overlap in the same location...?"
      There was only one way to find out.
      *
      By the time he had finished dismantling both the prince of the mountain and the unfortunate Ghost Tiger that had died to him, he could see Via returning in the distance.
      "Baek-un is alive."
      It was tremendously good news.
      Hyunseo, who had been wiping his body and clothes with snow, let out a sigh of relief.
      "That's a relief. Why are you so late?"
      "I was tending to his wounds. It's lucky he's alive at all."
      "It was that bad?"
      "What are you doing anyway? Did you suddenly want to play with snow?"
      "Am I a ten-year-old to you?"
      Via easily dodged the snowball Hyunseo tossed at her with a nod of her head.
      Though she said that, it was easy to guess what he'd been up to from the traces left behind.
      After butchering, he had used snow to wash away the blood and scraps.
      Proof of this was the pile of byproducts next to Hyunseo, all bundled up in plastic and tied up for easy transport.
      The white tiger hide and Ghost Tiger pelt inside the plastic stood out especially.
      Looking at the pile of byproducts, Via felt faintly awkward.
      "Huh? It's less than I expected."
      "I got hungry and snacked on some."
      Hyunseo dragged the bundle of byproducts, walking along with Via.
      Strangely, he pulled the heavy pile with one hand as if it were nothing.
      No matter what, that had to weigh at least a ton, but he handled it like it was an ordinary load.
      Moreover, in his other hand, he carried Baek-un's huge greatsword without effort.
      "Huh?"
      Via looked curiously at Hyunseo's back as he walked ahead.
      Was he always this strong?
      Was it really not as heavy as it looked?
      For some reason, curiosity prompted her to pack a snowball tightly and hurl it at Hyunseo's head with all her strength.
      The snowball flew at a speed the human eye could barely follow.
      Even if it was just snow, at that speed, it'd definitely leave a mark.
      Whoosh—
      Just as the snowball was about to hit him in the back of the head, Hyunseo reflexively tilted back, narrowly dodging it.
      His reaction speed was extraordinary.
      Startled, he turned, blinking in disbelief.
      "What the—? What was that for?"
      "That was payback for earlier."
      "... Stop messing around and let's go."
      Via watched Hyunseo with a strange look, then hurried onward with quick steps.
      Heart pounding from Via's sudden antics, Hyunseo sighed and followed after her.
      As he went, he reflected on what had just happened and checked his body's condition.
      It had all happened after he devoured the muscle and neural tissue of the prince of the mountain and the Ghost Tiger.
      The strength and reflexes of the Veno-Webber had vanished, replaced completely by those of the prince of the mountain.
      Because of that, he was able to easily move the pile of byproducts and the greatsword,
      and avoid the snowball Via had thrown in surprise.
      Now, he felt confident he could leap dozens of meters in a single bound like the prince of the mountain—perhaps even further.
      It was a very satisfying result.
      He'd also learned something new.
      'After that, I ate ordinary Ghost Tiger muscle and nerves, but I didn't get any stronger. So there's a limit after all.'
      It was similar when he gained the Night Howler's black dust ability.
      After a certain point, no matter how much he ate Night Howler hide, his black dust ability didn't get any stronger.
      The same applied here.
      While musing over possible criteria for that limit, the two at last arrived at the Mountain Lord's lair hidden at the top of White Spirit Mountain.
      There, amidst a sheer cliff, was a cave large enough for a person to stand in.
      From the entrance, a fierce beast scent assaulted their noses—it was definitely a tiger's den.
      Leaving their bundles nearby, they entered to find Baek-un sitting within.
      "Elder."
      Baek-un sat with his back to them, facing the interior of the cave.
      Just as Via had said, his condition was a mess, but his consciousness seemed clear.
      Curiously, Hyunseo followed his gaze.
      There, at the far end, was the corpse of a giant White Tiger.
      Old, battered, and with faded fur—the body of the Mountain Lord.
      Baek-un stared at the Mountain Lord, lost in thought.
      He looked so shrunken, more like an ordinary old man.
      "I don't know whether I killed him, or whether he just died."
      When Hyunseo and Via approached, Baek-un let out a hollow breath.
      "Does it matter?"
      "I thought I'd finally succeeded in my hunt. That I'd killed the Mountain Lord at last. That I'd avenged my family."
      "And did that make you happy?"
      "No."
      Baek-un shook his head calmly.
      "It was... just the same as always. Nothing different."
      "The same?"
      "No joy, no relief, no sense of accomplishment... there was nothing."
      He gazed long at the Mountain Lord's head.
      "But look at this guy. Isn't he smiling? Even in death, he was grinning away. What was so amusing..."
      With a bitter smile, Baek-un sighed.
      Hunting has no victory or defeat.
      There is only success or failure.
      Therefore, even after success, he felt no joy.
      The Mountain Lord, however, was different.
      For him, that battle was not a hunt but a fight.
      He poured everything into that struggle and left without regret.
      Having achieved everything he had set out to do, the Mountain Lord was the victor.
      "I lost."
      Baek-un laughed ruefully.
      "For ten years, all I did was obsessively prepare for the hunt, but this guy was preparing to win against me."
      The old man sat in a brief silence.
      Hyunseo felt he was only beginning to grasp Baek-un's lament, but realized it would be foolish to try to understand the life of a hunter in its entirety and decided not to dwell on it.
      After a short silence—
      Baek-un turned his attention from the dead tiger. 
      A moment of silent mourning was enough.
      "You encountered the Mountain Lord's child, didn't you?"
      "Yes."
      "How was it?"
      "It was the strongest and smartest demonic beast I've ever faced. Being young, it must've been even stronger than the Mountain Lord."
      An old tiger long past his prime, and a young one just now entering his prime.
      It was foolish to compare who was stronger.
      "Still, I caught him."
      "Ha, what a monster you are..."
      Baek-un laughed helplessly.
      He himself had only hunted down the Mountain Lord after slowly wearing him down over ten years,
      but these youngsters had shown up and swiftly taken care of the prince of the mountain at his peak.
      It was hard to believe, but the pile of byproducts outside, which contained the white tiger pelt, was proof of the hunt.
      Seeing it, Baek-un heaved a deep and complicated sigh.
      "So what do we do with this one...?"
      "This one? Who?"
      As he turned, it became clear that he was cradling a tiger cub quietly in his arms.
      It was the cub of the prince of the mountain.
      Mya—
      "Ah..."
      At the little cub's frail mewl, Via's eyes wavered.
      The white tiger cub looked at her once, then climbed down from Baek-un's arms and clung to her legs.
      Unconsciously, Via gathered the cub into her arms, flustered.
      An overload of cuteness can shatter one's reason all too easily.
      "... Hyunseo, what will happen if we just leave this little one?"
      The intent behind her question was obvious.
      Unfortunately, no amount of cuteness from a demonic beast was going to persuade Hyunseo. He replied coldly.
      "It'll starve to death. There's no one left to take care of it. That's the law of nature."
      "We should take responsibility. I want to bring it back and raise it."
      "Demonic beasts die if they leave the rifts as cubs. If you're okay with that, sure."
      "My goodness... it's so cruel...."
      What was cruel wasn't the world, but they themselves, who had killed its father and grandfather—but that, he did not say aloud.
      Each time the cub mewled, both Via and Baek-un grew flustered and didn't know what to do.
      Watching them, Hyunseo realized anew that the irresistible cuteness of baby creatures was a powerful survival strategy.
      If he were to coldly insist on abandoning the cub here and now, he'd instantly become public enemy number one.
      'Female Ghost Tigers only nurse their cubs for a month, then chase them out of the den right away—so waiting for the mother to return isn't going to work.'
      Hyunseo observed the cub.
      'Looks to be about two months old.'
      Its social cognition hadn't developed yet.
      If it didn't know to distinguish friend from foe, it could still be socialized.
      A good idea occurred to him.
      "Let's sell it to the Association. Then they'll raise it near the rift entrance."
      The White Spirit rift had facilities set up for living near the entrance.
      With human care, at least it wouldn't starve.
      "It's a chance to socialize a B+-rank named demonic beast, and a mutant at that, from cub-hood. Its potential value is astronomical."
      "Hmm... But what if someone tries to steal it or secretly kills it to take the byproducts?"
      "That's why we have to sell it for as much as possible. The Association will want to recoup their money, so they'll sell the research opportunity at a high price. Once there are vested interests, the Association will become the guy's solid shield."
      Nothing is as strong a shield as vested financial interest.
      If anyone even considered a move, they'd be stopped.
      Supposing anyone did manage to kill it, selling those byproducts would be an act of suicidal insanity.
      The white tiger cub demonic beast was one of a kind in the world.
      This meant it would be instantly recognized as Association property.
      Who would dare tamper with the Association's assets?
      "If we hand it over to the Association for a hefty price, the level of security will go up. That's the only way for it to survive."
      "..."
      "..."
      It was a solution that satisfied everyone. Hyunseo was quite pleased with his own judgment.
      Even so, the others didn't seem too happy.
      "Selling a life for money—that's the kind of heinousness you'd expect from an Outer."
      "Hyunseo, are you a money grubber?"
      It was an unfair evaluation, but regrettably, they couldn't think of a better plan, so they went along with what Hyunseo said.
      So, Hyunseo and his group returned, bringing with them the living white tiger cub, the Mountain Lord's corpse with a bounty on it, the prince of the mountain and the baited Ghost Tiger that he had killed, and the many wild stone boar byproducts trapped over the past month.
      Contrary to their expectations at the start, the Mountain Lord hunt had been an almost excessive success.
      ... Later, in the White Spirit rift, a white tiger cub named Snowball came to live under the monitoring and protection of the Association.
      Thanks to the care and passion of professional breeders dispatched by the Association, snowball grew up friendly toward humans, becoming the one and only mascot of White Spirit rift.
      Once fully grown, he became the guardian of the rift, saving workers and hunters in peril—
      That he would live the happiest of tiger-lives was something none of them could have known then, nor did they need to.
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      After leaving the White Spirit rift, Hyunseo's group was swept up in a mountain of work.
      When they tried to sell the White Tiger cub, Snowball, the Association and the rift's owning corporation raised their voices at each other, and they had to visit the Association over and over to prove they'd hunted the named entity "Mountain Lord".
      On top of that, to verify their demonic beast subjugation records, they had to parrot the whole hunting process over and over in front of investigators.
      Of course, any mention of Hyunseo's armament abilities or predation skills, Via's wings or antennae, was entirely omitted.
      Because of that, Hyunseo's explanation of the hunt was inevitably full of suspicions, but the investigator didn't dig too deep.
      In the end, since they'd sold Snowball to the Association, it was quietly glossed over.
      "Take this with you."
      "All of a sudden?"
      On the way back after reporting to the Association, Baek-un abruptly handed over a greatsword.
      It was the fruit of ten years of single-minded refining to slay the Mountain Lord, handed over like it was "oh, just picked it up".
      "I'm planning to retire now. To me, it's nothing but extra baggage. Better you use it than it sit at home collecting dust."
      "Grandpa, a large appliance disposal sticker doesn't cost much..."
      "If you don't want it, then give it back, you brat!"
      Somehow, they'd grown close enough to joke like this now.
      Baek-un, who had finally aired out everything locked inside him, had become an irascible but warm-hearted old man.
      "I'll use it well. Does it have a name already?"
      "No. It's yours, so you name it."
      At those words, Via looked at Hyunseo with a worried face.
      "This time, you can't give it a name like Snowball."
      "What's wrong with Snowball?"
      "Hyunseo, do you not have a heart?"
      "No, really, what's wrong with Snowball?"
      It's white, so Snowball—it's intuitive and easy to grasp.
      In fact, even Snowball would turn its head when its name was called.
      His naming sense wasn't wrong.
      "So in that sense, I'll call this sword 'Super Greatsword' from now on."
      "You little—give it back right now if you're going to call it that."
      In the end, the name settled on "White Spirit Sword".
      It was Via who suggested the name.
      "By the way, did you say you're retiring? Do you have enough money?"
      "I'm nearly sixty, you know. As for money, I've earned enough to loaf around for the rest of my life."
      A B-rank Hunter's assets, built up over decades of hunting demonic beasts, weren't a joke.
      In a world where money could do anything, Baek-un could now do whatever he wanted.
      "I'm thinking of starting a business or something. You have to keep that money moving; otherwise, how's the nation to prosper? Just letting it sit there to rot would be a crime."
      "Never took you for a patriot."
      "I have to at least say these things. You should develop a little patriotism before tax filing season, too. Otherwise, you'll stress yourself out."
      "Patriotism isn't really my thing."
      When Hunters retire, their Hunter license loses most of its power.
      Since it's a retirement, not a suspension, not all benefits disappear, but they aren't guaranteed like when they were active.
      That's why, rather than risk having your license suspended for failing to meet quotas, most declare retirement.
      The problem comes after that.
      All the money you've saved starts leaking away via taxes, and nobody wants to just watch that happen.
      "If you just set up a decent company and keep it running, that's tax avoidance."
      "That's tax evasion."
      "Doesn't count if they don't catch you. If they don't catch you."
      Baek-un gave a sly, slightly unpleasant smile.
      He seemed genuinely excited about starting his second life.
      "Keep in touch."
      Before parting, Baek-un casually tossed over a hard case for the greatsword.
      The hard case was designed so that the sword's hilt stuck out.
      It meant, "Don't strut around in broad daylight lugging a greatsword like a madman."
      "Yeah, I'll keep in touch often."
      That's life.
      Just having someone you could check in on for no reason at all was, in itself, a stroke of luck.
      A bond only possible because he was a Hunter.
      *
      Time flew by in an instant.
      After settling the proceeds from selling Snowball and disposing of all the by-products they received this time, the amount in his account reached a level that was scary just to look at.
      Now, if he didn't actually spend some of it, he was going to have to grow some patriotism at the next tax filing. 
      That, he didn't want.
      'I need better equipment.'
      Fighting the prince of the mountain, he'd felt BeastShot's limitations keenly.
      It was a mass-production weapon meant for hunting giant demonic beasts at best. 
      The shortcomings were clear.
      "I also wish I had a stronger weapon,"
      Via agreed, voicing her own frustration at lacking long-range response options.
      She'd often thought how nice it'd be to project firepower while flying in the air.
      The Wingshot she currently used was basically for sniping. It didn't mesh well with her dynamic movements.
      "I could use a better spear, too. If we meet a demonic beast tougher than the prince of the mountain, I won't be able to inflict any damage."
      "True, your spear leaves a lot to be desired as an actual weapon."
      As he was mulling over what weapons to get, magi-weapons came to mind.
      Magi-weapons were definitely powerful.
      The cutting ability of the greatsword he'd used before the White Spirit Sword was beyond common sense.
      It was hard to believe Mise had just whipped that up.
      And the magi-weapon used by the head of security during their infiltration of Shinmyeong Matech had monstrous power too.
      He needed a weapon like that.
      A secret trump card that could instantly turn a dire situation on its head.
      Fortunately, they'd already met a skilled magitech engineer.
      "Let's go see Mise."
      They promptly contacted Mise and took a taxi to MS Jema.
      "I don't work on Sundays, you know."
      She said that, but Mise, whose nose for money was uncanny, greeted them with a mischievous smile.
      He could see right through her attempts to up her price and smirked.
      Skipping annoying negotiations, they went straight to the point.
      "We want a magi-weapon. At least as good as what Jang Jaejoong uses."
      "That's vague. Do you even know what kind of magi-weapon the 'Darklight magic bullet' is?"
      "I've never seen it properly. Isn't it just a rifle with a bit more firepower?"
      "That was about what I expected you'd think. Okay, I'll explain from the beginning."
      Mise took out a throwing hand axe—one of those magi-weapons that, once thrown at Jaejoong, would relentlessly pursue its target.
      "To put it precisely, a magi-weapon is a 'weapon imbued with a power that transcends perception.' In this hand axe's case, the power 'to pursue the target to the end' was imbued. So, even if you throw it carelessly, it flies toward the target at abnormal angles."
      Mise tossed the hand axe carelessly without even looking.
      It twisted midair, then embedded itself in a target on the wall.
      It was a phenomenon that mocked the laws of physics.
      "The Darklight magic bullet is imbued with the power 'returns firepower proportional to the payment made.' Whether it's money or something else, the more you pay, the stronger it gets."
      The word 'payment' reminded him of Jaejoong, always scraping by.
      Was he a beggar because his payments were always in cash?
      "I'll just ask, but... what if you take away the payment condition?"
      "No return without risk. That's the very first lesson every magitech engineer learns."
      He got the gist.
      The bigger the risk, the bigger the return.
      The lesser the risk, the lesser the return.
      "The greatsword you gave me before had 'lower durability' as its risk, right?"
      "That's right."
      Mise nodded, gesturing at the hand axe stuck in the target.
      "That one took limited speed as its risk. No matter how hard you throw, it can't exceed a certain speed. As a weapon, it's a failure."
      Hyunseo had another question.
      "Sorry to sidetrack, but are magitech tools inherently different from magi-weapons? I always figured the only difference was tool or weapon."
      "You're basically right. They're fundamentally the same. Magitech tools just have risks so minuscule you don't need to care. That's why most are consumables."
      "Just a matter of scale, huh?"
      "Exactly. You get the basics now, right? Now, to the real question."
      Mise's air changed.
      With a serious expression, she wasn't the same Mise as before, but a meister approached for a masterwork commission.
      "What kind of weapon and what kind of power do you want, and what are you willing to pay for that power?"
      Asked like that, nothing came to mind right away.
      He'd never thought magi-weapons were made this way.
      "I imagined it more like shopping at a store for what you want."
      "There are shops like that, I guess. Not my style, but."
      Lightening up again, she chuckled mischievously.
      She'd clearly anticipated that they wouldn't be able to answer immediately.
      Leaning back comfortably, she set the mood at ease.
      "Give it some thought. What you want, what you don't need, what you can offer as payment. If you have a clear impression for the inscription you want, materials come next. That's my process."
      "Bit complicated, huh?"
      "But I'll guarantee the outcome on my name. You'll just have to help me out a little."
      At that moment, Via, who had been silently listening up to now, raised her hand.
      "What is it?"
      "How far does this risk-return thing go? Like, 'the weapon is consumed but destroys the earth'—is that possible?"
      "Now that's a violent imagination... hang on."
      Mise fetched the hand axe from the target, gave it a shake, and continued.
      "In theory, sure. Just barely possible. The issue is the 'materials'."
      "Why are materials a problem?"
      "Let's say I inscribe 'when thrown, this hand axe disappears but destroys the earth.' Can you even imagine that? Can you accept it?"
      Via shook her head.
      She couldn't accept it. To her, it was still just a hand axe. That's irrational.
      "A magi-inscription is a power that transcends perception, but the balance between risk and return must be rational. If it isn't, not even a grandmaster meister can actualize it."
      With a smile, Mise shared the old meister's urban legend.
      "There are returns without risk—they're called Artifacts."
      Unfortunately, there isn't a human anywhere in the world who can make an Artifact.
      That's why making one is every meister's dream.
      As Hyunseo pondered quietly, he spoke up again.
      "Is risk relative or absolute?"
      "What do you mean?"
      "For instance, 'becoming heavy' is generally considered a risk, right?"
      Mise nodded, understanding.
      "That's definitely a risk."
      "But what if, to the user, the increased weight isn't much of a risk? Does the effect weaken? Is it irrational then?"
      "No, it doesn't matter to the user. What matters is the meister's impression when inscribing the rune script. If the meister considers 'heavy' a risk, it works."
      So, even if it's not a risk for the user, if it's a risk to the meister, it can be utilized.
      "How about this."
      Hyunseo took the White Spirit Sword out of its hard case and placed it on the workbench.
      The huge, ridiculous weight of the sword made the table creak.
      "Wh-what the hell is this plate of iron?"
      Mise gawked first at the monster-sized weapon bursting from the case, then again when she realized she couldn't possibly lift it.
      "You've been carrying this thing around? Did you just lift that with one hand?"
      "I can barely lift it as is, but if it got twice as heavy, imagine what a risk that would be."
      "What? Are you crazy? You can't just throw around random risks like that!"
      "This isn't random. I'm being serious."
      "..."
      Mise grabbed her chin and thought silently. The answer was clear.
      "It's possible. If you assign that much risk... the return would be tremendous."
      Returning to reality, she hurriedly tried to dissuade Hyunseo.
      "But making it heavier than it already is, as a risk, is insane! It still has to function as a weapon—"
      "It's fine. Go ahead."
      "Geez, you maniac!"
      In the end, it was Mise who gave up, sighing.
      There wasn't much to do if he insisted he didn't care.
      She just needed him to agree not to complain about the result later.
      Honestly, even personally, she was curious how powerful the return could be, offset by a risk that great.
      Meisters sometimes needed to pull stunts like this to grow.
      "So what return do you want?"
      Hyunseo told her what he'd been thinking.
      Mise looked at him quizzically after hearing it.
      "I get your intention, but the return seems plain, considering the risk. Is that really okay?"
      "If anything, I'd just like it to be tough enough to take rough use."
      "Still, that tips things way toward risk...."
      "Do the rest as you see fit. You're the expert."
      So, Mise started on the commission.
      Having received an enormous down payment, she was soon in high spirits, and turned to ask Via, the other customer.
      "Via, what about you?"
      "I'll think about it a bit more. I can't decide right away."
      Via was slow to make up her mind.
      What she wanted, what she didn't need, what she could accept as a price—all of it was vague mist floating around her mind.
      Giving a clear definition to the idea of a "good weapon" wasn't easy.
      "That's fine. With made-to-order, the client's ability is as important as the maker's. Think it over, and let me know when you're ready. 'Promise,' okay?"
      For now, only the work to turn Hyunseo's White Spirit Sword into a magi-weapon had begun.
      They also needed new firearms for the two of them and a spear for Via, but there was no rush.
      There was nearly a month left before their stay limit was up,
      and they needed to go to the Hunter Association for their promotion exam.
      There was plenty of time to wait before their next hunt.
      'Promotion, huh... I should be able to make C-rank, right?'
      They'd earned substantial bonuses as co-hunters for the named Mountain Lord and for capturing the White Tiger cub, and on top of that, had subjugated the prince of the mountain.
      They'd already more than cleared the requirements for D-rank,
      and had a real shot at C-rank.
      C-rank Hunters.
      That's the level where all the riff-raff and cheaters get weeded out at D-rank, and you only get real Hunters.
      From C-rank, even the promotion exam becomes so tough and dangerous that, rumor had it, people sometimes died.
      Still, with how things were now, he was confident he could pass any promotion exam easily.
      *
      The next day, Hyunseo and Via received a notice from the Hunter Association.
      [We have identified circumstances suggesting fraudulent conduct regarding your demonic beast hunting record, and as per relevant regulations, your demonic beast hunting license is temporarily suspended.
      Furthermore, an investigation to confirm the facts and hear your statement is scheduled, so please voluntarily appear at the Hunter Association's Incheon branch by the designated date.
      If you fail to appear without just cause, further administrative action may follow...]
      In short, the message was: [You cheated, didn't you? We're confiscating your Hunter license. We'll investigate, so get over here.]
      "... Is this a new kind of voice phishing?"
      Unfortunately, it wasn't a scam.
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      This was a few hours before the thunderbolt-like message arrived for Hyunseo.
      Hunter Association, Incheon Branch, executive office.
      "Do you think this makes sense? You call this a report and have the nerve to bring it to me?"
      A young male executive wearing glasses snapped sharply at his subordinate.
      His eyes, narrowed to slits, and his vicious expression made him look like a fierce snake.
      "Two Hunters who were just promoted to E-rank did what? Helped subjugate a C-rank demonic beast, Ghost Tiger, and a named entity, Mountain Lord, then personally subjugated the matured second generation offspring?"
      "In addition, the report lists the subjugation of sixteen E-rank stone boars and five D-rank triangular mountain goats. Even Choi Baek-un, a B-rank Hunter, testified that it was true. On top of that, they handed over a live captured third-generation offspring of the Ghost Tiger named entity to the Association."
      "No matter how I look at it, this is just performance dumping!!"
      Performance dumping. 
      This refers to the act where a high-rank Hunter passes off hunting achievements to lower-ranked Hunters—a form of cheating that goes on under the radar among Hunters.
      As the Hunter rank rises, so do the benefits and rights granted to the individual.
      Demonic beast byproduct commission fee reduction,
      Tax reductions across all areas of life,
      Top-tier medical and insurance benefits,
      Rescue priority in disaster situations, etc....
      There are even restaurants that only allow Hunters above a certain rank.
      However, not everyone can become a high-rank Hunter.
      Some, who have plenty of money but don't want to waste time or take on risk, even purchase records with cash.
      It's a serious infraction that results in permanent expulsion from the Hunter Association if caught, but proving it is the real difficulty.
      "I don't accept things like this. Redo the verification, and have Analysis request an autopsy of the subjugated demonic beasts."
      "Ah, that might be a problem..."
      "Until the results are in, I'll suspend the demonic beast hunting licenses of both Hunters by my authority as the Head of Hunter Management."
      Yoon Sung-yeon, who had recently been transferred to the Incheon branch as the Head of Hunter Management, felt a headache coming on from receiving an utterly nonsensical report on his very first assignment.
      Just from this one report, it was clear how things worked at the Incheon branch.
      Executives pocketing bribes were blatantly disregarding principles and keeping everything quiet.
      If the folks at the top were like this, there was no need to look further to understand how things were below.
      One such lower-level staff member couldn't stay still even after being given an order, fidgeting in place.
      "Do you have something to say?"
      "I'll redo the achievement verification... But the autopsy request is impossible."
      "What?"
      "As you'll see in the detailed notes, except for the named demonic beast, Mountain Lord, all the others were disassembled when they were brought in..."
      "..."
      "Besides, since the rift exit was three days ago, it's unlikely at this point that they still have the byproducts."
      "Damn it—"
      Sung-yeon suppressed his rising anger, throwing his head back.
      As expected, their work was at an idiot's level.
      Just seeing their clueless faces, having no idea what they'd done wrong, made his blood boil.
      "Should I redo the verification?"
      "I told you to already! Get out, right now!"
      With an angry roar, the subordinate scurried out of the executive office as if fleeing.
      Just then, a middle-aged man with a genial impression entered, passing the subordinate in the doorway.
      "Hey, Sung-yeon. If you yell like that, you'll get reported for workplace harassment. No matter how mad you are, you have to relax."
      Grinning slyly, he perched himself on the armrest of the leather sofa in front of the desk.
      He was holding a hot cafe latte, sweetened heavily with syrup.
      "How about a cup of coffee?"
      "I've already had some, deputy Branch Manager Jeong Chansu. What brings you here?"
      Though there was no coffee cup on Sung-yeon's desk, he made a point of saying so.
      Since the Deputy Branch Manager was a superior, a respectful attitude was necessary.
      "No need to be so formal. Just call me Chansu and be friendly."
      "So what's your business here?"
      "As a superior, I just dropped by to see if a recently transferred subordinate was settling in alright, but it seems like they're having some trouble, right?"
      Slurp—
      Sung-yeon barely restrained the urge to fling that damned coffee away.
      "It's my own fault, really. But for the third time—what's your business?"
      "Just ignore the contents of that report you just received. Being nitpicky about every little thing is bad for your health."
      "Are you suggesting I overlook wrongdoing? That's not part of my job."
      "It hasn't been confirmed as wrongdoing, has it? Even if it was true, they'd fail their promotion exam anyway."
      Slurp—
      "I'm saying don't be so suspicious of everything. Even if someone did cheat, the Association is not so weak that promotion would be so easy."
      Slurp—
      "You're going to deal with issues like this repeatedly. What, are you going to keep being so rigid every time? Be a little more flexible, okay? We're grown-ups here."
      Slurp—
      With a resolute expression, Sung-yeon tapped on his keyboard and spoke coldly.
      "I'm delivering the temporary suspension order for the demonic beast hunting licenses for E-rank Hunters Kim Hyunseo and Kim Via, by authority of the Head of Hunter Management at the Incheon branch. Please approve it, deputy Branch Manager Jeong Chansu."
      A brief silence followed.
      Chansu, with his sly face, shook his takeout cup as he looked down,
      while Sung-yeon awaited Chansu's response with cold, venomous eyes.
      Chansu spoke first.
      "Mmm~ so bitter. Even with four portions of syrup, coffee is still bitter."
      "Then why not add a fifth?"
      "I get concerned about my health with five~ but I suppose there's nothing I can do."
      Ptui.
      With a coarse, wet noise, Chansu spat thick phlegm into what remained of his coffee.
      He placed the cup on the edge of Sung-yeon's desk and turned to leave.
      "Sorry, but would you mind throwing that away for me? I have to go into a meeting now."
      He left the door wide open as he departed.
      Staring at Chansu's receding back for a while, Sung-yeon ground his teeth and stood up.
      "Damn opportunistic bastards."
      He headed for the breakroom to dispose of the cup's contents.
      As he poured the coffee down the sink and prepared to separate the cup holder from the cup for recycling, he spotted some writing on the cup holder.
      [Today's proverb! 'The protruding stone gets chiseled.' Meaning: Those who stand out are easily disliked by others!]
      It was his least favorite saying.
      *
      Hyunseo and Via arrived at the Association.
      Summoned for a fact-finding investigation, they faced the Incheon branch executives.
      In the center of the wide conference room were two uncomfortable-looking chairs,
      and opposite them, a long, expensive-looking desk.
      Behind the desk, on the wall, hung a huge monitor and the flag of Great Joseon.
      'This feels more like a hearing...'
      Hyunseo and Via sat on the uncomfortable chairs in the center of the room.
      Via seemed fascinated by her surroundings, glancing about, while Hyunseo sat with his arms crossed, glaring with obvious discontent at the executives at the desk.
      There were four executives in total.
      The middle-aged man sitting at the center was the first to speak.
      "Thank you for coming even though you must be busy. I'm Jeong Chansu, deputy Branch Manager of the Incheon branch."
      Hyunseo did not respond but shifted his gaze.
      A seat at the desk was still empty.
      "So are we starting the interrogation now? I think someone is missing."
      "Oh my, interrogation? That's a serious accusation! This is just part of an investigative interview—a routine matter."
      Chansu grinned slyly. The other executives followed suit, forcing smiles.
      It was an unpleasant kind of laughter.
      "We just summoned you to ask a few questions. If you, our Hunters, just answer honestly, I promise there won't be any problems at all."
      He almost scoffed at the obvious lie, but managed to hold it in.
      "Then let's finish this quickly."
      "Alright then... Today, our Association's Incheon branch has unfortunately had to temporarily suspend your demonic beast hunting licenses. The reason for this is—"
      Bang!
      Before Chansu could finish, someone shoved open the conference room door and entered.
      A young man with a stern face, fierce eyes, and rimless glasses scanned the room before shooting a quiet glare at Chansu.
      "Sorry I'm late. An urgent, unscheduled matter came up."
      "Oh, it's fine. Thanks for your effort."
      Chansu, the culprit behind the urgent matter, kept a straight face and responded offhandedly.
      The young executive, Sung-yeon, exhaled his frustration with a deep sigh and sat down.
      His sharp gaze now passed over to Hyunseo and Via.
      "I'm Yoon Sung-yeon, head of Hunter Management. Today's interview was called to re-verify the subjugation records you presented on April 1st. Are you aware of the situation?"
      Hyunseo had expected as much.
      For two E-rank Hunters to achieve so much was seen as suspicious.
      There was a lot he wanted to say.
      "Why didn't you bring this up earlier, and only now? We explained everything for hours back then, and even B-rank Hunter Choi Baek-un acknowledged it."
      "That's because we determined that there was cheating in the initial record verification. It simply doesn't make sense otherwise."
      That comment made the other executives openly frown.
      Implying there was cheating in the record verification pointed the finger at the executives responsible at the time.
      Sly Chansu maintained his usual expression as he gave a warning.
      "Manager Yoon, please watch your words in the official setting. That statement could easily lead to misunderstandings."
      "... My apologies."
      Tired of their politics, Hyunseo decided to speak more bluntly.
      "So, by insisting it 'doesn't make sense,' you must have evidence?"
      "It's common sense. Two people promoted to E-rank within three months subjugating an estimated B-rank entity and a C-rank demonic beast themselves? And also capturing a live baby of a B-rank entity?"
      Bang! Sung-yeon slammed his fist on the desk.
      "Do you take the Hunter Association for a joke?"
      "You keep dancing around. So, in short... you have no evidence?"
      Boom!
      Hyunseo stomped lightly.
      But the result was anything but light.
      With muscles augmented by the prince of the mountain, his strength weighed down the entire conference room in a heavy tremor that shook the whole building.
      The executives before him were momentarily rattled by this overwhelming display of force.
      Their hidden contempt—mentally dismissing him as 'just an E-rank Hunter'—was instantly overturned.
      Hyunseo stared directly at the quivering eyes of Sung-yeon and asked,
      "I'm asking if you have solid evidence to definitively deny the results we risked our lives for, branch manager Yoon Sung-yeon."
      "... Are you trying to use force right now?"
      "What do you mean? I just stomped my foot, like you slammed your fist on the desk."
      It was evasion in the face of the obvious.
      Still, the point had been made clear—he possessed strength surpassing expectations.
      Hyunseo had already endured far more horrifying and inhumane politics under the Cheonseong group.
      This was nothing but a laughable incident in comparison.
      He now turned his head and looked at Chansu.
      "Just to confirm, is this the shared position of the Incheon branch?"
      "That... is difficult to answer."
      In other words, this was the Head of Hunter Management running wild on his own.
      As expected, the other executives averted their eyes and shut their mouths, signaling they had no intention of taking sides with Sung-yeon.
      They were only sitting there because of their positions and had no intention of supporting him.
      'Ah... so I'm the protruding stone?'
      Sung-yeon, having been momentarily overwhelmed, regained his composure and resumed the questioning.
      "I'll make this clear. We believe the subjugation record was handed over by B-rank Hunter Choi Baek-un."
      "Is that what he told you?"
      "... Still, there's a slim chance the record is genuine, so I'll ask for additional information for a thorough review."
      "Ask anything. If I can answer, I will."
      "We request a list of all bioware you are currently using."
      Hyunseo looked at Sung-yeon with narrowed eyes. Was this his ace in the hole? 
      The executive wore a smug expression.
      As he glanced at the other executives, he saw curiosity in their eyes for the first time.
      Whether or not there was performance dumping was irrelevant to them,
      but if the record was genuine, they wanted to know what kind of bioware these two possessed.
      'Now this is a hassle.'
      There was simply nothing to disclose.
      The two of them had no bioware.
      Hyunseo gained the abilities of demonic beasts through predatory skills,
      and Via was simply born with superior physical ability and combat skills.
      Some Hunters did hunt without bioware, but in this case, the achievement in question was far too much to explain away with a simple "we had no bioware."
      'Maybe I should've prepared fake documents. That was careless.'
      Asking what bioware was implanted in a Hunter was considered rude among Hunters.
      It was tantamount to exposing all of your cards.
      Furthermore, if your bioware was identified, your weaknesses could be exploited, putting your life in danger.
      Unless you really trusted someone, it was best never to ask.
      But that was a taboo only among Hunters—in situations like this, it didn't apply.
      Still, he had no intention of divulging anything.
      "Are you by any chance connected to the Cheonseong group? Or is someone related to them here?"
      Hyunseo threw out a random question.
      The executives looked flustered at the unexpected mention of Cheonseong and shook their heads.
      Sung-yeon frowned as he pressed further.
      "Why did you suddenly bring up Cheonseong?"
      Hyunseo grinned as if to show off. It was an open sneer.
      "Ah, I see. My mistake. I just got distracted."
      "If you provide your bioware list, we'll complete the record verification quickly. If your subjugation records are genuine, we'll immediately lift the temporary suspension of your licenses."
      He spoke as if looking down on them from above.
      Maybe he thought he was slyly manipulating things to his advantage, but—
      "No, I refuse. Why should we?"
      Even if his side had been broken once, Hyunseo was far more seasoned in the politics of the world.
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      At the blatant rejection, Sung-yeon couldn't maintain his poker face and his expression twisted.
      "That statement could be used against you."
      "Why? Are you telling me that the Association can just pull up personal information whenever you want? I didn't know that the Association, especially just a branch, had government-level power."
      The reason he was using ambiguous words like "request, demand" even when speaking in a commanding tone was because he had no authority.
      Great Joseon is a nation where the rights granted to hunters are overwhelming.
      Because countless interests are intricately tied together through hunters.
      Even without that, the personal force concentrated in individuals is abnormally strong.
      If they're treated like crap, who would want to stay in a country like this, and who would risk their life hunting demonic beasts?
      Even the Hunter Association, in the end, is just a semi-official group for administrative purposes.
      Yet to dare request personal information from a branch based solely on suspicion?
      The weight of those words is so flimsy it could blow away like a puff of breath.
      "If you want to see our bioware list, bring a warrant first."
      Sung-yeon ground his teeth in frustration.
      He was being underestimated.
      He had followed an elite track since birth to get here.
      He was different from fools who thought force was everything like a hunter.
      So, he had to prove himself.
      "Does this mean you have no intention of actively clarifying the suspicions?"
      "I can't understand why my personal information is necessary to clear up these suspicions. Can you even take responsibility? Do you not understand what it means for a bioware list to be leaked among hunters?"
      "It's only for a brief check. The personal information will be immediately discarded."
      "I'm quite cautious, so I can't trust you. Nothing is more important than one's life."
      The conversation was one-sided.
      The outcome had been decided from the very beginning.
      If they really wanted to clear up any suspicion, they should have done so when they first came out of the rift.
      Unfortunately, at that time, Sung-yeon got caught up in the Association's political mess and received the report late.
      At this point, it was already impossible to overturn the situation.
      Yet, his pride would not allow him to bend.
      "Then, we will consider that you have no intention of clarification and will change your temporary suspension to an indefinite one until the suspicions have been resolved."
      "Fine, do as you please. It's not like rifts exist only in Incheon."
      After all, a suspension is only temporary.
      Its effect is limited to Incheon.
      He could just move to another city.
      'Honestly, this might be for the best. I was starting to feel uncomfortable about freeloading at my uncle's villa for so long.'
      At that moment, Via, who had been silently listening, shook Hyunseo's arm.
      "Hyunseo. What exactly does clarifying the suspicion mean?"
      "It means we need to prove that we really have the ability to hunt."
      "So doesn't that just mean we have to go hunting again?"
      "Verification isn't that simple..."
      Rifts break electromagnetic devices, so it's hard to use recording devices.
      The only usable devices are things like film cameras or phonographs.
      It's also difficult to assign staff to every hunter for surveillance.
      The Association had tried that once.
      But since incidents of collusion between hunters and Association staff increased, they abolished it immediately.
      "Oh dear, I'd rather you not bring up the Association's shameful history."
      Chansu, who was listening to Hyunseo's explanation, grinned slyly and added in explanation.
      "Saying it was scrapped due to collusion between hunters and Association staff is rather a one-sided interpretation."
      "Is there an official explanation?"
      "Officially, it was abolished because Association staff, being civilians without as much knowledge as hunters, were involved in too many fatal accidents during hunts."
      "If you say so."
      At that moment, Via got an idea.
      "Why can't we do that again? If someone from the Association witnessed us hunting directly, it'd be easy to clear up the suspicion."
      "That's true."
      "There's no other way to clarify, and sharing our bioware list is impossible. So, proving it through hunting is our only option."
      "That's true, but..."
      "I'd be very upset if we had to leave just because of mutual distrust. It's only a misunderstanding..."
      "Mmm..."
      Hyunseo briefly regretted saying he'd leave Incheon so easily.
      Even Sung-yeon was a bit affected by Via's honest feelings.
      Although he wouldn't give in out of pride, he did feel a little worried about what would happen if their subjugation record really was true.
      Especially since, earlier, they had out of nowhere mentioned the Cheonseong Group.
      'No way... Are they testing Cheonseong Group's undisclosed bioware...?'
      If that was true, then he'd made an absurd mistake.
      Cheonseong Group was no ordinary company.
      It was a leading mega-corporation, the headquarters of all premium bioware, and a corporation rumored to be "reaching for the sky" with national-level power.
      Getting on Cheonseong Group's bad side would mean his custom-designed elite course would end up in the trash like a used tissue.
      'No, probably not. Still, there's always that one chance... What if it's real...?'
      Sung-yeon wasn't the only one who started thinking like that.
      Other executives' minds began to spin as well.
      'If they really are affiliated with Cheonseong Group...'
      'Maybe it's better to make a good impression...?'
      'There's no need to stick my neck out and lose anything...'
      Unconcerned with whatever had happened until now, the executives' expressions gradually turned friendly.
      Unaware that it was all just Hyunseo's bluff.
      'Hmph... It smells like bravado...'
      But one person wasn't so easily fooled. He was also someone well-versed in politics.
      Chansu, still smiling slyly, studied the two of them with calm, piercing eyes.
      Finishing his calculations, he naturally feigned a surprised expression and spoke up.
      "My, what a clever plan! All right! This time, why don't you have an Association staff member accompany you for a hunt?"
      "Deputy Branch Manager, are you serious? You're going to overlook this kind of cheating?"
      Sung-yeon objected first.
      But this time, Chansu didn't just listen quietly.
      "It hasn't been confirmed as cheating. It's just suspicion. And they volunteered to prove themselves to clear up that suspicion. Do you have a better idea?"
      "That's the bioware list—"
      "Enough, Director of Management. I have a duty to monitor for misconduct, but also to mediate disputes."
      Chansu stared at Sung-yeon openly, not allowing any rebuttal.
      "From where I stand, all you have are suspicions, with no evidence. Is that really the attitude expected of an Association executive, who is supposed to trust and take responsibility for hunters?"
      "... I was just doing my duty as Director of Management. That's my position."
      "If you refuse to let go of your suspicions, fine! I'll give you an opportunity."
      Chansu, as if to show off, pointed to Hyunseo and Via.
      "You yourself should accompany the hunters on their hunt. Report every single thing you witness, down to the smallest detail."
      "W-What? No, that's—"
      "This whole suspicion started because of the subjugation of a B-rank demonic beast. Then just subjugate another B-rank demonic beast, right?"
      Sung-yeon's face turned pale.
      To personally witness the subjugation of a B-rank demonic beast?
      'How am I supposed to trust those people!'
      If they decided to kill him, he'd have no chance of survival, and wouldn't even be able to prove he'd been murdered.
      All you'd have to say was that he was killed by a demonic beast, and that would explain it all.
      Even if a staff member went along, it absolutely could not be him.
      Just as he was about to open his mouth to explain, Chansu spoke first.
      "Sending another staff member is out of the question. We need to eliminate any possibility of collusion. Hunter Management Director of Management Yoon Sung-yeon, renowned for your integrity and principled nature. There's no chance you'd collude, right?"
      "Th-That's true, but..."
      "Then that's settled. If you refuse this decision, I'll use my authority as Deputy Branch Manager to declare these suspicions groundless. Furthermore, since you tried to abuse your power by pushing such unreasonable accusations, this is a grave overreach of authority! I'll have to convene a disciplinary committee."
      "T-That..."
      Anything but a disciplinary committee.
      Right now he was standing at the edge of the elite track's cliff.
      Anything that threatened his position any further and he'd plummet to the bottom.
      "I-I'll comply with the decision..."
      "The indefinite suspension will also be lifted. Any objections, Director of Management?"
      "... None."
      "Hunter Kim Hyunseo, hunter Kim Via. What about you two? Will you accept?"
      Hyunseo felt uneasy about Chansu's sly grin, but since the proposal itself was reasonable, he had no choice but to agree.
      As for Via, since it went exactly as she wanted, she nodded her acceptance.
      When everyone except one person had agreed, Chansu beamed brightly.
      "Excellent. See? We're handling this flexibly and everyone got what they wanted, yes? Hm?"
      "..."
      "Oh dear, this one's broken, isn't he?"
      Sung-yeon, half in panic, could hear nothing.
      His head spun, wondering how he was supposed to survive this mortal ordeal.
      Whether he was killed by a hunter, mauled by a demonic beast, or died because he couldn't adapt to the environment.
      All were disasters.
      Regardless of Sung-yeon's state, Chansu decided to bring the boring meeting to a close.
      "Commission Control and Rift Management, find some rifts with B-rank demonic beasts so they can hunt. Get things ready."
      "Yes, we'll prepare everything."
      "Now, let's adjourn!"
      The conclusion of the meeting couldn't have been more ideal for Hyunseo and Via.
      Even so, it was hard to ignore the chilling feeling crawling up their backs.
      *
      The night in Incheon always glows brightly.
      The city's neon-lit streets shine even brighter than midday.
      There are research statistics showing that the intense light from buildings has caused a decrease in the eyesight of night workers, but no one paid any attention to such data.
      "Come on, everyone, let's have a drink!"
      At a high-end Korean restaurant where the cost of a single meal matched the average laborer's monthly salary, four people in loosened suits raised their glasses high.
      With their faces half-flushed, they shouted their toasts.
      They were the plain sort who chased after their desires without care or worry.
      These were the executives of the Hunter Association's Incheon branch.
      "Order to your heart's content! I'm paying for tonight!"
      Chansu, the deputy branch manager, elevated the atmosphere as much as possible.
      Their faces brightened at the promise of "treating."
      Paying for such an expensive gathering from the company's entertainment budget would be embezzlement, so he would have to use his own money. 
      How happy they were to save that cash.
      Of course, that didn't satisfy them.
      "Director of Management, about that thing... as usual..."
      "Hey now, I told you not to call me that here."
      "Oh, my mistake. Hyung!"
      Chansu glanced around at the other executives. They too had come for "the usual" and were looking forward to it.
      "Just hold on a bit longer. They said they'd arrive soon. As you know, they're busy people."
      "Of course, they're doing a great service. Good deeds keep people busy, don't you all agree?"
      Everyone responded by laughing loudly in agreement.
      Their laughter was so genuine that an outsider would be genuinely convinced.
      "Oh my, am I late?"
      "Hey, speak of the devil and he appears! Come right in!"
      Just as he finished speaking, a smartly dressed young office worker entered the room.
      He slipped into the group and laughed and chatted amiably, enjoying the mood.
      The young man was polite and attentive, a good listener. He had an impression the elders would like.
      Maybe because of that, the flow of the conversation strangely centered on the young man.
      "Oh, I almost forgot. I brought the CEO's gift for everyone."
      Once the mood was lively, the young man distributed something.
      It was a mini polybag, no bigger than the palm of a hand, containing white powder and a note.
      This was the real reason the executives were all there.
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      As soon as everyone received it, they checked the phrase written on the note and quickly hid it in their bosoms, wary of anyone else seeing.
      "Goodness, you really didn't have to... Please tell the president thank you."
      The executives kept their expressions in check.
      Except for Chansu, however, the corners of everyone else's mouths twitched as if they had caught an illness, trembling uncontrollably.
      They couldn't suppress their delight.
      'Idiots.'
      Chansu thought this sincerely, yet didn't let it show outwardly.
      He was just as expectant as the others and wanted to bring the gathering to a close.
      "Everyone has had quite enough to drink. How about we all head home now?"
      The executives agreed, feigning reluctance, as if waiting for those words.
      As everyone prepared to go home,
      Chansu spoke secretly to the young man.
      "Please tell the president—There was a very minor issue, but it's already taken care of."
      Hearing this, the young man's expression immediately turned serious.
      "If problems like this keep happening, there could be issues with the supply..."
      "Yes, yes. Tell him not to worry. We're responding perfectly."
      "The branch manager's whereabouts are uncertain. Is he properly under control?"
      "There's no need to worry. After all, he's just a washed-up Hunter... He has no idea how the Association operates."
      "Alright, I'll relay that."
      After the gathering ended, Chansu got into his car and headed home.
      But not for long—he turned and drove toward a half-ruined district.
      Parking by the roadside, he took a polybag from his coat and checked the note again. It listed an address.
      When he arrived, a drug addict was shivering, drooling uncontrollably.
      The addict barely hid his emaciated body with dirty rags, but couldn't conceal his gaunt appearance.
      Chansu tossed the polybag onto the ground.
      "Hey, hey, hey, hey, it's the stuff...!!"
      At the sight of the polybag thrown before him, the drug addict's eyes snapped into focus.
      As he lunged for it, Chansu stomped on the bag with his foot.
      The addict scratched at Chansu's shoe with fingernails worn down to stubs, trying to pull out the polybag pinned underfoot.
      Chansu looked down with eyes as though seeing something filthy, and growled low.
      "The goods?"
      "He-hehe. It's mine... My... mine..."
      Wham!
      Chansu's other foot struck the addict square on the jaw. He collapsed pathetically, coming to his senses from the pain.
      Chansu spoke again.
      "The goods."
      "Hee, hee. Hiiiii!! H-here... I'll give it to you, just don't hit me..."
      From his coat, the addict produced an ampoule of drugs and a flat digital storage device about the size of a finger—a shard.
      Only after confirming there were no problems with the items did Chansu kick the polybag over to the addict.
      The moment he seized it, the addict scooped the white powder into his mouth, trembling all over as euphoria overwhelmed him.
      "Moron."
      Chansu mocked the scene before returning to his car.
      Instead of the driver's seat, he settled into the passenger seat and retrieved something from the glove box.
      It was a mask big enough to cover his entire face. Inside, there were two long tubes clearly meant to be inserted into the nostrils.
      "Hoo, I've been waiting for this moment."
      With practiced moves, Chansu inserted the ampoule and shard into the mask.
      Then, shoving the long tubes up his nose, he pulled the mask over his head.
      The mask not only covered his entire face, but also his ears and nape.
      "Let's go, let's go, let's go...!"
      Highly excited, Chansu switched the power on. 
      As if it were a VR device, the moment the display appeared before his eyes, the newly registered video began to play.
      Bzzt! Fwoosh!
      Electric current flashed through the mask and the substance in the ampoule was deeply injected inside via the nasal tubes.
      The substance, once exposed to air, transformed into a strange energy, passed through the nasal cavity's lamina cribrosa, and seeped into the brain.
      At the same time, new images flickered across his eyes and every sensation Chansu felt changed instantly.
      A moment ago he was seated in the passenger seat—now, he stood in the midst of a massacre.
      It was a massive underground arena. Corpses were piled up like mountains, with many fighters still alive.
      Chansu charged at cowards who surrendered or tried to flee, mercilessly snatching away their lives.
      "Ah, ahh. Ha, hahaha...!!"
      Every sense became intoxicated with blood as he burst out in wild laughter. 
      Dopamine, endorphins, adrenaline—every kind of pleasure and excitation molecule drenched his mind.
      The slaughter in the underground arena didn't end in a single session. 
      Chansu enjoyed the massacre over and over again.
      All while sitting in the passenger seat.
      Someone observed this from a distance, clicking their tongue in pity.
      "Who would've thought Association executives got hooked on snuff flashbacks. The world's really come to ruin."
      "What's a flashback?"
      It was Hyunseo and Via.
      Unable to shake off the unease from today's investigation, Hyunseo had decided to follow Chansu.
      As expected, except for their fellow executive Yoon Sung-yeon, they had indulged at a high-end Korean restaurant and made some kind of illicit deal with a mysterious office worker.
      They couldn't figure out what was discussed or traded,
      But tracking Chansu led them to witness him indulging in a snuff flashback. 
      It was a shocking major scandal.
      While recording everything on his smartphone, Hyunseo explained in answer to the question.
      "A flashback is memory proxy experience technology. In simple terms, it lets you experience another person's memories."
      Flashback (FB for short) is an enhanced form of VR, allowing you to experience not just sight and sound, but also smell, touch, and even the emotions and thoughts felt at that moment.
      Originally a military technology developed for training, it has now become just another form of media after being released to civilians.
      "Is that a problem?"
      "Legitimate FBs that pass inspection are fine. But what he got here, in some shady deal in a place like this, is obviously not some wholesome FB for kids. It's bound to be an illegal snuff FB."
      Murder and rape are just the basics—illegal FBs containing every perverted memory imaginable and unthinkable to ordinary people are hot sellers in the black market.
      With drugs administered to heighten the senses in addition to intense memories, it's no exaggeration to say it could fry your brain.
      In severe cases, people have died from excessive stimulation during a session.
      "The biggest problem is that innocent people are sacrificed for these intense memories. In the extraction process, they deliberately inflict extreme pain or inject lethal doses of stimulants to amplify sensations."
      "... What happens to the victims?"
      "They either die unable to endure it, or are extracted again... None meet a good end."
      "Why do they do such things...?"
      Via narrowed her eyes, frowning as if she couldn't understand.
      It was rare for her, usually so expressionless, to visibly display her feelings. She truly hated it.
      Hyunseo gently soothed her with a quiet answer.
      "People have a self-destructive desire. Even knowing you shouldn't, you want to try it at least once... To experience something awful."
      Memory experiences exploit that urge.
      You can undergo the experience you crave, but you yourself aren't destroyed. Your desire is satisfied.
      Such desires create demand, and people are sacrificed to supply it.
      "That's just the world now. From the safety of your own home, you can experience murder, rape, and war without risk. Since there are people who want that, someone else supplies it."
      Just like Chansu, trembling and drooling like a madman in the passenger seat.
      Judging by the way he flailed his arms at nothing, he was undoubtedly experiencing memories of killing someone.
      It was then, as they watched.
      "... War and death are nothing but emptiness, there's no way that could feel good."
      Suddenly, Via's tone changed.
      It was so cold and lonesome, it sounded as if another person was speaking.
      Struck by the disconnect, Hyunseo turned to look at her. As always, her face was blank.
      ... Or so he thought.
      He realized instinctively. That was no ordinary poker face.
      It was, rather, an icy expression of someone who had thrown away all emotion by their own hand.
      Her gaze, cold as a blizzard, was devoid of any feeling, as if declaring everything was empty and futile.
      If that gaze had turned on him, chills would have locked his body stiff.
      Fortunately, it hadn't—and his lips moved.
      "... Are you okay?"
      "Yes?"
      Via looked at Hyunseo with her usual blank expression, as if nothing had happened.
      The fact that the mysterious woman who'd been beside him a moment ago had suddenly switched to the person he knew sent a chill up his spine.
      "Didn't you just say something odd?"
      "... Did I?"
      "You said something about war and death being empty... you said that, didn't you?"
      "I have no idea what you mean."
      Via truly didn't remember what she had just said.
      Hyunseo thought she was just teasing him.
      But her face was so earnest he was deeply confused.
      'The smartphone should have caught it on recording...'
      He decided not to press her.
      His instincts warned him not to dig deeper.
      "Let's go back for now. Judging by that guy's state, there's no telling when he'll finish."
      "Aren't you going to call the police?"
      "He's an Association executive, after all. The police wouldn't touch him. And even if they did, it wouldn't fix the fundamental problem."
      The fundamental problem: the group manufacturing and distributing illegal FBs.
      There was only one such group.
      'They must be connected to one of the gangs.'
      He had absolutely no intention of claiming to be justice and hunting down villains.
      He simply believed that someone dirty like Chansu would eventually threaten him someday, so it was best to get rid of them when the opportunity arose.
      You should stab someone's weakness when it hurts the most, in the most painful way.
      Make sure they never think about getting back up again.
      *
      "Yes, I've answered the call. Ah, Mr. Union Leader, have you been well?"
      At an orphanage in Incheon.
      A kindly forty-something man sat at his desk in the morning sunlight, politely speaking on the phone.
      He exchanged pleasantries and small talk about the world with the other party.
      To a stranger, it would seem like nothing more than a courteous man making conversation with an elder.
      But only for a moment.
      "Is the new teacher the one hoping for an interview? Of course. Our foundation is always ready to meet the expectations of the Union Leader."
      Hardly had he spoken when a new mail icon popped up at the corner of his computer, signaling a message had arrived.
      Opening it, he found three documents resembling resumes.
      "Are there three teachers to meet this time? Ah, one is a parent. The other two..."
      Checking the two documents, he smiled quietly, a faint grin on his face.
      "They're the ones who troubled the Union Leader before, aren't they? How unlucky to get entangled again... How unfortunate for these teachers."
      The documents included photos of a man and a woman.
      It was Hyunseo and Via.
      "Prioritize the parent..."
      The document labeled 'parent' held yet another man's photo.
      It was Yoon Sung-yeon, head of the Hunter Management Department at the Hunter Association Incheon branch.
      "As for the interview method... Ah, such a schedule... Then, 'make it certain.' Yes."
      The call ended.
      The man immediately activated the microphone on his desk.
      "Chae Yeonju. Chae Yeonju. Please come to the director's office."
      Soon after, someone knocked at the door.
      Upon receiving permission, a female student entered timidly, trembling with nerves.
      "Y-you called, director...?"
      She was a little taller than the average woman, her face still youthful—understandably, since she was still in high school.
      Her eyes darted nervously about the room, as if awaiting punishment.
      The man typed away at his keyboard without making eye contact.
      "Chae Yeonju. How old are you now?"
      "A—eighteen, if you count by years..."
      "So you're a third-year student. You'll be taking college entrance exams soon."
      "I'm preparing for university...."
      "How's school? Enjoying it? Got any friends? Tell them to volunteer here at our foundation. You know how we're always short on hands."
      "I still don't really have friends... Yes..."
      Yeonju was deeply withdrawn.
      With years of experience, she knew she'd been called for some kind of 'favor.'
      She trembled, because she still didn't have the courage to comply.
      "Chae Yeonju. The director has a favor to ask. It's urgent."
      As expected.
      Yeonju bit her lip, barely holding back a swell of emotion.
      "I-it's for an interview, isn't it?"
      "You'll be an adult next year. It's time to take on real work."
      "I—I'm, not yet... I-I'm not ready... If I make a mistake..."
      "Chae Yeonju."
      "Eek..."
      His tone turned a bit stern.
      The director, who had up to now only looked at the computer, turned his head to Yeonju.
      Though his face wore a kindly smile, his eyes were nothing short of menacing.
      "It's been over ten years since you came here. You're the only student who hasn't yet complied with my 'interview request'. Do you want to disappoint me?"
      "N-no, not at all! If it's hunting demonic beasts, I'll do it anytime! I'm good at that! I'm even C-rank now...!"
      "Chae Yeonju. You're too old to act like a child. You're almost an adult, aren't you?"
      The director stood from his seat, approaching Yeonju and gripping her shoulders like an eagle.
      He wasn't squeezing that hard, but Yeonju felt as if her shoulders might shatter from pain.
      He whispered in her ear.
      "I've clothed, fed, taught, and sheltered you all these years. You haven't forgotten that debt, have you?"
      "N-no, never..."
      "Then, do this 'favor' for me."
      Yeonju trembled like a leaf, but nodded anyway.
      Otherwise, it felt as though her shoulders would truly be crushed.
      "Good, thank you. You may go. I'll send the interview schedule by email soon."
      He coldly sent Yeonju, who'd promised to cooperate, out of the room.
      Left alone again, he sat back in his seat and mused for a moment.
      "There's just not enough manpower, I suppose."
      Lately, there have been more 'interviews'.
      Even with her talent, yeonju was as good as useless since she couldn't bring herself to use it.
      He intended to give her one last chance—if she failed, she'd be 'discharged.'
      'But if she succeeds this time, she could become an excellent card for us.'
      Since a 'parent' was involved, it would be wise to assign a helper.
      Creak—
      He turned his chair and gazed out the window behind him.
      Outside, children played in the playground, beaming with pure joy.
      Watching the innocent children, free of worry, was his one remaining source of happiness.
      "Grow up healthy, and become good kids who'll do my bidding."
      Not failures like Yeonju.
      No one heard the words that followed.
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