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      “Cough….”
    

    Blood surged up from my throat and spilled out of my mouth.

    And that wasn’t the worst of it. There wasn’t a single spot on my body that was unscathed. It was the kind of injury that would have killed an ordinary person — no, even a decent hunter would have been dead by now.

    “Damn it… Is this the end…?”

    Across the globe, gates simultaneously experienced break events, releasing waves of monster armies. I’d like to say I was fighting against an S-rank monster, but in truth, I was just a low-tier hunter who had to risk his life even against A-rank monsters, let alone S-ranks.

    An undead horde swarmed the defense base I was stationed at, one of the few remaining in Korea. To fend them off, every available force was urgently and forcibly mobilized this evening.

    It would have been nice if the battle had ended with us defeating the enemy and restoring peace to Earth. But reality was brutal. After a fierce fight, everyone — the undead, hunters, soldiers — was dead.

    Thanks to my regeneration skill, I was the only one left alive. I fought more tenaciously than the undead, clinging to life until the very end.

    An A-rank hunter from our side sacrificed himself to land a critical blow against the Death Knight, the leader of the undead army that invaded this area. Not missing the chance, I struck from behind and finally took it down. But the Death Knight, one of the strongest A-rank monsters, didn’t go down quietly. Even as its body shattered under my attack, it retaliated, dealing me a fatal blow.

    “Hah… If only I’d learned how to use my skill a bit sooner, I wouldn’t be dying in a place like this.”

    Now that I’m on the brink of death, all that’s left is regret over my ignorance and weakness. I wasted five years without realizing the infinite potential of my F-rank regeneration skill after I awakened it. And even after recognizing its true value, I didn’t do my best. I was complacent with my abilities and neglected to hone them, choosing to play it safe. I tried pushing myself a bit over the last year, but it was too little, too late.

    “It doesn’t matter anymore. Even if I survive, the world is finished.”

    Monsters flew through the skies in every direction, and explosions echoed from all around.

    The undead army we fought today was just the tip of the iceberg compared to the legions of monsters descending upon Earth. From the gates that experienced break events, S-rank monsters — the kind that required entire groups of S-rank or A-rank hunters to take down — kept pouring out.

    My mother, my comrades — they were all dead. In a world without hope, I no longer had the will to live.

    I gave up on everything, and my eyes drifted shut.

    [The level of the regeneration skill has increased from B to EX.]

    “What? EX rank?”

    The notification sound jolted my eyes open.

    [There are no resources available nearby to regenerate the body of the awakened.]

    [Regenerating the user’s life instead.]

    “What does that even mean…?”

    Before I could make sense of the situation, my vision started to darken.

    
      

    

    
      “Huff!”
    

    I shot up from the bed, gasping for air like Neo waking up from the Matrix.

    Sweat poured down my body as I looked around.

    “This is… my old room?”

    My college room from senior year, where I lived with my friend. A tiny, damp place that always smelled musty.

    “Hey, why the hell are you being so loud?”

    From the bed next to mine, my friend Jaewon muttered, wrapped up like a caterpillar in his blanket.

    “Huh? Jaewon?”

    “What the hell, man? Let me sleep. What time is it? Six in the morning?! You’re nuts. Why are you up so early making a fuss?”

    Jaewon checked his phone, his face twisted in annoyance as he pulled the blanket over his head.

    I looked away from him and down at my own body, touching my cheeks and stomach.

    A body that had never seen a day of exercise, soft and flabby from years of heavy drinking — the body I had before awakening. This was the one-room apartment I’d only lived in for a single year as a college senior. And Jaewon, who would die a few years later in the gate incident.

    “Does regenerating my life mean… going back in time?”

    I stumbled to the refrigerator, grabbed a 2-liter bottle of cold water, and sat down on the floor, chugging it down.

    Staring blankly into space, I tried to make sense of what just happened.

    “Aha!”

    While lost in thought, a sudden realization hit me, and I couldn’t stop myself from shouting.

    “Shut up and let me sleep!”

    Jaewon hurled a pillow at me.

    “Damn… So touchy.”

    I grabbed my phone and headed to the veranda, avoiding Jaewon’s grumbling.

    “Mom.”

    Countless people died in the gate disasters, including my mother. If I really had gone back in time, then she should still be alive.

    With trembling hands, I dialed the top number in my contacts — Mom.

    My heart pounded as I listened to the ringing, and soon, her voice came through.

    “Hello? Son? What’s up? Calling me out of the blue?”

    “Nothing… I just wanted to hear your voice.”

    “Huh? Well, thanks for that. But I’m working right now. Can I call you back later?”

    While her son was leading a lazy life, drinking and sleeping in, my mom was already hard at work from early in the morning. Thinking of how she’d suffered for her good-for-nothing son until the day she died filled me with crushing guilt.

    “Yeah. You’re okay, right?”

    “What would be wrong? Are you okay? You sound strange.”

    “I’m fine. I just woke up and thought of you.”

    My voice trembled, and tears blurred my vision, but I gritted my teeth and held back the sobs. I thought I’d run out of tears after those last two hellish years in my previous life. But hearing my mother’s voice again brought all my dried-up emotions back to life.

    “Stop being silly. It’s nice to hear your voice, though. I’m busy now, so call me later, okay?”

    Despite being a son who never showed her any real affection, she still sounded happy just to hear my voice. That only made my throat tighten even more.

    After hanging up, I stared at my phone for a while.

    “Get it together.”

    Just because I came back to the past doesn’t mean life will be a bed of roses. If I don’t prevent what’s coming, hell will descend on Earth once again, and this time, I need to be ready.

    I grabbed a pen and a notebook and sat down at the desk, scribbling down every event from my previous life that I could remember. I didn’t want to miss even the smallest detail.

    
      

    

    After about an hour of jotting down every memory I could recall, Jaewon walked over, yawning.

    “What the hell are you doing this early in the morning?”

    I was sitting at the desk, clutching my head, surrounded by notes.

    “It’s been a while.”

    Seeing Jaewon’s sleepy, groggy face made me smile. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had such a normal morning.

    “What the hell are you talking about? Did I drink too much yesterday?”

    Jaewon squinted at me, his face puffy from sleep.

    “Something like that.”

    “You’re so weird… Ramen?”

    “Yeah. Make it spicy.”

    As I slurped the ramen Jaewon made, he clicked his tongue while scrolling through his phone.

    “What’s up?”

    “Another rejection.”

    At this point, Jaewon and I were both desperately looking for jobs. Graduation was right around the corner, and neither of us had found anything yet. A few months later, I would awaken and stop job hunting altogether, and Jaewon would eventually land a small job.

    “Don’t worry. Things will work out.”

    I reassured him. I already knew he’d find a job soon enough.

    “What the hell? Why are you acting all mature today?”

    Usually, I’d be just as depressed as him, moping around. Jaewon seemed surprised by my sudden change in demeanor.

    Well, it made sense. In reality, I was ten years older than him now. Not only that, I had spent those years in a hellscape, constantly fighting for my life. If that didn’t force me to grow up, nothing would.

    “I don’t know. I just have a good feeling about today.”

    “Yeah, right. I hope you’re right. Anyway, I’m heading out, so you do the dishes.”

    Jaewon sighed, still feeling down, and left the room.

    “Sure. See you later.”

    
      November 7th, 2023.
    

    After seeing Jaewon off, I looked at the date on my phone again.
 Today, right before going to class, I awakened. I clearly remember how I shouted and cheered alone like a madman.

    “Might as well wait for it.”

    I sat back down at the desk and continued writing down my past life’s memories.

    Before long, a pleasant notification sound rang, and a translucent screen appeared before my eyes.

    [System Notification: You have awakened.]
 [Skill: Regeneration (F) acquired.]

    It was finally here.
 The moment that would give me another chance to start over.

    I gazed at the notification window floating transparently before me, my heart pounding with excitement.

    “Status window.”

    Familiar with the system commands, I called up the status window, and a new screen popped up.

    ------------------------------------------------------------------

    Name: Lee Jisuk
 Job: Unemployed
 Level: 1

    Strength: 4
 Stamina: 5
 Agility: 3
 Intelligence: 6
 Vitality: 50
 Mana: 28

    Skill: Regeneration (F)

    ------------------------------------------------------------------

    After scanning through the status window, I tapped on the regeneration skill at the bottom to check its details.

    
      [Regeneration (F): Regenerates the body.]
    

    “You idiot… How could you not realize how valuable this skill was and waste all that time?”

    The F-rank regeneration skill simply healed wounds by regenerating cells.
 But it wasn’t powerful enough to heal injuries instantly during combat. And if I received wounds too severe for the skill’s capabilities, I could still die before the regeneration could take effect.

    Having a job also granted certain bonuses to stats and skills, but as of now, I was still jobless.

    To make things worse, my stats were so low that it was hard to tell whether I was an awakened hunter or just an average person.

    Because of that, I couldn’t participate in any real combat. I spent five whole years as a mere porter, carrying other hunters’ gear.

    I had considered getting a regular job, but in a world where gates ruled everything, being a porter made more money than some dead-end job — at least in the short term.
 Plus, I still held onto the faint hope that my abilities might improve someday.

    If not for that near-death incident inside the gate that finally leveled up my skill, I probably would have remained a porter until the day I died.

    “I was way too scared.”

    The regeneration skill only levels up when I get hurt. Looking back, it’s hard to say whether I was lucky or unlucky, but in those five years, I never got seriously injured enough to level up the skill.
 Plus, there was no one else with a regeneration skill like mine, so there was no one to teach me how to use it effectively.

    But this time, things would be different.
 I had no intention of wasting another five years.
 And the resolve I felt now was nothing like what I had before.
 In my previous life, I had already accepted that I couldn’t change anything on my own, but now… there was still a chance.

    Before Earth was reduced to ruins, there were so many things I had to do to prevent the worst from happening.

    And it wasn’t just about saving the world. How many times had I suffered because I had no money?
 I wanted to stop my mother from suffering and finally give her the comfortable life she deserved.

    Aside from that, there were countless things I wanted to do and needed to do.
 To accomplish all that, I had to strengthen myself as quickly as possible.

    First priority: registration.
 Without registering as an awakened, I couldn’t enter gates as a hunter. That was the first thing I had to take care of.

    I threw on some clothes and stepped outside. The chilly wind greeted me as I walked out of the apartment.

    I headed to the bus stop just outside the apartment complex and boarded the bus to the city’s Awakened Management Bureau.

    “Yeah… I really did come back.”

    Looking out the bus window at the bustling, intact cityscape, the reality of my return truly sank in.

    After getting off the bus and walking a little further, the bureau came into view.

    The building was massive, befitting a world where gates were the center of everything. The Awakened Management Bureau was well-funded and well-guarded.

    After a moment of staring, I stepped inside.

  

    Entering the Administration Bureau, I took a new Awakened registration queue ticket. Then, I found the New Awakened Registration Form and filled it out.

    I had to write in detail my name, date of birth, skill, and stats, but since my skill and stats were so meager, there wasn't much to write.

    After finishing, I sat down and waited for my turn.

    Looking around, I saw quite a few people waiting for their turn with excited expressions. The hunter's life is dangerous, but it's a golden opportunity to turn your life around by earning a lot of money, so everyone looked hopeful. In my past life, I sat here with that same look on my face.

    But is this something to celebrate? It'll be good for a while. However, the hunters will soon be dying on the front lines because of what's to come. That is, if I don't stop it.

    
      Ding-dong
    

    After waiting for quite some time, a cheerful sound rang out, and my queue number appeared on the screen.

    "Hello. Congratulations on your Awakening! Have you filled out the application form?"

    A cute-looking public official with her hair neatly tied up greeted me with a bright smile at the counter.

    "Yes, here it is."

    I handed her the application form I had filled out in advance.

    "Lee Jisuk... Oh."

    Her face, which had been cheerful just a moment ago, changed to a troubled expression as she read the application.

    "Unemployed with an F-grade Regeneration skill."

    Although there are exceptions, the rank of the job and skill initially granted becomes the measure of an Awakened growth potential. With low stats on top of being unemployed and having a skill I'd never heard of before, F-grade, her attitude was naturally understandable.

    "Is Regeneration like a healing skill?"

    "Yes. It can regenerate wounds on my body. It doesn't work on others."

    "Ah, I see. Please show your skill in the measurement room over there and come back."

    She looked at me pitifully and handed the documents back.

    In the measurement room, various weapons and scarecrows made of special materials were set up.

    "Lee Jisuk?"

    The measurer called my name. He was a burly man with a sword at his waist.

    "Yes."

    I answered and approached him.

    "Regeneration skill, right? Could you show me? We have potions and emergency personnel prepared, so you don't need to worry."

    The measurer guided me with a businesslike attitude.

    "Yes."

    I picked up a dagger from the weapon rack and slashed my palm.

    The measurer had a businesslike attitude, but his eyes flickered slightly when he saw me cut my palm without hesitation. However, his eyes became indifferent again as he watched the wound heal slowly.

    "Hmm. Only work on yourself?"

    "That's right."

    He scribbled something on the document after hearing my answer. Unlike the public official who guided me, he didn't show much emotion.

    "Could you attack that scarecrow over there? You can use your bare hands or a weapon."

    That scarecrow had various sensors attached to measure the impact. In my past life, I remember wielding a sword I didn't even know how to use and just swinging it like a club.

    I didn't use weapons in my past life, and I don't plan on using them in this life either. My skill's characteristics make fighting with my bare hands more efficient.

    As instructed by the measurer, I stood in front of the scarecrow.

    Drawing on my combat sense from my past life, I punched the torso with all my might.

    
      Thwack!
    

    My combat sense remained, but my body was weak. The skin on my hand tore, and my bone cracked. I immediately started regeneration, but a considerable pain rushed in, and I clenched my fist, groaning.

    "You don't have any other combat skills?"

    "No."

    "Here you go."

    I took back the application form that the measurer handed over indifferently and returned to the counter, where they issued my Awakened registration card.

    The registration card read: F-grade Awakened Lee Jisuk. The lowest rank among Awakened. But this is just the beginning.

    "You know that to enter a gate, you need to graduate from the Academy and obtain a hunter license, right?"

    The information clerk at the counter showed me an Academy guidebook. Not all Awakened become hunters. You need to at least graduate from the Academy to become a hunter.

    In the early days of the gate incidents, Awakened were thrown into gates without proper training, resulting in massive casualties, which accelerated the gate breaks. Of course, it was unavoidable to stop the immediate surge of monsters.

    Now, at least a basic system is in place, and you can't enter a gate at all unless you complete a month of basic training at the Academy.

    "Yes, what's the earliest available schedule?"

    "Just a moment. Ah, you're lucky. There's a cancellation, so you can enroll starting tomorrow."

    "Then, please process my enrollment application."

    She nodded and typed on the keyboard, processing my enrollment. She circled the schedule and the time and place I needed to be tomorrow on the printed guidebook and handed it to me.

    "Then, good luck."

    She looked at me with pity, probably thinking it was pathetic that someone with my abysmal stats was going to the Academy. She must have seen many people become hunters with mediocre skills only to die.

    I bowed slightly and left the Awakened Bureau.

    A smile crept onto my face as I imagined the expressions of that information clerk and the measurer when my abilities improved and I made a name for myself in the future.

    "I'm home."

    Jaewon entered, opening the door.

    "Oh, you're back?"

    I replied without looking back as I packed my things.

    "Huh? Where are you going?"

    "The Academy."

    I looked at Jaewon and grinned.

    "Huh?! Seriously?! You Awakened?"

    "Yeah. Enrolling in the Academy tomorrow."

    "Good for you, man! Congratulations!"

    Jaewon slapped me hard on the back.

    "What's your ability?"

    Jaewon cautiously asked me.

    "It's called Regeneration. It's like self-healing."

    "Oh... I see. Anyway, congrats!"

    Jaewon, who was interested in hunters, knew all the famous skills. A skill that only healed yourself, unlike a healer who could heal teammates, sounded pretty bad even to him, but he congratulated me without showing much.

    Since he would see my strengthened self over time anyway, I didn't bother to add anything. He probably wouldn't believe me even if I told him I had regressed.

    "We have to celebrate! My treat for chicken!"

    After the chicken Jaewon ordered arrived, he poured a glass full of somaek (soju and beer mixed).

    "Don't forget about me even if you succeed!"

    We clinked glasses and he downed the drink coolly.

    I drank a bit too much yesterday, but thanks to my Regeneration skill, I had no hangover. On the other hand, Jaewon was sprawled out on the floor like a grilled rice cake.

    "See you later."

    I didn't bother to wake him up and left the apartment with the bag I had packed yesterday.

    After changing buses several times, I arrived at the Academy.

    The school entrance was crowded with trainees and their families.

    Since I came alone anyway, I went straight through the entrance and handed my Awakened registration card to the reception table that was lined up.

    "Lee Jisuk. Congratulations on your enrollment."

    The staff member received my Awakened registration card, checked my face against the photo, and marked me on the prepared list.

    "This is a smartwatch that will be distributed during your time at the Academy. Please keep it on your wrist at all times. And please wait at the training grounds."

    I put the smartwatch on my wrist and watched the people at the training grounds. Soon, it was time, and the Academy gates closed.

    The smartwatch was for tracking the trainees' location and heart rate, and to prevent unauthorized departures. It seemed that there were occasional dropouts since they couldn't leave the premises for a month and only received training.

    Ten instructors in black uniforms walked to the front of the training grounds. Academy instructors were naturally all Awakened, and as former or current hunters, their stats were definitely not low. They became instructors due to personal reasons, injuries, or because their skills weren't suited for gates, but they were definitely not people to be taken lightly.

    "Attention! When an instructor calls your name, step forward. Understood?"

    The instructor in the middle shouted, and it sounded louder than if he had used a megaphone. I wondered if he had a skill like that.

    The trainees' disorganized responses echoed from here and there, and the murmuring didn't stop.

    "Silence! Do you think the Academy is a joke?! Do you think you'll all succeed just because you've Awakened? Before the Academy was established, the one-year mortality rate for hunters was 95%!"

    At the instructor's words, the hundred or so trainees in the training grounds fell silent.

    "What you will learn from now on is different from what you learned in school and society. If you can't keep up properly, you will be expelled. Now, I will call your names."

    Amidst the now-silent trainees, the instructors called out names in order.

    "Why aren't you coming out quickly?!"

    In the increasingly harsh atmosphere, some trainees flinched and ran to the instructor, while others still maintained a relaxed expression as they went to the instructor.

    It's called the Academy now, but it used to be called the Training Center. It wasn't called enrollment, but induction. Then, Awakened who had served in the military protested strongly, saying it brought back trauma, so the name was changed to Academy. However, only the name changed. The methods weren't much different. Since they had to risk their lives entering gates, gentle training was meaningless.

    Several rows were formed in front, but my name hadn't been called yet. I didn't know in my past life, but I know the reason now. They're calling names in order of ability. People with rare skills or high stats are being placed at the front first.

    "Lee Jisuk!"

    Eventually, I was called second to last. The trainees standing in front of me showed my current position, but I wasn't discouraged by the low ranking. Rather, I felt excited thinking about how I would soon be at the front.

    "Congratulations on your enrollment, new Awakened. I am Seol Nam-gyu, the Dean of the Academy. From now on, you will learn the essential knowledge and skills to survive in the gates. As the instructor said earlier, this training is directly related to the lives of you and the citizens. If you cannot keep up with the training, you are free to leave the Academy gates at any time."

    After that, the Dean's boring sermon continued for about five minutes, but I mostly ignored it and looked around.

    Even at the Academy, the successful and unsuccessful groups were divided from the entrance ceremony. In my past life, I wanted to belong to that front group, but I didn't even dare to try.

    Now, I didn't particularly want to belong to that front group, nor did I need to.

    I was assigned a single dormitory room and unpacked my luggage.

    Trainees rushed to the lecture hall to attend the lecture that was about to begin.

    A professor and two instructors entered the lecture hall, but it was still noisy.

    As the professor stood still and looked at the center of the lecture hall without saying anything, the hall soon became quiet.

    "I will begin the class. I am Lee Mu-yeol, the professor who will teach you about the history of gates and Awakened."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol was an ordinary middle-aged man with a small stature and slightly receding hairline. He was dressed neatly, but he didn't exude any particular charisma. On the other hand, the two instructors standing next to him were staring at the trainees in a rigid posture, and they felt imposing.

    "Awakened" began to be discovered around the year 2000 worldwide. There were many theories, such as it being a blessing from God or a mutation. And in the early days, the numbers weren't that high."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol started the lecture by displaying a presentation file on the screen and showing data.

    "And as you all know, the first gate opened in 2005."

    The quiet lecture hall became even more subdued.

  

    "Everyone here probably remembers the Break incident from when they were young and having to evacuate. In the early days, there was so little knowledge about gates that breaks occurred simultaneously in multiple locations. Does anyone know what a gate break is?"

    A trainee sitting in the front answered, "It's when you fail to clear a gate with the designated number of people within the time limit, and monsters swarm out like a pack of dogs."

    "A pack of dogs... I can't exactly say that's wrong."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol chuckled at the trainee's answer, easing the tense atmosphere in the lecture hall a bit.

    "That's right. Gates are connected to entirely different worlds than Earth. If a gate isn't cleared within the time limit, a break occurs, and hundreds, even thousands, of monsters pour out for a certain period. Unfortunately, even if you clear it, the gate doesn't disappear; it remains and monsters reappear after a certain time, so you have to clear them periodically."

    The professor took a breath and continued, "Information about gate breaks, which is common knowledge now, didn't exist back then, and since electronic devices didn't work inside the gates, was even more difficult. Moreover, firearms were somewhat effective in low-level gates, but they were useless against high-level monsters."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol went on, "In the end, we were barely able to stop the flood of monsters thanks to the sacrifices of modern weapons, soldiers, and Awakened, but the damage continues to this day. That's why preventing breaks in the first place became the top priority. The current hunter system and the Academy were established for that purpose."

    Even though I already knew this, I sat quietly and listened to the story.

    The trainees also listened intently to Professor Lee Mu-yeol's words in a solemn atmosphere. They knew the basics, and it was taught in regular schools, but since it included accurate statistics and stories directly experienced by Awakened, everyone was focused.

    After two hours, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lecture.

    "Alright, we'll continue tomorrow. Enjoy your meal."

    I went to the cafeteria and filled my tray with food. I found an empty table in the corner and sat down alone. I didn't particularly plan on getting close to anyone, but cliques had already formed to some extent, so no one paid me any attention.

    I usually eat a lot, but I deliberately stuffed myself even more. I would need a lot more stamina starting from the afternoon training.

    After the meal, everyone gathered in a training ground several times the size of a normal schoolyard. Following the instructor's instructions, we stood in the same positions as during the entrance ceremony.

    "Do you know what's most important in a gate?"

    The instructor asked everyone.

    "Skills!"

    "Items!"

    "Stats!"

    Answers poured out from everywhere.

    "All of those are correct, but the most important thing is stamina. It increases as you level up depending on your job, but it's one of the few abilities you can also improve through exercise. A difference of just 1 or 2 can put you at the crossroads of life and death, so it's fundamental and essential. Everyone, shoulder the bag in front of you."

    Bags with the trainees' names written on them were lined up next to the instructor.

    I went out and found my bag. Slinging it over my shoulder, it felt heavier than a military backpack. It was like carrying a person on my back.

    "This is the weight you will have to carry in the gates. Regardless of your job or whether you are male or female, young or old, you cannot survive without these things. Ah, those in warrior-type jobs, for whom stamina is crucial, have especially heavier bags."

    Of course, they used porters sometimes, but under the assumption that there were no porters, everyone had to carry their own luggage.

    The trainees groaned under the unexpectedly heavy weight of the bags.

    "We will now begin stamina training, and the instructors will play the role of monsters. Those who fall behind should be prepared to be attacked. But don't worry. Healers are on standby to treat any injuries."

    The trainees began to murmur.

    "Alright, start running! The instructors will start in 30 seconds."

    The instructor said that and quietly watched the trainees.

    A few trainees, including me, started running immediately.

    "20 seconds left."

    "Run!"

    When the instructor spoke again, the majority of the trainees shouted and hurriedly started running.

    It wasn't easy to run with such a heavy weight digging into my shoulders. My legs were already heavy, and my speed was slowing down, but I gritted my teeth and put strength into my legs.

    Even though I was giving it my all, the warrior-type trainees and the non-warrior-type trainees with good stats continued to overtake me.

    On the other hand, some trainees who clearly had better stats than me but weren't used to this kind of training started to fall behind.

    And then, an instructor kicked the last trainee with a loud thud.

    "Do you think you can escape from monsters by running like that?!"

    The instructor who had knocked the trainee down shouted.

    A healer strolled over and checked on the trainee writhing on the ground.

    Seeing that, the trainees at the back started running desperately. Naturally, and unfortunately, they weren't faster than the instructors. The instructors kicked them from behind or threw blunt daggers, inflicting non-lethal but sufficiently painful attacks.

    The trainees who had been feigning exhaustion had all already been hit by the instructors. And an instructor stuck right behind me. I was gritting my teeth and running, but with my pathetic stats, I was quickly caught up.

    The instructor kicked my thigh from behind. I felt a pain like my bone was breaking, and my body flew into the air before falling.

    The instructor who kicked me didn't even look back and went to catch the next person.

    A healer approached me lying on the ground.

    "It's okay. You don't need to heal me."

    "Oh, do you have a recovery skill?"

    "Yes. Something similar."

    Gasping for breath, I stood up again. My leg was actually fractured, but I gritted my teeth and started running again. Regeneration had already begun.

    Since the instructors weren't going above a certain speed, the leading group also didn't run any faster on purpose. This was now endurance training.

    I continued to run with my injury, but some trainees who had fallen stayed lying down. Then, the instructors who caught up again ruthlessly kicked or stepped over them.

    "Ugh! I can't! I can't do it!"

    The first dropout occurred. He threw down his bag and ran out of the training grounds.

    The instructors didn't even look back, as if it were a common occurrence.

    The first dropout probably wanted to become a top hunter and live a life of luxury, but he hadn't expected the basic training to be this difficult.

    Seeing that, a few more people started to drop out, but the number wasn't large. If they couldn't pass the Academy, they couldn't enter the gates, and then they would be far from success.

    My mouth tasted metallic, and my mind was hazy from the pain in my legs, but I kept moving my legs. Still, I couldn't avoid being caught. I was hit by a wooden dagger, and an instructor flying through the air ruthlessly kicked my torso.

    I had been kicked many times in my past life, but I never gave up. No, I couldn't. There was too much at stake.

    However, I didn't run until I was about to collapse. I received help from the healer, and I rested when I needed to. I did my 'best' in my own way in my past life.

    But now, I knew how much further I could push myself. When I fell, I gritted my teeth until they felt like they would shatter and stood up again.

    I was already used to the pain. It wasn't that I didn't feel it, but thanks to the days filled with pain, I had become better at enduring it.

    When I kept getting up without any healing, one of the instructors became my personal handler. While kicking the trainees, he had a subtle smile on his face, and it seemed like he enjoyed tormenting us rather than trying to develop us, but whatever.

    I was kicked and kicked again, but I still got up and showed that instructor a smile.

    Seeing my smile, he seemed displeased by something, because he circled around and, when he caught up to me again, kicked me with a force unlike anything before.

    I reflexively blocked the flying foot with my arm, but my arm and body bent like a bowstring, and I flew several meters.

    "Instructor Heo Oh-sung!"

    The senior instructor, who was directing the other instructors, shouted at the instructor who had kicked me.

    "What are you doing?! Can't you control your strength?! Healer!"

    My arm was broken, and my ribs were fractured, piercing my lung. My arm and chest were torn and bleeding, and blood gushed from my mouth.

    In the distance, I saw the instructor and the healer running towards me.

    At that moment, an alarm sounded in front of the approaching people, and a notification window popped up.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your Regeneration skill level has increased from F to E.]

    "Heh... Hehehe... Hehehehe..."

    Seeing the notification window, I couldn't help but laugh. A skill that took me five years to raise in my past life, I had gained it in a single day thanks to that crazy instructor. I thought it was impossible to raise it in the Academy, but I felt like giving him a gift later.

    My skills and stats would increase if I trained or injured myself, but it took a long time. However, when I felt a threat to my life or a strong killing intent, the rate of improvement increased dozens of times.

    In other words, that damn instructor had malicious intent and launched an attack that could have killed me. My skill had increased, and this level of incident wasn't even something to get worked up about compared to my past life, but I also knew that if I let someone with ill intentions towards me go, they would continue to look down on me. There was nothing I could do now since I was at the bottom, but I would remember this.

    "H... Healer! What's wrong with him?! Did he get hit in the head?!"

    Seeing my bloodied face and laughter, the senior instructor's face turned pale as he asked the healer.

    "There's no wound on his head..."

    The healer said while applying healing to me.

    "Huh? Did your skill level go up? Your recovery is incredibly fast?"

    As my wounds visibly healed, the senior instructor asked the healer.

    "No, this trainee's skill is Regeneration. That must be why."

    "I'm... alright now."

    As my body recovered somewhat and I tried to get up, the senior instructor grabbed my shoulder.

    "No, rest now. Resting when injured is also part of a hunter's job."

    I wanted to run again, but looking at his face, it didn't seem like he would attack me even if I was slow, so I nodded.

    "The rest of you, keep running! Continue!"

    The senior instructor, who had made me sit on a bench, shouted at everyone again, and the feet of those who had stopped began to move busily once more.

    "Status Window."

    ------------------------------------------------------------------

    Name: Lee Jisuk 

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 2 

    Strength: 6

    Stamina: 7

    Agility: 5

    Intelligence: 7

    Vitality: 70

    Mana: 35

    Skill: Regeneration E

    ------------------------------------------------------------------

    An Awakened level increases through any experience, such as combat or crafting. Just now, even getting hit counted as experience. Thanks to that, my level increased by 1, and my Regeneration skill rank also went up.

    Strength, Stamina, and Agility all increased by 2, Intelligence by 1, for a total of 7 stat points gained. Considering that other Awakened gain about 1 to 4 stats when leveling up, this was a significant increase.

    This time, I checked the detailed information of the Regeneration skill.

  

    [Regeneration (E): Evolves when the body regenerates.]

    It was the same as in my past life. Starting from E rank, the regeneration speed increased, and my body would evolve in a way that allowed it to overcome injuries and stress. The more I got hit, the tougher my body would become, and the more I ran, the faster I would get.

    I examined the wounds on my body just now. New flesh had grown over the torn skin, leaving it smooth without any scars. This was also an advantage of the Regeneration skill. It wasn't simple healing, but the regeneration of new cells like fingernails or hair, so scars wouldn't form.

    Moreover, while severed limbs or large wounds couldn't be completely healed with basic recovery skills or potions, the Regeneration skill could regenerate them more strongly as long as I had enough vitality and time.

    I was filled with determination. My Regeneration skill level had increased, and the regeneration speed was noticeably faster.

    I had planned to raise my stamina first and then focus on leveling up my skills in the gates, but now I had even more reason to push myself to the limit.

    Perhaps it was because my injuries were healed by Regeneration and I had undergone intense training, but I was so hungry that my stomach hurt.

    As I entered the cafeteria, I felt the gazes of the other students. After sustaining a major injury from the instructor on the first day, I had become somewhat of a notorious figure.

    "Is that him? He's got no talent, but he still came to the Academy as an Awakened?"

    "Yeah. F-grade Regeneration, or something?"

    The trainees' skills were supposed to be confidential, so I didn't know how they knew, but since I wasn't planning on staying at the Academy for long anyway, I ignored them and went to the corner seat I had occupied during lunch, carrying my food.

    Ignoring their stares, I silently stuffed the food I had brought onto my tray into my mouth and finished my meal.

    After eating, I returned to my dorm room, grabbed my clothes, and headed to the communal bathhouse.

    Even though my level had only increased by one, my body had become slightly larger and tougher. Perhaps the change felt more significant because my body had been so soft to begin with.

    I washed away the dirt and blood clinging to my body with water so hot it almost scalded me.

    After washing up and changing, a group of students passed by, noticed me, and approached.

    "Hey, F-grade. Seriously, why don't you go home instead of bothering those of us who genuinely want to become hunters?"

    The one who seemed to be the leader came over and started a fight. He looked almost 2 meters tall and had a good build.

    Awakened usually had a strong sense of pride. They thought they were different, especially since they had actually awakened their abilities. So, they often disliked non-Awakened or Awakened with mediocre skills joining their ranks and frequently acted territorial.

    "Mind your own business."

    I replied without looking at him as I continued to put on my clothes.

    "What? Look at this bastard's attitude."

    In my past life, I would have just smiled awkwardly and avoided contact as much as possible, but now there was no need for that. I silently finished packing my things, turned around, and stared directly into his eyes.

    "Huh... So you think you're something because you're an Awakened? Do you know who I am?"

    "Not really?"

    I didn't recognize his face. That meant he wasn't someone who would make a name for himself in the future.

    There were enrollment ceremonies a few times a month, and this wasn't the only Academy. So, even if he was doing well here, he was just a small fry in the grand scheme of things.

    "Heh heh... You've got quite the knack for subtly provoking people. What's your backing?"

    The guy, who was much bigger than me, looked down at me and flicked my forehead with his finger.

    "Not particularly?"

    I casually brushed away his annoying hand.

    "Hahahaha... Ha!"

    Stopping his laughter, the guy threw a punch at my head. He probably intended to surprise me, but his movements were so telegraphed that it was obvious.

    I twisted my body to the side to dodge and punched him in the side.

    A thud sounded as my fist landed on his side, but his posture didn't change at all. His body was tougher than it looked.

    "My skill is Enhancement, you bastard!"

    I dodged the fist swinging down as if to crush my head, but since his agility stat was probably twice mine, I couldn't dodge all the consecutive punches.

    Eventually, I took a hook to the face and fell to the floor.

    My head rang. As I tried to regain my senses and get up, a kick flew towards me.

    I tried my best to avoid vital points by twisting my body this way and that, but the other guys who were watching joined in and started stomping on me.

    "Damn it! Where do you think you're coming from, huh?!"

    Anger flared up, and I briefly considered killing them all, but then I thought it might not be a bad idea. I was happy about the unexpected skill level-up today, and if I got beaten by these malicious guys, I might gain one or two more skills.

    "You bastard, don't drop out. I'm going to stomp you every time I see you from now on. Ptooey!"

    The guy spat on me as I lay on the ground and left the changing room, and the rest of his gang followed him.

    I lay in the empty changing room for a while, and when I had recovered somewhat, I got up.

    "Damn it. I have to wash again."

    When I came back with my clothes and washed, the wounds on my body had already healed completely.

    The chaotic first day passed, and the reveille blared at 5 AM the next day.

    "Wake up! Wake up! Do you think you can sleep like this in a gate?! Assemble in the training grounds within 10 minutes!"

    The Academy, designed to simulate the conditions inside a gate, had an early wake-up time.

    I was already awake, but I didn't rush. I slowly put on my clothes and left the dorm room.

    Trainees with good stats ran with lightning speed, and some even jumped out of the windows. When the majority had arrived, the instructor shouted.

    "That's it! The remaining trainees who exceeded the 10-minute limit will wear these weights on their wrists and ankles. Move it!"

    Having strolled over, I followed the instructor's orders and put the weights on my wrists and ankles.

    Since I needed to put more strain on myself during training, receiving these penalties was actually beneficial. However, if I came out early and wore the weights, I would obviously stand out more, so I deliberately came out late.

    It was still the early stages, so the weights were about 10 kilograms each, totaling 40 kilograms.

    When all the students were lined up, the senior instructor began to speak.

    "If you don't have stamina, you can't survive in a gate! There will be times when you have to hunt for several days, and you might run out of food or get injured. The most helpful and most basic thing in such situations is stamina. Everyone, remember that and approach the training. Now... the first 80 to reach the summit of the back mountain and return. Go!"

    Some students were taken aback by the sudden announcement of the race, but most of them had adapted to yesterday's training and shot off like arrows. The instructor in the lead set the direction, and the students swarmed after him.

    The latecomers, trying to run with an additional 40 kilograms, were practically tearing their limbs apart, even though they were Awakened.

    I, too, with stats only slightly higher than an average person, gritted my teeth and ran, even as my steps slowed down while carrying 40 kilograms.

    What had started as a tightly packed group soon became a long line, but the instructor in the lead continued running without looking back.

    The leading group reached the summit of the back mountain and had already started coming back down. However, the trailing group, including me, hadn't even reached the summit yet.

    Covered in sweat, I reached the summit, and a cool breeze blew, cooling down the heat. But there was no time to rest. We immediately started the descent.

    When I arrived back at the starting point after an hour, most of the students were already gone.

    "Do you think you can survive against chasing monsters if you're that slow?! Those who have arrived now will go to the summit again. Move it!"

    For the trailing students who were already out of breath, it was as if the sky had fallen.

    "I... Instructor, can't we at least leave these weights behind?"

    A female trainee asked the instructor in a crawling voice. Her face was pale, indicating she was extremely exhausted.

    "It is the fault and responsibility of the students who were late. Run as you are. Move it."

    "Ye... Yes, sir."

    Lacking the courage to defy the instructor, she turned around and started running again. However, the instructor's words were all true. If they couldn't even handle this much, they wouldn't be able to survive in a gate anyway.

    I also headed back towards the summit.

    Enduring the feeling that my heart and legs were tearing apart and the dizziness in my head, I kept moving my legs without resting. When I reached the summit again after going up the steep path, a refreshing breeze blew, and a notification window popped up.

    [Your Strength has increased by 1.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [You have acquired the skill: Strong Mind (F).]

    I was more pleased with the increased stats and skill than the breeze. I had thought the Academy was a waste of time, but yesterday's incident had turned out to be beneficial.

    The Strong Mind skill increased my resistance to pain, resistance to mental magic, and overall mental fortitude like perseverance.

    I felt my body lighten as my stamina increased, and I picked up speed on the way down.

    Since I wasn't worried about getting hurt in the first place, the downhill was much easier as I ran recklessly.

    Covered in sweat, I arrived back at the starting point. Among the trainees who had run twice, I was the first to return, and no one else was there.

    "Trainee Lee Jisuk, you may go for your meal."

    The instructor who had been waiting for me said, and I bowed my head and returned to the dorm.

    
      

    

    Today, there was an introductory lecture on monsters in the morning.

    The students who had been exhausted from running twice since morning were completely worn out, but I had already recovered after breakfast and had no muscle pain or fatigue.

    "Welcome to the Introduction to Monsters. While there isn't enough time in this course to teach you everything about monsters, you will briefly learn about the monsters you will encounter over the next year."

    The instructor, who looked muscular enough to believe he was currently active, displayed a picture of a goblin on the screen.

    "What? Just goblins?"

    "Do we really need to learn about that?"

    Murmuring could be heard from among the students.

    "Silence!"

    The professor slammed his palm against the wall, drawing attention. Perhaps he was also an Awakened, because a thwack sound rang out, and it looked like a slight crack had formed on the wall.

    "Do you think goblins are a joke? Goblins are the number one cause of death for rookie hunters."

    "What?! Aren't they the weakest monsters?"

    "That's right. If you only consider their combat abilities, they are the weakest. Goblins are about 130 centimeters tall, and their strength is slightly less than that of a non-Awakened adult male. If you respond calmly, even a non-Awakened person can take one down in a one-on-one fight."

    "Then why do hunters fall victim to them?"

    "They move in packs. Their numbers are large. And they are intelligent. They use traps and poisoned weapons. On top of that, goblins attack with their lives on the line, while modern people who have lived comfortably have a different mindset, which is why many rookie hunters fall victim to them."

    The professor showed graphic pictures of hunters who had fallen to goblins.

    "Ugh..."

    Some people covered their mouths and turned away, while others stared intently with tense expressions.

    "Is it cruel? This is the sight you will be seeing from now on. If you make a mistake at a company, you might have to write a report, or in the worst case, get fired, but if a hunter makes a mistake, someone dies."

    In the tense atmosphere, the professor continued his lecture on the habits and ecology of goblins.

    "That's all for today. Don't neglect your studies, because you will have to hunt goblins in the Academy graduation exam."

    At the professor's words, everyone left the lecture hall with a mixture of anticipation and nervousness.

    In the afternoon, there was close-quarters combat training. It was the first combat training since entering the Academy.

  

    "From now on, we will conduct close-quarters combat training. You might wonder why close-quarters combat is necessary for hunting monsters, but since many monsters are humanoid, it holds significant meaning."

    Since there were many trainees, the sparring class was divided into groups. My group, Group 1, consisted of those specializing in melee combat.

    "It's impossible to become a master of combat in just one month. We will only teach you the very basics, so pay close attention. The fundamentals of combat are all the same: attack and defense. You must land your attacks and evade or block the enemy's attacks. To do that, it's essential to understand the characteristics of your weapon and the enemy's weapon."

    One instructor explained from the front, while two others demonstrated various movements slowly, coordinating their actions.

    "If a hunter does that, it becomes like this."

    They performed the same movements, but at what seemed to be ten times the speed. The trajectory of the swords was barely visible, and they clashed with a loud clang.

    Applause erupted from the students.

    "Now, I will explain the pros and cons of each weapon."

    The instructor continued explaining the weapons, and the students listened intently, as these were weapons they might use for the rest of their lives.

    "Now, everyone, pick one up and swing it around to find a weapon that suits you. Go."

    The instructors stood in front of the weapon racks, and the students went back and forth, picking up weapons and swinging them awkwardly. The instructors watched and corrected their stances.

    I don't use weapons, but I couldn't exactly tell the instructor that I fought barehanded, so I chose knuckles.

    "Now that everyone has chosen, line up in front of the instructor for your respective weapon. You can change your decision later, so don't worry too much."

    "Tch... Do I really have to do this because of you?"

    Since I was the only one who chose knuckles, one instructor was assigned to me exclusively.

    "Have you ever learned martial arts?"

    "Yes."

    On the battlefields of my past life.

    "Is that so? Then, come at me."

    The instructor didn't even take a proper stance. It was an attitude of 'come at me however you want.'

    Since it was almost impossible for me to inflict any damage on that instructor with my current stats anyway, I saw it as a good opportunity and approached him with a sliding step, throwing a punch.

    "Huh?!"

    Surprised by my unexpectedly fast speed, the instructor swung his hand and deflected my punch. Because I minimized unnecessary movements and moved along the shortest distance to the target, even though my stats were low, the instructor, who was in a straight line, recognized me much faster.

    However, the difference in stats was too great. Even though the instructor moved just before my fist reached his body, he easily deflected my punch. His strength was also immense; even though it hit over my knuckles, I felt pain in my hand. If I hadn't had them on, my bones would have been shattered.

    "Are you alright? You're better than I thought?"

    The instructor seemed worried that his reflexive block might have been too strong.

    "I'm fine. May I continue?"

    I said, shaking my struck hand.

    "Alright. Come on."

    This time, the instructor faced me with a proper stance, unlike before.

    I charged at him with determined punches and kicks, but the instructor's movements were several times faster than mine, and I couldn't even graze his clothes.

    "Where did you learn that? Your fundamentals are solid."

    He asked, seemingly relaxed even while dodging.

    "I learned from various places."

    I was already out of breath, and trying to answer made it even harder.

    "I'll start attacking now, so try to defend."

    The instructor now deflected my attacks while also counter attacking or attacking himself. However, he had reduced his speed to match mine, so there was nothing I couldn't block.

    Thanks to that, from the side, it looked like a decent exchange of offense and defense.

    "Hmph... He's probably thrilled, not realizing the instructor is going easy on him."

    I heard the big guy who had beaten me up yesterday say.

    "Stop. That's enough."

    The instructor lightly grabbed the arm I had extended, ending the training.

    "Hoo... Thank you."

    I bowed and caught my breath.

    The discrepancy between the memories of my stronger past life and my still weak current body made this kind of sparring very beneficial. I wanted to do it more often if I had the chance.

    After resting for a bit, another instructor stepped forward and began to speak.

    "Everyone, take your weapons and pair up for sparring. Today, we will spar using only physical abilities, without using any attack skills. Even if the blades are dull, getting hit by a weapon swung by an Awakened can be fatal, but the healers and instructors are watching from the sidelines. Compete with all your strength without worry."

    I wasn't sure if we were supposed to worry or not, but the students started pairing up.

    Just then, that big guy from before stood in front of me as if he had been waiting.

    His large build and the training club he held made him look like an orc.

    "You're all healed up? So you do have a recovery skill? Good, that means I can beat you up without holding back."

    The orc-like guy growled as he looked down at me.

    "Didn't feel like anything tickled me."

    "This bastard... he's got a knack for getting under my skin."

    I didn't know why this guy was always so angry. Was he a real orc?

    "Begin!"

    At the instructor's signal, everyone started sparring.

    At first, everyone was holding back. Most of the students still didn't have the sense of actually hurting someone.

    In the meantime, the orc's club swung towards my side. He must have swung with all his might, because the speed and the force behind it were considerable.

    However, his wind-up was so large that I easily dodged it.

    When I evaded, the orc used his strength to stop the swinging club and change its direction. It wasn't easy to suddenly change direction like that; he must have received really high initial stats.

    I took a step back to avoid the consecutive attacks.

    "Where do you think you're going?!"

    Thinking he had the upper hand, the club came crashing down towards my head.

    Fortunately, he relied only on strength and lacked technique, so his movements were large, and I used that opening to drive a fist into his abdomen.

    Perhaps because of his Enhancement skill, I felt the impact, but his stance didn't falter, and he even counterattacked me.

    Since it was right after my attack, I couldn't dodge his club. The club, falling diagonally, struck my shoulder hard.

    A scream escaped my lips, and I knelt on the ground.

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    My agility increased, as if I desperately needed my body to move faster.

    "Alright, stop there!"

    The instructor approached and intervened, and a healer came with him, trying to treat me.

    "I'm fine."

    I got up, holding my broken shoulder.

    "It's broken, you know?"

    "It'll heal if I leave it alone."

    My mind felt hazy from the pain, but considering the skills I would gain later, it wasn't so bad.

    "Trainee Choo Kang-min. Was that really necessary just now? I told you to treat it like a real fight, but this is still sparring, so try to ease up before striking. Save your strength for monsters, not for your fellow trainees."

    The instructor lightly warned the orc Choo Kang-min.

    "Yeah, yeah~"

    Choo Kang-min replied nonchalantly.

    "Then, Trainee Choo Kang-min, find another opponent to spar with."

    "I can still go."

    I interjected at the instructor's words.

    "Are you alright?"

    "I'm fine now."

    I dusted myself off and stood in front of Choo Kang-min.

    "You want to continue?"

    "Sounds good."

    When I didn't run away but instead charged at him, Choo Kang-min seemed even more provoked. A vein popped out on his forehead as he smiled.

    I narrowly dodged the club Choo Kang-min swung and threw punches at him, but I couldn't inflict any significant damage on his body enhanced by his skill.

    As I continued to get hit and get back up, the instructor gradually stopped paying much attention to us.

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    My agility increased by one more point, and now Choo Kang-min's attacks started missing my body.

    Enraged, he swung his club, and I repeatedly struck his torso, but he also took no damage.

    "Stop!"

    The instructor announced the end of the class to the students who had been sparring for a while.

    "Hah... hah... I'll see you later."

    Choo Kang-min, who had tried to stomp on me, was now panting, probably exhausted, but I ignored him and left the gym.

    
      

    

    I was eating in the cafeteria when Choo Kang-min's gang approached.

    "Hey, bastard, can you even swallow your food?"

    "Yeah. I'm hungry. You need to eat well too to maintain that bulk, right?"

    "Just come out and get beat up. Follow me."

    "Let's eat first, then go."

    I tried to ignore him and eat, but he grabbed my collar.

    "Hey! I'm going to call the instructor! Stop it!"

    A woman who saw us approached and restrained Choo Kang-min's gang, and Choo Kang-min let go of my collar.

    "Don't worry about it...!!!"

    I looked at her face, intending to tell her I was okay, but I was so startled that I quickly took a step back.

    I hadn't recognized her because her image was so different, but seeing her up close, I knew. It was Bae Na-young, a villain who had made a name for herself in my past life.

    In my past life, villains were as big a problem as gates and monsters. It would have been nice if all Awakened were heroes, but there were many villains who betrayed humanity.

    The Dark Witch Bae Na-young, who had deprived countless hunters of their five senses, trapped them in darkness, and mercilessly murdered them – her face, befitting her reputation, had been like a bloodless corpse. But now, she was just a beautiful woman in her early twenties with a kind face.

    Seeing a villain I couldn't even dare to confront in my past life made cold sweat break out on my skin.

    "Why? Getting a little nervous now? Trying to look good in front of a girl, huh?"

    Choo Kang-min said, seeing my reaction.

    "Excuse me, don't mind us and go about your business. We're friends. Friends."

    Choo Kang-min pressed down on my shoulder and said to Bae Na-young.

    "I'll go get the instructor."

    Bae Na-young turned away as if there was nothing to see.

    "Ah, okay. I'm going. I'm going."

    Choo Kang-min and his gang left as if they understood.

    "Feeling good now that you've got a backer? This isn't over yet, so I'll see you later."

    He didn't forget to growl at me slowly as he left.

    "Are you alright?"

    "Ah... yes."

    Bae Nayoung approached and asked.

    No matter how I looked at her face, it didn't match my memory of her past self. She looked so kind? Was she acting? Was she committing crimes behind the scenes that Choo Kang-min couldn't even compare to? Or was I misjudging people?

    "Excuse me, what's your name?"

    "Bae Nayoung."

    Damn it, it was her.

    "You're Lee Jisuk, right?"

    "Huh? Do you know me?"

    Why? What did she want from me?

    Regeneration ability was game over if I received an instantly fatal attack. My current abilities were still before even the beginning of development. If Bae Na-young's abilities were even one-tenth of what they were in my past life, she could blow me away in one hit. Of course, seeing her here at the Academy meant that wouldn't happen, but I couldn't stop the instinctive tension.

    "Yes, you always train so hard, and I wanted to learn from you. How can you work so hard?"

    She must have seen me pushing myself to the brink of death during training.

    "Gates are dangerous, you know. You have to work hard to survive."

    "I see. I asked something obvious. I should work harder too."

    No, please take it easy. If you get stronger, we're all going to die.

    "Then, enjoy your meal."

    "Ye... yes."

    Bae Nayoung greeted me and went back to her seat. Eating with other students seemed like she had decent social skills.

    As she left, my tension completely dissipated. I hadn't been this scared since regressing.

    Still, I had to eat, so I finished my meal and headed to the dorm.

    "You sure take your sweet time eating. Hurry up and come here~"

    Choo Kang-min's gang was waiting for me in front of the dorm.

  

    "Still got something to say?"

    I glared at the lingering Choo Kang-min and his cronies.

    "What?"

    "It's about you guys. Don't do anything you'll regret later."

    They scoffed at my warning.

    "You'll be the one regretting it. Watch yourself?"

    I entered the dorm without replying.

    In a few days, we'd all be swamped with training anyway, so it was best to stay quiet until then. No need to stir up unnecessary trouble.

    Tomorrow is the weekend, so I should get some good rest and prepare for next week's training.

    I lay down on my bed and closed my eyes.

    Memories of my past life flooded back. Five years as a hunter, witnessing countless deaths. The unfair deaths of my comrades, the tragedies I couldn't prevent.

    I vowed to change everything in this life. To do that, I needed to become strong. Overwhelmingly so.

    Until I fell asleep, I replayed my past combat experiences and my plans for how to become stronger in my mind.

    The next day, I woke up late, past 10 AM. There was no special training on weekends, so it was fine to sleep in.

    I had a leisurely brunch and lazed around, and the day quickly passed.

    Monday morning, training resumed.

    There was no running drill like the previous day, but instead, teamwork training where multiple people moved together in a confined space was conducted.

    It was a drill to reach a target point within a time limit by cooperating with teammates in a narrow, maze-like space.

    As expected, I was practically abandoned by my teammates, but I didn't mind and navigated the maze alone.

    Thanks to my past life's experience, I knew the maze's structure inside out and could reach the target point much faster than others.

    "How did he get there so fast...?"

    The teammate who arrived before me stared at me with a bewildered expression.

    "I know the way a bit," I replied nonchalantly.

    Teamwork training continued, but I kept moving ahead alone. Eventually, my teammates gave up on me and started cooperating among themselves.

    In the afternoon, there was shooting practice. Firearms were useful in low-level gates, so basic marksmanship was necessary.

    I had hardly ever held a gun, but thanks to what I had learned secondhand during my brief mercenary life in my past life, I showed decent skill.

    "Oh, not bad?"

    The shooting instructor looked surprised at my skill.

    "I shot a bit when I was young," I casually explained.

    After shooting practice, individual combat training resumed. It was the same method as the previous day, taking turns sparring with other trainees.

    As before, I ended up facing Choo Kang-min again.

    "I won't go easy on you today like I did yesterday," Choo Kang-min said, grinding his teeth.

    "Me neither," I replied calmly.

    As training began, Choo Kang-min charged fiercely. It was an attack that was incomparably faster and stronger than yesterday.

    But I had already grasped his attack patterns. The experience I had gained fighting countless strong opponents in my past life was not something to be ignored.

    I dodged Choo Kang-min's attacks by a hair's breadth, aiming for his weak points and throwing punches.

    "Ugh!"

    Choo Kang-min, who had been hit in the solar plexus by my fist, couldn't breathe properly and collapsed on the spot.

    "End."

    I said, looking down at the fallen Choo Kang-min.

    The other trainees around us were surprised. They couldn't believe that I, who had been unilaterally beaten by Choo Kang-min just yesterday, had defeated him so easily.

    "Next!"

    At the instructor's shout, other trainees reluctantly stepped onto the training grounds.

    Various training sessions continued for several days. Physical training, teamwork training, shooting training, individual combat training.

    I achieved excellent results in all my training. It was thanks to my past life's experience and the abilities I had gained after regressing.

    Especially in individual combat training, no one could easily face me. The attitude of the trainees who had looked down on me just a few days ago had completely changed. They feared me and began to respect me.

    Of course, the gazes of Choo Kang-min's gang were still hostile, but they didn't dare to provoke me at first. They seemed to vaguely sense how strong I had become.

    Three weeks at the Academy flew by quickly. The graduation exam was just around the corner.

    The graduation exam would take place in an actual gate. We had to enter an F-grade gate and hunt a certain number of monsters within the time limit.

    I put the final touches on my preparations for the graduation exam. I spent the remaining days maximizing my physical condition and refining my tactics.

    Finally, the morning of the graduation exam dawned.

    I left the Academy with a determined resolve. This was where the real beginning was.

    "Don't you guys have anything better to do?"

    I looked at Choo Kang-min's gang, who were waiting to harass me, with disdain. There was always someone like this wherever you went. Indulging in a sense of privilege, enjoying tormenting those weaker than themselves.

    "It's my job to fix your bad habits. For the sake of society."

    "Are you crazy?"

    "Come on in."

    Hoo... I was going to have to exercise before my stomach even emptied. I could run, but getting hit was also beneficial for me, so without hesitation, I charged at Choo Kang-min.

    As he swung his fist down as if to nail me to the ground, I subtly dodged to the side and struck Choo Kang-min's nose with my elbow.

    "Kghk!"

    Choo Kang-min staggered back, his nose broken. Just because it was called 'Enhancement' didn't mean it blocked every attack; if it did, it would be invincibility, not enhancement. Even if his nose was ten times stronger, it couldn't withstand an elbow strike loaded with body weight.

    I tried to follow up while Choo Kang-min was faltering, but his lackeys charged in from both sides and restrained me.

    The guys who had knocked me down started beating me again, just like yesterday.

    However, perhaps because they were more emotional than yesterday, or because they knew I didn't get hurt easily, the intensity of the beating increased. I protected my head and endured the beating for a while, until there wasn't a single unscathed spot on my body.

    If I really wanted to kill these guys, there were ways, but thanks to the Strong Mind skill, I endured the pain even better and suppressed my killing intent.

    "Kang-min! Stop, you'll kill him!"

    One of the lackeys stopped Choo Kang-min.

    "Ptooey! Recover and try to come at me again!"

    As they moved away, the sound of a notification window rang in my ears.

    [You have acquired the skill: Tough Body (F).]

    My body must have judged that getting hit any more would be dangerous, because it gifted me a skill.

    As Tough Body restructured my body in real time, layers of skin began to peel off as if I were shedding a molt. Since it consumed a large amount of energy, I had just eaten, but I became so hungry that my stomach ached.

    While vitality was mainly used when the new body was being reconstructed, it consumed an enormous amount of calories until vitality reached a certain level, so I would probably be constantly hungry from now on.

    And if I ate more than the immediately needed amount, it would be compressed and stored in my body. I could store a large amount of energy without changing my physique. Thanks to that, the increase in weight was both an advantage and a disadvantage.

    I tore off my tattered shirt and threw it away, then took another bath.

    And I hurriedly returned to the cafeteria, which was open late.

    "Is there any food left?"

    "Oh my, didn't you eat earlier?"

    The lady working in the cafeteria seemed to remember me because I always took so much food.

    "I got hungry again."

    "I knew Awakened ate well, but you eat even more, young man. Here, I'll put this out, eat while we clean up."

    "Thank you."

    The lady brought out the serving dishes from the buffet-style cafeteria again, and I picked them up whole and sat down to devour the food.

    As I stuffed food into my mouth, I could feel my body being reconstructed in real time.

    I had to repay the friends who had gifted me so many skills before graduating from the Academy.

    
      

    

    "Run faster! Even if a hellhound is chasing you from behind, are you going to run that slowly?!"

    The instructor whipped the students.

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    "First ten to the summit! Go!"

    [Your Strength has increased by 1.]

    [Your Strength has increased by 1.]

    "Spar like it's a real fight! This sparring now will save your lives later!"

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    As I faced each day's training with a desperate resolve, my Regeneration skill evolved accordingly.

    "Jisuk, you gonna have another go at it today?"

    And in the evening, Choo Kang-min's gang invariably beat me up. However, since their attacks no longer had much effect on me, there was nothing to gain anymore. In other words, there was no need to just take the beating.

    "Let's stop now."

    As my Strength reached 9, my power became about twice that of a strong average person.

    While lying down, I grabbed the ankle of one of Choo Kang-min's underlings, stood up, and swung him around like a weapon.

    Before the guy could even resist, he collided with another one, and I threw him towards Choo Kang-min, who had backed away.

    "You... how..."

    Choo Kang-min, who had caught his flying friend, widened his eyes in surprise at my strength.

    "Ugh, I had a hard time holding back. Now it's payback time."

    I approached Choo Kang-min, cracking my neck. Compared to the hardships of my past life, the beatings from these youngsters were nothing, and I even gained skills, but it still felt dirty.

    In recent sparring classes, Choo Kang-min and I had just dodged and blocked each other's attacks without inflicting any damage. That seemed to provoke him even more, leading to the evening beatings.

    But Choo Kang-min, who had never seen me use my full strength, was underestimating me.

    Until just now.

    "Here, try taking this!"

    Seeing me approach, Choo Kang-min, sensing a different level of danger than before, lowered his stance and glared at me, as if he was about to use a skill.

    "What are you doing there?!"

    The instructor shouted at us from afar.

    Using skills against humans, especially outside of sparring class, could lead to the cancellation of Awakened registration, let alone becoming a hunter. He must have been enraged for a moment and tried to attack me, but the instructor's appearance made him snap out of it and stop his movement.

    "I asked what you're doing here."

    "It's nothing. We were just hanging out with friends," I told the instructor.

    "You know that using skills outside of class is grounds for expulsion, right? Go back to your dorms."

    The sharp-witted instructor immediately guessed what we had been doing, but there were no specific sanctions.

    "Yes, sir."

    Choo Kang-min's gang and I bowed to the instructor and left the area.

    "Watch your back in the gate," Choo Kang-min hissed at me, grinding his teeth.

    "You better watch your front in the gate. With your skills, you'll die if you look away," I retorted.

    "Damn it... that mouth."

    I watched Choo Kang-min's gang enter the dorm and then started physical training in the training grounds.

    
      

    

    After that, Choo Kang-min's gang didn't bother me for a while.

    Without skills, they were no match for me anymore, and while they might have gotten heated and tried to use skills last time, now that their anger had cooled down, they were probably afraid of the backlash from using them.

    Moreover, they seemed to have already received an offer to join some third-rate guild. While beatings could be smoothed over, if someone died or got seriously injured, their membership could be revoked.

    Thanks to that, there were no more provocations from Choo Kang-min for a while, but then a change occurred. As the end of the Academy approached, the ban on using skills in sparring tests was lifted.

    "Let's go at it again."

    Choo Kang-min, who hadn't nominated me during sparring sessions for a while, called me out.

    It was already common knowledge that I didn't have any skills other than Regeneration. He probably judged that he could win now that he had skills.

    "Sounds good."

    I was also feeling uneasy because I hadn't fully retaliated for what I had received.

    Choo Kang-min grinned at me and subtly glanced at Instructor Heo Oh-sung, who had blown me away on the first day.

    They probably had agreed beforehand that he wouldn't intervene even if I got hurt.

    Birds of a feather flock together.

    "Begin!"

    At the instructor's signal, I charged at Choo Kang-min. I was ahead in combat technique, and now my stats were also higher, so I easily dodged Choo Kang-min's attacks, persistently aiming only for his face.

    "Kghk! You damn bastard!"

    He raised his arms to guard his face and charged at me as if to push me back, but there was no reason for me to just stand there and take it. I dodged to the side and kicked the side of his knee, knocking him down.

    I watched the unsightly way he fell from a step away.

    His face twisted into a demonic mask, as if he was enraged to the core.

    "You asked for this. Charge!"

    He glared at me and activated his skill.

    That 'Charge' skill allowed him to instantly rush at a target in front of him with speed and power several times his original physical abilities. Furthermore, it synergized with Choo Kang-min's Enhancement skill, inflicting greater damage on the opponent and providing damage reduction for the user.

    Choo Kang-min thrust his shoulder forward and charged at me with several times his current speed. The bad news for him was that I was quite knowledgeable about most skills.

    Using a skill allowed Awakened to do things they couldn't do with their base stats or abilities, such as increasing speed several times or breathing fire. However, they weren't invincible.

    The Charge skill might work well against low-intelligence monsters, but when someone charged in such a straight line, it was easy to avoid. Also, once activated, it was difficult to change direction due to the unfamiliar speed.

    As Choo Kang-min charged straight at me, I subtly shifted my body to dodge and punched his wide-open face.

    His face and my outstretched fist stopped at the point of collision, and only Choo Kang-min's body floated forward like a pendulum.

    And then I slammed him straight down into the ground.

    My shoulder dislocated from blocking the Charge with just one arm, but Regeneration immediately began.

    "H-Healer!"

    Instructor Heo Oh-sung, who had been grinning until just before the collision, urgently called for the healer.

    Choo Kang-min's face was a mess, with his teeth scattered and his nose crushed. Damage to body parts like teeth couldn't be fixed with potions. He would have to get implants or buy a low-grade elixir for his missing teeth.

    And Instructor Heo Oh-sung, who had just been watching, would undoubtedly receive disciplinary action.

    It was a more than sufficient settling of scores... no, a spar, to conclude my time at the Academy.

    
      

    

    For the remaining period, Choo Kang-min's gang avoided me. I had grown too strong for them to handle with just their own power.

    I continued to put my full effort into the Academy curriculum, and finally, only the final graduation exam remained.

    Half of the students couldn't endure even a month of training and left the Academy. The trainees who survived the training that pushed them to their limits were filled with a fierce determination. Their initial neat appearances were nowhere to be seen, and they now looked like seasoned veterans. Though, once they left here, they would still be rookie hunters.

    The graduation exam was a practical hunt in a goblin gate, forming teams. Of course, instructors and healers would accompany us.

    When my teammates and I arrived at the designated location, a blue circular gate about 5 meters in diameter shimmered before us.

    Instructor Jung Yo-han, who had been kind to me, and five trainees including me were assigned to our party. We, armed with weapons suitable for our respective jobs, stood in a line in front of the instructor.

    The protective suits, made by mixing modern technology and materials from the gates, had a simple yet practical design. They weren't all the same; there were differences in freedom of movement and weight depending on the job.

    "The Academy and the gate are different. If you act recklessly in here and die, no one can protect you. But if you thoroughly follow instructions, you will earn the title of hunter that you so desire when this exam is over. Understood?!"

    "Yes!"

    Listening to the instructor's encouragement and threat, we entered the gate with our temporary hunter IDs. We passed through a gate located on the mountainside, and a cave appeared on the other side. It was dim, but not completely dark.

    "Follow me."

    The instructor, a B-grade hunter, started walking briskly into the gate without any formation or anything.

    After walking for a while, he raised his right fist as a signal to stop.

    Since there was nothing in front of us, the students were bewildered.

    The instructor told us to wait and walked forward alone. Just then, three goblins hiding behind a rock leaped out and attacked the instructor.

  

    Instructor Jung Yo-han drew the sword at his waist with lightning speed and severed the heads of two goblins charging towards him.

    While the remaining goblin was still trying to process the situation, the instructor blocked its retreat.

    In front of it was a powerful being who had instantly killed two of its kin. Behind it were six humans. Neither side would have looked easy for the goblin.

    "Who wants to go first?"

    The instructor said, looking at us.

    "I'll go first."

    I stepped forward.

    By isolating them like this, the students would each have a one-on-one fight to be evaluated.

    Most modern people had never taken a life. Moreover, even though they were monsters, goblins were humanoid. It was usually daunting to swing a weapon at them.

    This exam was to prove the minimum ability required as a hunter: whether or not you could kill a monster.

    As I approached, wearing my knuckles, the goblin showed signs of tension, clutching a rusty dagger tightly and lowering its stance.

    As the distance between us continued to close, it made its decision. It darted forward low to the ground, swinging its dagger.

    If I had come right after awakening, it might have been different, but having raised my skills and stats to some extent at the Academy, the goblin's movements looked incredibly slow.

    I deflected the swung dagger with the back of my left knuckle while striking the goblin's head with my right knuckle. Its head shattered, and the goblin slammed into the cave wall.

    "Ooh..."

    My teammates exclaimed from behind.

    "Trainee Lee Jisuk, well done without hesitation. You should have learned about the location of magic stones during the Introduction to Monsters class, right? Dig it out."

    "Yes."

    I used the magic stone extraction dagger I had at my waist to cut open the goblin's chest and unhesitatingly pulled out the magic stone. I took out the small, red magic stone, smaller than a finger joint, and showed it to the instructor.

    "Good. Seol Young-hyun, Oh Chang-shik, you extract the magic stones from the other two."

    The instructor pointed to two other students.

    During the Introduction to Monsters class, we had extracted magic stones from beast-type monsters under the professor's guidance, but this was the first time for the students to extract one from the heart of a humanoid goblin, so they were nervous.

    Seol Young-hyun did well, following what he had learned while nervous, but Oh Chang-shik couldn't hold back his nausea and ended up vomiting.

    "Vomiting won't extract the magic stone. Once you're done vomiting, extract it."

    At the instructor's words, Oh Chang-shik somehow managed to extract the magic stone after he finished throwing up. I also remembered extracting magic stones while suppressing my nausea in my past life.

    "We'll keep moving."

    Following that, in one-on-one situations with goblins created by Instructor Jung Yo-han, the other three students hunted the goblins without any problems. Only Oh Chang-shik, who had vomited earlier, failed to kill a goblin in combat and was instead injured, so Instructor Jung Yo-han dealt with the goblin himself.

    In the end, Oh Chang-shik gave up on the graduation exam and simply followed us from behind, looking tearful, but he didn't dare to try again. That was normal in a way. It was strange if hunters could nonchalantly kill beings that resembled humans.

    It seemed that becoming an Awakened dulled the aversion to killing monsters.

    The other students, except for Oh Chang-shik, were nervous at first but gradually became accustomed to hunting. Confidence grew in their actions, and under the instructor's guidance, they began to find hunting goblins enjoyable.

    We continued to explore the gate, hunting, extracting magic stones, and resting as we progressed.

    "That's strange..."

    "Instructor, what's wrong?"

    Seol Young-hyun, who had been calmly extracting magic stones, asked at the instructor's mutterings.

    "Too few. Goblins."

    We had progressed quite a bit, but there were definitely fewer goblins than expected. In such cases, there was a high possibility that a large number of goblins were gathered together.

    "It seems the goblins are in a pack. We will proceed slowly while strengthening our vigilance."

    The instructor reached the same conclusion as me. The trainees swallowed nervously and gripped their weapons tightly.

    On the other hand, I wasn't particularly nervous. With my Tough Body skill, there was no way I could die to goblins, and that instructor was a B-grade hunter. He could handle a hundred goblins alone.

    We continued to proceed for a while longer, but Oh Chang-shik's complexion worsened, probably due to being too nervous. He must have been under stress and tension for too long.

    However, we couldn't stop our progress just because of him.

    "Relax. We have a B-grade instructor, what are you so nervous about?"

    "Y-yes... yes..."

    I spoke to him, hoping he would calm down a bit, but he didn't seem to hear me well.

    When the instructor raised his fist, everyone stopped. A group of goblins was visible ahead.

    "Hide over there. It's harder to protect you in a melee. If any goblins approach, block them according to the healer's instructions."

    Everyone nodded.

    The instructor quietly moved in a different direction from where we had come and began attacking the goblins.

    The screams of dozens of goblins and the sound of weapons clashing made Oh Chang-shik cover his head.

    "Hiiiek..."

    He completely panicked.

    Just then, a few goblins approached our side.

    "Aaaaaaah!"

    Seeing them, Oh Chang-shik screamed and started running in the opposite direction of the goblins, and the goblins heard the sound and discovered us.

    "You son of a bitch!"

    I could feel the instructor's deep frustration all the way over here. If he came to defend our side now, he could end up bringing all the goblins with him, so he couldn't come.

    Fortunately, only three or four goblins were approaching our side, so the trainees and the healer engaged them. In fact, this wasn't difficult to handle calmly at all.

    "I'll go get him."

    If I left Oh Chang-shik as he was and he encountered another group of goblins and died, we would have to carry his corpse back, so I broke away and followed Oh Chang-shik.

    "If things get rough, get out of there yourself! Don't risk your life for that guy!"

    Since I was the best hunter among the five of us, the instructor and healer weren't worried about me.

    Oh Chang-shik was running in a panic, barely able to breathe, so I quickly caught up to him.

    "Hey! Stop!"

    I called out from behind, but since there was no response, I grabbed his collar and slammed him to the ground.

    "Are you trying to get us all killed because of you?!"

    "Run... we have to run!"

    He seemed to have completely lost it. It wasn't common for someone to panic this badly in a goblin gate.

    Causing more panic would be troublesome, so I choked him from behind until he passed out.

    As I slung Oh Chang-shik over my shoulders and tried to return to my teammates, a goblin with a short sword appeared. I put Oh Chang-shik down, leaning him against the wall, and faced the goblin with the short sword.

    It was just one anyway. I thought I could deal with it quickly and return, but then an arrow flew from the darkness. It seemed there wasn't just one.

    If I dodged, Oh Chang-shik, leaning against the wall behind me, might get hit, so I stood my ground. The arrow pierced my thigh. My protective suit, which emphasized mobility, had many gaps, and it hit just the right spot.

    However, thanks to the Tough Body skill I had acquired, the crude arrow shot by the goblin didn't pierce deeply. With the arrow still stuck in my leg, I smashed the head of the goblin with the short sword.

    Then, I pulled out the arrow stuck in my leg and threw it to the ground. I looked around a bit, but the one who shot the arrow was nowhere to be seen, probably having already fled.

    I had to take Oh Chang-shik with me, so I gave up on the pursuit. As I was about to return to where my teammates were, the spot where I had been hit felt hot, and the sky spun.

    This feeling was poisonous.

    Although goblins did use poison, it was usually crude, so I hadn't worried, but this seemed to be of higher quality than I thought.

    "Hoo..."

    I knelt on the ground for a moment, catching my breath. My whole body began to feel numb, and I couldn't move freely. If cells died or fell off, the Regeneration skill would immediately regenerate them, but this kind of poisoning wasn't damaging my body; rather, it would take a long time to recover from.

    "Kieek."

    Damn it. Through my blurry vision, I saw a goblin with a bow walking towards me from behind. The one who shot me must have been waiting for me to fall.

    Thinking that I just had to hold out until the poison was neutralized, I covered Oh Chang-shik with my body and wrapped my hands around my neck.

    Cautious, the goblin shot another arrow from a distance, and it pierced my side. The poison began to spread further through my body.

    The goblin slung its bow over its shoulder, approached closely, drew a dagger, and stabbed down at my back.

    The goblin's strength wasn't great, and the dagger was crude, so it didn't pierce deeply, but this damn goblin kept stabbing my back relentlessly.

    After stabbing for a while without the dagger going in well, it gave up on my back and changed its target to my neck, which was covered by my hands.

    The moment the dagger pushed through the gap between my fingers and pierced my neck.

    [You have acquired the skill: Poison Resistance (F).]

    With a light notification sound, the numbness in my body began to dissipate.

    I had thought that the skill increases I had experienced so far were just luck, but now I knew why this skill had appeared at this time. The Regeneration skill accelerated its evolution the closer the user got to death. The stress of knowing I would die if I didn't fight off the poison had granted me the Poison Resistance skill.

    As the goblin pulled out its dagger to stab my neck again, I turned my body and grabbed its neck.

    Surprised, the goblin stabbed me in the face with its dagger, but the dagger was easily caught in my hand. And then, I crushed the neck of the panicked goblin with the strength of my hand.

    I had dealt with the goblin, but I had used too much vitality to regenerate the cells killed by the poison and the wounds from the dagger, and my legs gave out.

    I desperately clung to consciousness, and in the distance, I saw the instructor and the other party members running towards me.

    Thinking that I would be okay now, I simply lay down.

    
      

    

    "This commendation is awarded to you in recognition of your self-sacrificing spirit and courage in throwing yourself to protect your comrade."

    "Thank you."

    On graduation day, I received a commendation from the principal on the stage.

    It was for protecting Oh Chang-shik, who had fallen behind during the practical exam.

    I had been in the last row during the entrance ceremony, but for graduation, I had gone beyond the first row and even climbed onto the stage.

    I hadn't particularly intended to stand out, but realizing how different my life was turning out compared to my past life gave me a not unpleasant feeling.

    Even though I hadn't made any particularly close friends, my classmates came to congratulate me and said a few words each.

    "Mr. Lee Jisuk, are you planning to join a guild?"

    Instructor Jung Yo-han offered me a handshake. The instructors, who had seemed like devils, were nowhere to be seen, and they used honorifics for the new hunters.

    "No, I'm planning to move alone for a while."

    "You've probably learned enough about the dangers already, right? I'll stop with the obvious nagging. If you need any help later, contact me. Even if it's not a top ten guild, my recommendation might be useful for a smaller one."

    Instructor Jung Yo-han handed me his business card. He probably mentioned the recommendation because he was worried that my only skill was Regeneration.

    "I'll contact you if I need any help. Thank you."

    Though that was unlikely.

    Choo Kang-min, whose face was scarred and teeth were missing because even healing couldn't completely fix him, and Instructor Heo Oh-sung were scowling from afar, looking displeased.

    They were people I would probably never see again anyway. I ignored them and looked at the commendation and my official hunter ID.

    With this, I could enter the gates. Now, the real beginning.

    As soon as I left the Academy, I accessed the hunter app to enter a gate.

    It felt like I was rushing too much, but I wanted to hurry even more to make up for the time I had lost at the Academy.

    
      

      

    

  

    As soon as I left the Academy, I opened the hunter-exclusive app.

    "It's been a while since I used this app."

    In my past life, most government systems collapsed due to a series of gate breaks, and this app became useless then.

    I searched for gate information on the app and found a gate I could enter right away.

    "F-grade Goblin Gate. Perfect for the current situation."

    F-grade gates, the lowest rank among gates, were numerous, so booking wasn't difficult.

    I went into a nearby supermarket and bought a bunch of high-calorie energy bars and carbonated drinks, put them in my bag, and hailed a taxi.

    "Please take me here."

    I showed the taxi driver the gate address, and we set off for the gate.

    Checking my bank balance, I saw that after paying the taxi fare, I would have almost no money left. Most of this month's allowance would be gone, but I didn't mind since I would earn money after clearing the gate.

    "We're here."

    Lost in thought, I hadn't even noticed we had arrived until the driver spoke.

    "Thank you."

    After getting out of the taxi and walking a short distance, I saw the gate. It was a blue gate about 5 meters in size, similar to the one I saw during the graduation exam.

    I showed my hunter ID and the booking details from the hunter app to the government official guarding the gate.

    "Going in alone?"

    Even though it was a goblin gate, it was natural for him to ask since F-grade hunters usually didn't go in alone.

    "Yes."

    "What about weapons?"

    "Thanks to my ability, I don't need items."

    Currently, I had no weapons and was only wearing the thin protective suit that the Academy had given as a graduation gift. The Academy hadn't provided any weapons.

    "Why don't you think it over and come back later?"

    He looked at my information and, worried, advised me to turn back.

    "It's okay. Going alone isn't against the regulations, is it?"

    "That's true. Go ahead. Good luck."

    The Awakened Management Bureau official looked as if he had done his part, entered my information into his tablet, and returned my hunter ID.

    The government's stance was that they had done their duty by making the Academy mandatory. The current situation wasn't good enough for them to individually stop every rookie Awakened who went in recklessly and died.

    Of course, there were also often hunters who went in recklessly, couldn't hunt, and just ran away. In that case, they would just be taking up space in the gate's quota, and their hunter could be revoked.

    I placed unnecessary items in the storage lockers at the entrance. These were provided because you could only carry luggage weighing about your own body weight into uncleared gates.

    I stretched my body and entered the gate. I saw the same dark cave as during the graduation exam. I followed the traces of goblins and entered the cave without hesitation.

    After walking for a while, a goblin hiding in a corner jumped out from behind me.

    I quickly turned around and kicked the goblin's chest with my foot, sending it flying. Even if I hadn't gone to the Academy, I knew the ecology of goblins well enough to be sick of it.

    It was time to start hunting in earnest.

    I shook my fists in the air and ran towards the fallen goblin. I finished it off by kicking its head and sprinted through the cave.

    Whenever I found a group of goblins while running, I charged in without worrying about their numbers or weapons and smashed them one by one.

    The Academy taught us to defend and attack, but that didn't suit my skills. The more I got hit, the tougher I became, and the more my Regeneration skill improved.

    Even if a goblin clung to my back or a sword cut my leg, I dealt with them one at a time. After all, the goblins' dull swords only scratched my skin; they couldn't penetrate my muscles, which were strengthened by Tough Body.

    Some of them seemed to have poisoned their daggers or hadn't maintained them, as the wounded areas felt like they were burning, but thanks to Poison Resistance, it quickly disappeared.

    When there were no more standing goblins, I ran without resting to catch others.

    Running a marathon inside the gate with the feeling of a 100-meter sprint made my heart feel like it would explode. No matter how much better the stamina of hunters was compared to non-Awakened, there probably wasn't any hunter who hunted like me.

    It was when I had pushed myself past what I thought were my limits several times and had caught about twenty goblins.

    [Your level has increased.]

    At the Academy, I only trained without hunting, so even though my stats increased, my level didn't. But hunting alone made my experience points fill up quickly.

    I immediately felt my body lighten. Riding that momentum, I ran around the gate like a tiger that had been let loose, sweeping through it.

    
      

    

    After facing what felt like the nth group of goblins and smashing the head of the last one, a faint blue light spread throughout the gate.

    It was the signal for the gate to be cleared.

    From now on, I had to do some tedious work: recovering the magic stones and materials.

    I went back the way I had come, in reverse order, splitting open the goblin corpses, recovering the magic stones, and collecting any usable materials. Since I didn't have a magic stone extraction dagger, I used a decent one from among the goblins' belongings.

    In the end, recovering the magic stones took longer than the hunting time, but since I was currently penniless, I couldn't leave the magic stones behind.

    After finishing the magic stone extraction and exiting the gate, the government official stared at me with wide eyes.

    "You look like you've been through something, huh?"

    Even I thought I looked terrible. The protective suit I received from the Academy was tattered, and my body was covered in dried blood here and there, making me look badly injured.

    "Um, are you alright?"

    Seeing my serious condition, the government official asked with a worried expression.

    "Ah, yes. I'm fine. Well then, please record the gate clear. Thank you for your work."

    The dumbfounded government official stared at me for a long time as I walked away.

    I used the hunter app to find a nearby magic stone exchange and headed there. Fortunately, it was within walking distance. I didn't want to go far looking like this.

    When I entered the magic stone exchange, the employee there looked at me with the same eyes as the government official at the gate, but I ignored him and took out the goblin magic stones from my bag, laying them out on the table. Even though it was a small F-grade gate, I had caught all the goblins alone, so I was able to collect about fifty magic stones.

    "I'd like to sell these magic stones."

    I said, handing over my hunter ID.

    "Ah? Ah! Yes!"

    The young-looking employee quickly snapped out of his daze and began to examine each magic stone, wiping them and weighing them.

    "Do you want to sell the goblin weapons too?"

    "We can only give you scrap metal prices for those," he said, glancing at my bag.

    "I'll take whatever I can get."

    I handed over the whole bag and waited leaning against the wall while the employee finished the calculations.

    "The total is 9,058,000 won."

    The employee, having finished the calculation, handed me my registration card and receipt.

    "Thank you."

    Looking at the receipt, I saw that they had taken a 30% commission on the magic stones. Magic stone exchanges near gates lived off this commission. The money would automatically go into my account registered with the Awakened Management Bureau, and the transaction history would also be managed.

    Seeing the commission made my stomach churn. I would have to go somewhere else next time.

    
      

    

    "Hey! Are you okay?!"

    As I opened the door and went inside, Jaewon, seeing my state, rushed out in a fluster, looking worried.

    I couldn't walk around naked, so I had bought a cheap t-shirt at a nearby convenience store, but my head and arms were still covered in dried blood.

    "Ah? This? It's fine. I'm alright. Let me take a shower first. And then let's go out for some food together."

    Leaving the flustered Jaewon behind, I went into the bathroom and washed off the blood with hot water. After washing up, I came out wearing only my underwear and changed into clean clothes. They were too tight because my body had gotten bigger, but this was all I had for now.

    "Your body has gotten really good. I'm jealous..."

    "Your body will get better too if you exercise."

    "I'll pass on that. Anyway, I knew being a hunter was tough, but I didn't expect you to come back covered in blood like this right after the Academy."

    "Don't worry. I'm fine. No injuries, right? Let's go. I'm starving. Let's talk while we eat."

    "I'm out of allowance, so I can't go out to eat. I've already cooked, so let's eat at home."

    "Hey, you! I'm a hunter! I'll treat it! Let's go!"

    I said to Jaewon with an exaggerated tone and voice.

    "Hyung!"

    He called me 'hyung' as soon as money was involved.

    Jaewon and I grilled meat like crazy at a nearby barbecue restaurant. It took us less than an hour to devour a total of 50 servings. I probably ate 45 of them. Later, the restaurant lady grilled the meat for us at the next table.

    After eating naengmyeon and rice, all the staff, including the owner, came out and stood watching me with amazed expressions.

    As we were leaving after paying, Jaewon looked at me, seemingly fed up, and said,

    "Do all Awakened eat that much?"

    "Maybe it's just me?"

    Since the storage capacity and compression rate of energy would increase as I leveled up, I would have to eat even more in the future.

    "I'm jealous, Jisuk."

    Jaewon, looking slightly gloomy, said on the uphill road to our rented room. He seemed depressed because his job search wasn't going well.

    "Don't be jealous. It's not all rosy if you actually do it."

    "Why?"

    "There's that kind of thing. You'll get a job soon. Don't worry. Wouldn't I be able to feed you even if you don't?"

    I could say this because I knew he would get a job soon. And even if he didn't, finding a job for Jaewon wouldn't be a problem.

    "You kid. Thanks for the thought anyway."

    Jaewon, whose expression had brightened a bit, and I bought a box of soju and returned to our rented room. We ordered three fried chickens and continued drinking, but thanks to Poison Resistance, I didn't get drunk. I probably would get a little drunk if I drank strong liquor like water, but I didn't feel the need to do that.

    After cleaning up what we had eaten, I looked at Jaewon, who was already snoring loudly as if he was about to pass out, and I realized anew how precious this ordinary life was.

    I would definitely protect it in this life.

    I didn't have a hangover, but I was hungry, so I dragged the groggy Jaewon out for hangover soup. Despite having eaten so much yesterday, I ate several bowls of hangover soup in a row and stacked them on the table.

    "You sure can eat..."

    Jaewon looked at me with a fed-up expression.

    "Well, I'm going to the gate again, so see you in the evening."

    "Again? Didn't you go in yesterday? Aren't you supposed to go in about once a week?"

    Jaewon was surprised that I was going to the gate so often.

    Some people might say, "Awakened are superhumans, so they can do that." But think about boxing or other sports. They take about a month's rest after just one match. So, it's almost impossible for Awakened, who fight otherworldly monsters with their lives on the line, to recover physically and mentally in just one day.

    "A newbie like me doesn't have time to rest. I have a lot to do in the future."

    "You'll hurt yourself if you keep doing that. Is it for money?"

    Jaewon was genuinely worried about me.

    "Well, I do need to earn money, but it's not just about money. I graduated from the Academy with a commendation, you know. Don't worry. See you in the evening."

    I went to the goblin gate for several days after that, but my stats didn't increase in the goblin gate. From now on, I had to go to a gate that was one grade higher. To do that, I needed to get a promotion.

    To get a promotion, I had to meet several requirements, one of which was the number of gate clears, so I had no choice but to keep going to F-grade gates.

  

    Having leveled up, the goblin gate became even easier. To get promoted, I cleared goblin gates at high speed.

    It must have been a calamity for the goblins.

    After clearing one gate, I changed into the clothes I had prepared beforehand and moved to the next gate.

    This time, it was also an F-grade goblin gate, but it was a large gate with a much larger interior. Large gates had a larger number of monsters inside, so they gave more points needed for promotion.

    Gates could be entered by multiple parties simultaneously or at time intervals, as long as the maximum number of people was not reached. However, no one inside could leave before it was cleared.

    Naturally, large gates also had a higher limit on the number of people who could enter.

    "An entry limit of 20 people for a goblin gate? The inside must be quite large."

    I read the gate information on my phone in the taxi, and we arrived quickly.

    As I approached the gate, I saw a party of two men and one woman waiting to enter.

    'Huh? That woman?'

    The two men were faces I didn't recognize, but the cat-like beauty with short brown hair holding a wand was someone I remembered.

    I remembered seeing a news report in my past life about a case where she lured men at a gate, used paralyzing poison to steal their items and magic stones, and then killed them. The criminal's face was prettier than the news anchor, which had become a hot topic.

    She was one of the many villains I had seen in the future. Fortunately, she wasn't a big shot like Bae Na-young, whom I had met recently.

    "Hello~ If you don't have a party, would you like to join us?"

    Lost in thought, she approached me and asked sweetly in a nasal voice. She was wearing a tight dress and smiling with her eyes, and if I hadn't known her true nature, I might have fallen for it.

    I wanted to take her down right away, but without any evidence, I couldn't report her, and if I attacked her rashly, I might be the one who got caught.

    Moreover, there was a possibility that the crime I saw on the news wasn't actually true, and that the future events might be different from what I had experienced. It wasn't something I could just gloss over with, "Oops, I killed the wrong person," after the fact.

    To be sure, I would have to catch her in the act, and I thought that joining her party and accompanying her might be a good way to do that. And if I could use the paralyzing poison to level up my Poison Resistance skill, it would be killing two birds with one stone.

    The news I saw in my past life said that the victims died a long time after being paralyzed. With that level of poison, it shouldn't be a problem for me, who had already acquired the Poison Resistance skill.

    "Miran, someone with no equipment like that won't be of any help."

    As Choi Miran made me an offer, a man with a sword and shield interjected. He looked me up and down with a clearly unpleasant expression.

    He seemed dissatisfied that I had no weapons and was wearing a cheap, thin protective suit. But if you looked at it that way, wasn't Choi Miran's outfit even worse? No matter how much of a rear guard she was, her clothes offered no defense at all.

    Besides, this man probably wanted to have a good time with Choi Miran and didn't like the idea of more men joining.

    "Aww~ He was planning to go in alone, so I'm sure he can handle his share."

    Her tone was full of nasal sounds.

    "I'm a martial artist, so I don't need special equipment. Let's go together."

    When I agreed, the face of the guy with the shield crumpled up, but I ignored him. He probably had no idea that I would be the one saving his life today.

    "That's a relief~"

    The past life's robbery murderer smiled, her eyes curving like crescents. She subtly brushed her arm against mine while speaking, which was unpleasant, but I endured it without showing it.

    "It's a big gate~ I thought it would take too long with just the three of us~"

    Once you enter a gate, you might have to stay inside for several days until it was cleared. The merit was that you could get much more magic stones than in small or medium gates if you just killed all the monsters inside, but it would be physically exhausting if it took too long.

    "I'm Choi Miran. As you can see, I'm a mage."

    Choi Miran said, slightly raising her wand.

    "I'm Lee Jisuk. I'm a martial artist."

    I looked at the three of them and greeted them.

    "I'm Yang Sang-heon. I use a sword."

    The man with the sword bowed his head and greeted us. His impression was kind, making him a likable face.

    "Park Sang-joon."

    The man with the shield greeted us with a reluctant expression. He seemed very displeased that I had joined.

    "Then, let's go in right away."

    Park Sang-joon took the lead and entered the gate, and we followed. The inside of this gate wasn't a cave like the goblin gates I had been to before, but a secluded forest.

    From the moment we entered, Park Sang-joon kept sticking close to Choi Miran and flirting with her.

    "Would you like to go for a drink after we clear the gate? There's a wine bar I frequent nearby."

    Park Sang-joon said, walking closely beside Choi Miran.

    "Would I? But I'm not good at drinking~"

    How could someone put so much nasality into their voice?

    After walking like that for a while, about thirty goblins appeared in front of us. Park Sang-joon and Choi Miran also stopped flirting and went into battle.

    "I'll block the center, so the two of you take the sides, and Miran, please provide support."

    Park Sang-joon naturally gave instructions, and we nodded and took our positions. Everyone seemed to have hunted goblins a lot, so there wasn't much tension about the fight.

    Park Sang-joon's skills were better than I thought. He blocked the goblins' attacks with his shield while attacking their necks or sides, and his movements were smooth and unbroken.

    Yang Sang-heon used a skill that enveloped his sword in light. If someone didn't know better, they might mistake it for aura, but it was actually just a skill that increased light-attribute damage. Even the damage didn't seem to be much different from just cutting with a sword. Still, the flashing light was enough to intimidate the goblins.

    I also intended to earn my keep, so I charged in and began smashing goblin heads.

    Before coming here, I had leveled up to 5 by soloing gates, and I had also gained additional stat bonuses in between, so my Strength, Stamina, and Agility were 19, 20, and 17 respectively, which was the level of an E-grade hunter. Now, goblins were easy opponents.

    Still, since there were so many goblins, some tried to approach Choi Miran, avoiding the three of us in the front.

    For a moment, I hesitated whether to block them or let Choi Miran deal with them, but a white magic bullet flew from Choi Miran's wand and hit the goblin's head squarely.

    After all, if she wasn't skilled, it would have been impossible for her to take down fellow Awakened and steal their items.

    The three of us in the front took down the goblins, and Choi Miran supported us with magic bullets, quickly dealing with thirty of them.

    "Your skills are better than I... ahem... than I thought. You should have said so earlier."

    Park Sang-joon said that after I caught as many or more goblins than him. When did he ever give me a chance to speak?

    "Right~ Jisuk, you're really strong without any weapons~~ Are you really F-grade~?"

    Choi Miran approached, speaking in a nasal voice.

    "You're too kind. Everyone here is skilled."

    I took a step back, getting goosebumps at Choi Miran's sudden closeness, and replied.

    "Martial artists themselves are rare, but this is the first time I've seen someone who doesn't even use gauntlets or knuckles. Are your fists okay?"

    Yang Sang-heon asked me. He seemed curious about the way I fought.

    "They're fine, they're conditioned," I said, showing him my fist. They had become so tough that I could now punch goblins barehanded without even minor injuries.

    "Sang-heon-ssi too~ Amazing. I almost thought you were using aura~ Hehehehe."

    "Haha... it just adds light damage."

    As Miran stroked Sang-heon's arm and praised him, Sang-heon's face turned red. That must have been how she gained their favor, made them lower their guard, and then poisoned them.

    "Ahem! Let's go. We don't have time."

    Park Sang-joon, perhaps disliking Miran getting close to me and Sang-heon, approached and clapped his hands to draw attention.

    "Okay~ let's go~"

    Choi Miran scurried to Park Sang-joon's side and stood there.

    Hunting with a party now was much easier than hunting alone, but it was a shame that the profits and experience points were lower. Still, since today's party's purpose wasn't money or regular experience, I endured it and continued to explore the gate with them.

    As we moved to find goblins, the party split into two groups: Choi Miran and Park Sang-joon in the front, and Yang Sang-heon and I following behind.

    "Were you originally at a party with Park Sang-joon?"

    I asked Yang Sang-heon when there was some distance between us and the two in front.

    "No, we all met for the first time today. I wanted to go to a large gate, but it's too time-consuming and dangerous to go alone, right? So I looked for a party. But I didn't expect the number of people to be this small either."

    We continued our search, and since everyone's level was much higher than the goblins', the progress was fast. Park Sang-joon, wanting to impress Choi Miran or perhaps out of competitiveness towards me, took the lead in hunting.

    He even took the initiative to extract magic stones for himself and Choi Miran.

    "Brother, thank you~ My hand strength is weak, so I'm not good at things like that."

    At some point, her address had changed to 'brother'. And there was no way a hunter's hand strength would be so weak that they couldn't extract magic stones.

    "Don't worry, I'll do everything."

    Park Sang-joon just smiled and extracted the magic stones despite the obvious lie.

    Since it was a large gate, it took us four people eight hours of repeated combat and rest before we could finally see the light of clearing.

    I was slowly getting curious why Choi Miran wasn't attacking. Was today not the day? Or was the future different? Just as I was looking at Choi Miran with these thoughts, she took out a bead from the pouch at her waist.

    I looked at her, wondering what it was, and our eyes met. Choi Miran gave a nasty smile and threw it to the ground.

    As the bead burst, green smoke spread in all directions.

    I instinctively jumped back, but whether it was a special bead or not, the speed at which the smoke spread was unusually fast.

    I held my breath before being enveloped in the smoke, but the poison was absorbed through my skin, making my whole body tingle, and I collapsed to the ground in less than a second.

    Surprised by the stronger-than-expected poison, I saw Choi Miran stepping on Park Sang-joon's head with a displeased expression.

    "You're so disgustingly clingy. How dare someone like you try to come after me."

    Choi Miran's face was contorted with disgust as she firmly stepped on Park Sang-joon's head. Her nasal voice had completely disappeared, making her sound like a different person from the one who had been acting cute just moments ago.

    Thanks to my Poison Resistance skill, I could feel the poison slowly being neutralized. While Choi Miran rummaged through Park Sang-joon and Yang Sang-heon's belongings, I lay still on the ground, waiting for my body to fully recover.

    And when I could move to some extent, I sprang up and charged towards Choi Miran.

    "Huh... how?!"

    As I charged, Choi Miran took out a poison bead from her pouch and scattered it between us. The bead hit the ground with a 'pop' and burst, covering the surroundings in poisonous smoke.

    One was already potent, but with several bursting simultaneously, the concentration of the poison was much higher than I expected. I had adapted to this poison to some extent by now, but being exposed to this level made my body start to go numb.

    Knowing that I would become incapacitated if I was exposed to the poison any longer, I immediately moved out of the poisonous smoke.

  

    "Stop right there!"

    Would anyone in the world actually stop just because someone yelled that? Ignoring Choi Miran's shout, I ran, and a magic bullet flew from behind me. I dodged in a zigzag pattern, trying to create as much distance as possible. The poison slowed my running speed compared to normal, but with each passing moment, the poison was gradually neutralized, and my speed increased.

    "Damn it!"

    Choi Miran, who was following me and firing magic bullets, looked back and forth between me and the fallen Park Sang-joon and Yang Sang-heon, conflicted. In the end, perhaps realizing she couldn't catch me, who was faster than her, she gave up and turned back.

    After confirming that Choi Miran had turned around, I slowly approached again.

    Waiting for an opening, I charged again when Choi Miran was rummaging through Park Sang-joon and Yang Sang-heon's belongings.

    "What are you?! Why are you back?!"

    Choi Miran shouted irritably and released another cloud of poison gas, but I had already developed some resistance to this poison, so I only felt a tingling sensation and had no problem moving my body.

    As I ran through the poison towards her, Choi Miran fired magic bullets at me. But her magic bullets at that level couldn't inflict a fatal wound on me as long as I didn't get hit directly.

    I dodged the incoming magic bullets by swaying my upper body left and right, and blocked the ones I couldn't avoid with my arms. I reached Choi Miran's face and landed a hook on her side.

    A 'thwack' sound rang out, and it felt like I had punched a wall.

    Choi Miran had used a defensive skill at that moment, enveloping her body.

    She hadn't shown such a skill while hunting all day; had she been saving it for a moment like this? As my attack was blocked by the semi-transparent barrier, the tension on Choi Miran's face eased.

    "Just fall down already!"

    Choi Miran, maintaining the barrier with her left wand, took out a bead from her pouch with her right hand, a different color from the ones she had used so far, and threw it to the ground.

    The moment the bead burst, Choi Miran jumped back, putting distance between us.

    A faint blue smoke spread from the bead.

    The green smoke's main symptom was paralysis, but when the blue smoke hit my body, a pain as if I were being stabbed all over with knives began to erupt. As I collapsed to the ground in pain, Choi Miran was wiping sweat from her brow in the distance.

    "Tch. You're making me work hard. This poison is expensive! I'm at a complete loss because of you!"

    Choi Miran kicked me several times with a very annoyed expression. And convinced that I would die from this poison, she leisurely walked back to loot the belongings again.

    Every part of my body ached. I felt a pain as if I were being stabbed with red-hot awls in every single cell. Cold sweat poured down, and my vision blurred, making me feel like I would lose consciousness, but I gritted my teeth and endured.

    [Poison Resistance skill has increased from F to E.]

    [Strong Mind skill has increased from F to E.]

    Choi Miran was stronger than I expected, but with the increase in my Poison Resistance and Strong Mind skills, there was no problem.

    I could feel the poison and pain slowly disappearing and my mind clearing. I rushed towards her again as she was rummaging through the belongings.

    "Huh... how?!"

    Perhaps she hadn't expected me to overcome even the blue poison, as her face turned pale, and she fired magic bullets again to keep me in check, but her magic bullets hadn't been a significant threat from the start.

    Closing the distance in an instant, I threw a punch, but as it was blocked with a 'thwack', Choi Miran gave a twisted smile.

    "Your attacks don't work on me! This time, I'll give you enough to kill an elephant!"

    Just as she was smugly trying to use poison again, I rapidly struck the barrier with both fists. After several blows, cracks began to appear on the barrier.

    "I'll break it before you can!"

    I shouted and hammered at the barrier, and Choi Miran, startled, turned her hand that was reaching for her pouch back and gripped her wand with both hands, strengthening the barrier.

    The cracks in the barrier slowly disappeared as if they were being filled, but not to be outdone, I also increased my speed and hammered at the barrier. The barrier was made of the user's mana anyway. It wasn't infinite or invincible. It was bound to break if I kept hitting it.

    "Kyaaa!"

    Around the time I had struck it dozens of times, the barrier shattered, and Choi Miran screamed as she was thrown backward by the impact.

    Taking advantage of the moment I paused to catch my breath after moving at high speed with my breath held, Choi Miran fled.

    As I chased closely behind her, Choi Miran threw blue and green poison orbs wildly behind her while running.

    With 'pop' sounds, the poison spread thickly in my path, but I didn't avoid it and ran straight through, taking the poison with my whole body.

    As I took the high concentration of poison into my body, my low Poison Resistance couldn't neutralize it immediately, and I felt numbness and pain, slowing my running speed.

    "Huh? Did it work?"

    When I stopped chasing, Choi Miran, thinking that the poison had finally taken effect, looked back at me with a slightly relieved expression and slowed down.

    However, the poison's effects weakened in just a few seconds, and I overcame the pain and numbness with my Strong Mind skill. And I resumed the chase.

    "What the hell is that?!"

    Choi Miran started running again with a pale face. Even though she was fast for a mage, there was no way she could outrun me, whose Agility and Stamina stats were nearly 20, with just running.

    Whenever the distance closed and I was about to catch up, she would throw a poison orb, creating distance while I hesitated. After repeating this a couple of times, Choi Miran's poison smoke no longer affected me.

    The gate began to appear in the distance. Knowing that things would get complicated if I let her get away here, I put strength in my legs and made a final spurt.

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    Running while inhaling poison made my lungs and thighs ache as if they were tearing apart. I kept enduring and running, and my Stamina increased by 1. I felt my body lighten ever so slightly.

    Choi Miran's eyes widened at an even faster speed than before. I jumped up and delivered a dropkick to her back. Choi Miran screamed and fell to the ground.

    The gate was only about ten meters away.

    I snatched the pouch from Choi Miran, who was lying on the ground.

    "Which one is the antidote?"

    "...The green bottle."

    She said, glaring at me with rebellious eyes.

    "Is that so?"

    I took out the green bottle, grabbed Choi Miran's chin, and poured it into her mouth.

    "No! Kyaaa! Ugh!"

    Choi Miran, who had drunk the liquid that should have been the antidote, foamed at the mouth and writhed in pain. It was probably raw poison.

    "I knew it. You were too compliant."

    I tasted a little of the liquid from the various bottles in the pouch on my tongue and used my body's reaction to find the antidote.

    After trickling a little antidote into Choi Miran's mouth as well, I tied her hands and feet. I put her over my shoulder and returned to Park Sang-joon and Yang Sang-heon, giving them a generous amount of the antidote as well.

    While waiting for the two to wake up, I chewed on some jerky I had brought.

    Yang Sang-heon groaned and woke up first.

    "What happened?"

    Yang Sang-heon asked with a dazed expression, probably because the paralysis hadn't completely worn off yet.

    "Do you remember being enveloped in green smoke? This woman tried to paralyze us with poison and steal our items and magic stones. We would have all died if I hadn't detoxified us in time."

    I pointed with my chin at Choi Miran, who was still unconscious. Even paralyzing poison and pain-inducing poison could cause cardiac arrest or shock from the pain if you were exposed to a large amount for a long time.

    Yang Sang-heon looked dumbfounded for a while, as if he couldn't believe it, then shook his head.

    "Why would a woman who looks so normal do such a thing...? And she entered through our Awakened app. Did she really think she wouldn't get caught doing this?"

    "How would I understand a criminal's mind? And that name, Choi Miran, probably isn't even her real name."

    If someone habitually committed murder in gates, records of their party members dying would remain, so there was no way they could keep entering gates. The news in my past life also said she used a fake identity.

    "Thank you. You saved my life."

    Yang Sang-heon, having sorted out his thoughts to some extent, bowed his head to me in gratitude.

    "You're welcome."

    While I was talking to Yang Sang-heon, Park Sang-joon also woke up. After hearing the whole story from me, he became furious and tried to rush at Choi Miran, but I barely managed to stop him.

    After exiting the gate, I explained the whole situation to the management bureau official for the third time and handed over Choi Miran. The three of us also went to the bureau and wrote statements. Choi Miran's identity was fake as expected, and since we submitted the poison orbs and antidote as evidence, there was no way for her to get away.

    And although I handed over the poison orbs and antidote, I secretly kept the raw poison. High-concentration poison was difficult to make and obtain, so thinking about using this to raise my Poison Resistance made the hardship of today feel worthwhile.

    "Thank you so much for today. I'll definitely repay you next time."

    Yang Sang-heon bowed his head to me again, expressing his gratitude.

    "You're welcome."

    If I hadn't recognized Choi Miran's face and intervened, the two of them would have died, but since I also gained something, I didn't bother to act like a savior.

    However, Park Sang-joon disappeared without even a word of thanks. It wasn't like I did it to receive thanks, but he was quite different from Yang Sang-heon. I hadn't liked him much since he was flirting with Choi Miran, and I probably wouldn't see him again in the future.

    
      

    

    I had been busy for several weeks since regressing, but now that university was on vacation, it was time for me to go home. It was finally time to see my mother. I had thought about going to see her first, but moving around this world with my softened body felt too awkward and I wanted to reach at least a minimum level of physical condition before seeing her.

    I didn't have a car yet, so I took a taxi. I had called her often since regressing, but the thought of seeing my mother, whom I thought I would never see again after she passed away, made my heart pound.

    The taxi arrived in front of a shabby apartment building. It was the home I had returned to after several years.

    I took the elevator up and pressed the password on the door lock.

    "Son~ you're here?"

    My mother, who had been cooking in the kitchen, wiped her hands and came out to greet me.

    "Yes, Mom. I'm back."

    I'm back. From the future.

    "Oh my, have you grown taller? And your body has gotten so much better."

    My mother's eyes widened as she looked at my larger frame.

    "Come in quickly. Dinner is almost ready."

    She hugged me tightly and then went back into the kitchen.

    "Yes."

    Suppressing the overwhelming emotions, I went inside and placed the box of fruit I had bought on the dining table.

    "Why did you buy something like this? Where would you have gotten the money?"

    Back in those days, I was ultimately living off my mother's money, so it was understandable that she would think the fruit I bought was a waste, but perhaps because it was a gift from her son? My mother was just happy. Rather, she looked worried that I might be short on money.

    "Mom, I've awakened. I'm a hunter now."

    My mother's hand, which had been taking out fruit to put in the refrigerator, stopped.

    "Is that so?"

    My mother wasn't happy. No matter how much the Academy had been established and the equipment had improved, being a hunter was a profession notorious for having the highest mortality rate. Going into gates to hunt monsters with your life on the line and dying was now a daily occurrence whose names were only mentioned formally at the end of the news.

    Even before the regression, my mother had hoped that I would get a stable job at a company rather than earning money as a hunter.

    "Don't worry. I'll be careful. I won't go to dangerous places."

    I would definitely end up going to dangerous places, and there was no way I could avoid danger just by being careful. But I tried my best to reassure my mother.

    "Okay. You've wanted to be a hunter for a long time. Congratulations, son."

    She congratulated me, but her voice had no strength in it.

    "Mom, let's move. You don't have to work anymore."

    "No, I like it here, and I'm going to keep working."

    "No, I'll be earning a lot of money now. You don't have to go through hardship anymore."

    "I have no intention of living off the money my son earned by risking his life."

    My head throbbed at my usually gentle mother's firm tone. I thought I could finally do something for her, but she seemed incredibly worried about me being a hunter.

  

    "Mom."

    I called out to my mother, trying to persuade her once more.

    "I was wondering why you were being so polite lately. It was to say that, wasn't it?"

    My mother said with a dark expression.

    "Let's eat first. It's going to get cold."

    My mother set the table, and we ate in silence.

    It was my mother's cooking, which was always good, but it tasted even better after a long time. I would have enjoyed it more if I hadn't been so aware of her mood.

    After the meal, I continued to suggest moving, but my mother wouldn't change her mind.

    She was more stubborn than I thought, and I realized it wasn't something that could be done in a day. I decided to persuade her slowly in the future and looked around while eating the pear my mother peeled for me. Our house was full of old appliances and furniture. It was familiar and cozy, but objectively, it was too old.

    "Mom, then at least let's change the refrigerator. It keeps making that noise."

    I pointed to the 15-year-old refrigerator that was making a loud whirring sound that bothered me a lot.

    "It's fine. It still works well. What a waste of money."

    "Come on, Mom, don't be like that. Let's just go look. Think of it as a date with your son."

    I took my reluctant mother to a nearby appliance store.

    "My goodness. The inside is so spacious."

    My mother, who had said she wasn't interested, became completely engrossed in the new refrigerators.

    While my mother was captivated by the refrigerators, I called an employee and ordered all new replacements for the old appliances in the house, including the refrigerator, washing machine, TV, and rice cooker.

    "Please deliver them as soon as possible. Dispose of everything at home."

    When I paid in full, the employee bowed 90 degrees.

    "Thank you very much!"

    My mother hit my back, asking why I bought such things, and argued with the employee to get a refund, but I picked up my mother and carried her out of the store.

    "My goodness, how strong have you become?"

    "Mom, if you don't accept this, I'm just going to buy a house in your name?"

    "My goodness. You're threatening your mother."

    Perhaps understanding her son's feelings, she reluctantly accepted the gifts.

    My mother and I took a walk around the neighborhood and returned home. While watching television together, I secretly put a money envelope in her closet.

    Without rushing, I would slowly persuade her with these small, periodic bribes and get her a new house within a year.

    "Mom, I'm going now. I'll come again."

    I wanted to stay longer, but I had a lot to do.

    "Already going? Come often. You mustn't do dangerous things."

    Leaving behind my mother, who worried about me until the end, I headed to Hanam to find a place to live. Even after getting a house for my mother, I didn't plan to live with her for a while. I had to do strange things at home to increase my Regeneration skill, and it was obvious that my mother would faint if she saw them.

    I chose Hanam because it was a region that had survived relatively well in my past life after the gate break 18 years ago. Moreover, it was conveniently located for traveling to gates nationwide.

    I went around looking at land in a secluded area of Hanam with a real estate agent. What I wanted was a house with a large plot of land and no neighboring houses, and I was able to find one without much difficulty.

    The house was a bit run-down since no one had lived there, but I really liked the good framework. The land was also quite large, making it good for future expansion.

    "This includes all the way to the mountain behind. It's vacant now, so if you sign the contract today, you can move in and live there from tomorrow."

    Since there were no houses nearby, it seemed like a good place to train.

    "I'll take it."

    I wanted to pay in full at once, but I didn't have that much money yet, so I paid half in cash and took out a bank loan for the rest, using the house as collateral.

    After going back and forth between the real estate agency and the bank several times, it slowly began to get dark. I hurried to the area where car dealerships were gathered.

    "Welcome... ."

    When I entered the dealership, the salesperson, who had been greeting me, looked at my appearance and seemed deflated.

    I seemed to be getting this kind of treatment because I was dressed shabbily. I should buy some clothes when I have time.

    "A pickup truck..."

    "Yes, please take a look around."

    He must have been sure I wouldn't buy anything because he walked away without even listening to me.

    Many hunters with a lot of luggage preferred pickup trucks, so I had also driven one for a while in my past life. I quickly looked around the displayed cars and approached another salesperson.

    "I'll order that one."

    This model and year's car was durable and lasted a long time, so in my past life, it had a premium over new cars.

    "Pardon?"

    I spoke again to the dealership salesperson, who looked like he hadn't understood what I said for a moment.

    "That one. I'll order it. With the same specifications as the displayed one."

    "Yes! Please have a seat this way, sir! I'm the salesperson, Ha Cheol-soon."

    The young-looking salesperson quickly began taking out documents.

    "What are you doing?"

    A few minutes later, the salesperson who had initially been rude to me approached our side and nudged Ha Cheol-soon's shoulder as he was writing my documents.

    "Ah, the customer said he wants to sign a contract."

    Ha Cheol-soon raised his head to answer and then turned back to the documents.

    "What? Huh? Really? No, I'll help you. I was the one who guided you at first."

    That guy nudged Ha Cheol-soon's shoulder, signaling him to move aside. To think he could call that guidance at first; he had quite a thick face.

    "It's alright. I'll sign the contract with Mr. Ha Cheol-soon here."

    "No, sir. I was just a bit busy earlier..."

    "It's fine. Go take care of your work. I'm busy because I need to buy two cars today."

    When I said I would buy two cars, Ha Cheol-soon's face lit up like a flower, and that guy walked away with a grim expression.

    I ordered one pickup truck and bought a mid-range sedan that I could drive away immediately.

    I needed the truck for hunting trips, but it was inconvenient in the narrow city streets of Korea.

    And since my mother lived in an old apartment, I didn't want to drive around in an expensive sedan, so I chose a cheaper model. I could always buy a better car later after moving my mother to a new place.

    I drove the brand-new car to my rented room.

    I planned to move out my belongings and start living in the new house from tomorrow.

    "Jaewon~"

    I called out to Jaewon as I opened the door to the rented room.

    "Oh, you're here."

    Jaewon was engrossed in an online game and answered casually without even looking at me.

    "Let's drink. Let's drink. I bought some whiskey."

    "What! Whiskey! Just wait a moment!"

    Jaewon's eyes widened at the mention of whiskey, but he still didn't take his eyes off the game.

    While Jaewon was playing his game, I ordered a lot of food from a Chinese restaurant, and by the time the food arrived, his game was over, so we set up a drinking table with the whiskey.

    "I'm moving out my stuff tomorrow."

    I said to Jaewon while eating.

    "Hey, I can't pay the rent..."

    Jaewon scratched his head and said. It was a one-year contract, and I had paid the rent until February. Jaewon was probably worried that he couldn't get that back.

    "Don't worry, I'll pay my share for the remaining period too. I'm the one moving out before the contract ends."

    "Thanks."

    "You're welcome. I got a house in Hanam, so come visit me later."

    "Sounds good. To Lee Jisuk's glorious hunter life!"

    Jaewon proposed a toast.

    "Cheers!"

    Even though I didn't get drunk, drinking with a friend was enjoyable.

    
      

    

    After saying goodbye to Jaewon, I headed to my new house early in the morning.

    It had been a while since anyone had taken care of it, so there were many places that needed fixing. There were also a lot of weeds.

    I rolled up my sleeves and started cleaning. Fortunately, the inside of the house was just dirty and didn't have many major things that needed repair. However, the outside of the house hadn't been maintained, so it wasn't something that could be finished in a day or two.

    After cleaning, I ordered a lot of appliances and bought daily necessities to fill the house. My stamina was beyond ordinary, so I was moving several times faster than a non-Awakened person and didn't even get tired.

    After roughly tidying up the inside of the house, I went out to the front yard. The area around the house was surrounded by weeds and undergrowth.

    I remembered going to ancestral graves with my uncle when I was young. Weeds quickly covered the surroundings if they weren't cleared often.

    I didn't want to waste time on weeding while living in this house, so I decided to cover the area near the house with gravel to prevent grass from growing.

    Thinking of it as part of my training, I started the work barehanded without any special tools.

    I bent down and thrust my hand blade into the ground. Even though the ground was hard, my hand went in easily, like sticking it into mud. And like a farming machine, I dug up the ground and moved forward.

    After turning over all the soil, I filtered out the weeds and undergrowth, leveled the ground, and then went up the mountain behind the house to get stones.

    It was a mountain with many stones, so I could easily find suitable rocks. I lifted a rock that weighed several hundred kilograms with a jerk. My muscles bulged as if they would burst.

    [Your Strength has increased by 1.]

    Carrying heavy rocks and going up and down the mountain path increased my Strength. And pushing my body without rest soon made me gasp for breath and sweat.

    I smashed the rocks I had brought with my bare fists. I smashed them haphazardly with my fists until they were about the size of a finger joint. I had to go back and forth to the mountain hundreds of times to cover the entire yard with gravel.

    
      [Your Strength has increased by 1.]
    

    
      [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]
    

    My stats increased as I went up and down the mountain like a wild boar and smashed rocks. Stats and skills increased the fastest during combat, but slowly stimulating different muscles like this, different from combat, was also effective. Moreover, it was perfect because I could increase my stats while decorating my house the way I wanted.

    After covering a few meters around the house and the front yard with gravel, I sat down on the porch and took out the water I had bought from the supermarket.

    I took a big gulp of water and then took out the poison bottle I had taken from Choi Miran from my pocket and mixed it with the water.

    Watching the water slowly turn green, I gulped it down when it was well mixed.

    The tangy taste was surprisingly appealing. Feeling my body go numb, I sat down for a while and waited for the poison to be neutralized.

    Poison Resistance also increased the fastest during combat and when my life was in danger, but it also increased when exposed in everyday life. It just took much longer.

    I couldn't afford to waste time even when I was at home, so in the future, I would increase my stats by simultaneously living and training like this at home.

    
      

    

    Clearing gates was also included in the promotion requirements, but just clearing gates would take too long to get promoted.

    What was useful for a quick promotion was subjugation missions. Most of the high-risk monsters that had emerged during the gate break 18 years ago had been subjugated. However, some small and medium-sized monsters had escaped into the mountains and begun to breed.

    It was a problem that the ecosystem was being destroyed, but if their numbers increased, they would be a direct threat to humans. In response, the government had been reducing the population of wild monsters through periodic subjugation missions.

    However, usually, you had to run around the mountains to hunt, and the pay wasn't great, so it wasn't popular among Awakened until a few years ago. That's why the Management Bureau gave additional rewards based on the number of monster heads caught and provided special benefits for rapid promotion, and only then did some people participate.

    Checking the next subjugation schedule on the hunter app, I saw that there was a week-long Hellhound subjugation in Gangwon-do next week, so I immediately applied.

  

    I had no intention of resting until the subjugation the following week. With the thought of leveling up a bit, I relentlessly ran F-grade gates and raised my level to 8.

    As my Awakened level and stats increased, combat with goblins was no longer a threat to me, so unfortunately, my skill levels or bonus stats didn't increase.

    ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

    Name: Lee Jisuk

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 8

    Strength: 28

    Stamina: 27

    Agility: 23

    Intelligence: 13

    Vitality: 270

    Mana: 100

    Skills: Regeneration E, Tough Body F, Strong Mind E, Poison Resistance E

    ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

    I was proud that I had leveled up this much in just about a month and a half, but I still had a long way to go.

    When I arrived at the resort prepared for the hunters to stay during the subjugation period, people who had already arrived were out in the plaza in front of the resort, which was serving as temporary lodging. There were not only hunters but also people from the Management Bureau and support staff, so it seemed like there were hundreds of people.

    This resort was a famous tourist destination, but it had been closed after the number of travelers plummeted following the gate incident, and the Management Bureau had bought it. Since the gate break, humanity's activity radius has shrunk drastically.

    "Oh? Hello!"

    Yang Sang-heon recognized me and greeted me.

    "Sang-heon, are you also going on this subjugation?"

    "Yes, I need money and want to get promoted."

    Yang Sang-heon scratched his head and replied.

    "Me too."

    "By the way, you can drop the honorifics now."

    "Shall I?"

    As I was chatting with Sang-heon, someone went up onto the platform.

    "To all the hunters who have participated in today's subjugation mission, I extend my sincere gratitude. I am Baek Young-shin, the section chief of the Subjugation Division of the Awakened Bureau, in charge of the progress of this subjugation. This Hellhound hunt will proceed for seven days starting today."

    On the huge screen behind Section Chief Baek Young-shin, a map showing frequently appearing areas was displayed.

    "The mountains at night are dangerous, so if you don't have special skills, please rest today and start hunting in the morning. The frequently appearing areas and the characteristics of Hellhounds have been uploaded to the hunter app, so please refer to it."

    The screen changed to a scoreboard. There were name and score columns, but all the scores were 0.

    "There will also be prizes for the hunter with the most kills. Then, please prioritize your safety and achieve as much as possible."

    After the short greeting and briefing, the hunters moved to be assigned rooms.

    "Hyung, do you want to go hunting together?"

    Yang Sang-heon called out to me.

    "No, I'm going to go alone. Let's eat together after it's all over."

    It was a subjugation for promotion, but that wasn't my only goal. I wanted to raise the skill levels and stats that I couldn't raise in the goblin gate. And the process of me raising my skill levels was ridiculously crude and not something to show others.

    "Okay, then, see you later."

    Yang Sang-heon didn't ask twice and cleanly turned around to talk to people to find a party. He was quite a sociable guy.

    While the others rested for the next day, I was assigned a room in the resort, unpacked my luggage, and immediately ran into the mountains.

    My Stamina and Agility stats had also far exceeded 20, so I climbed the mountain at a fast speed.

    I received several times more level-up stats than ordinary hunters, and I also received bonuses in addition to leveling up. Looking at just the stats, I was already at the level of an E-grade hunter.

    After sprinting up the mountain for 20 minutes, I gradually started to get out of breath.

    Entering the dense forest at night, where human footsteps had rarely reached, the fresh air felt like it was washing over my body.

    The sun had now completely set, making it quite dark. Fortunately, the faint moonlight shining through the clouds made things barely visible.

    Looking at the map on my phone's GPS, I entered the expected appearance area. Focusing my five senses, I looked for traces of Hellhounds. My senses weren't as sharp as in my past life's body, so it was quite frustrating.

    I heard the rustling of leaves being stepped on from behind, and when I quickly turned my head, a mouth full of sharp teeth, wide open, was right in front of my nose.

    Startled, I instinctively put out my arm, and the Hellhound bit it.

    Gritting my teeth, I punched the head of the Hellhound hanging from my arm with my fist.

    When I punched it with a thud, it yelped and bounced back. Because it looked similar to a canine, the sound it made when hit was also similar.

    My posture was awkward, so I couldn't kill it in one blow. As I approached the fallen creature to finish it off, several more appeared.

    Blood was flowing from my arm. It wasn't deep, but seeing that it had pierced my tough body and caused an injury, it was clear that its bite force was incomparable to that of an ordinary large dog.

    Hellhounds had lower intelligence than goblins, but with their high bite force and mobility, they weren't easy to deal with in mountainous terrain. Moreover, they had good night vision, so they usually didn't hunt at night.

    But I had deliberately come at night to acquire a skill. There was a skill I could obtain by focusing in a dark environment.

    I took a deep breath and let out a roar forward to attract attention. Before long, they swarmed in from all directions.

    Tracking the Hellhounds moving quickly in the darkness with my eyes, I clenched my fists.

    My eyes still hadn't adjusted to the darkness and the Hellhounds' fast movements. The Hellhounds bit me, and before I could even counterattack, they would retreat repeatedly.

    I couldn't accurately grasp how many there were, but at least ten seemed to have gathered around me.

    If I detached the one that bit my arm, two would be hanging from my calves.

    I punched each one attached to my body with my fists, but my posture was awkward for delivering a significant blow to those attached to my body.

    Giving up on punching, I grabbed the head of the one attached to my side and twisted its neck to kill it.

    As the first one died, the others no longer approached recklessly, and when I tried to grab them, they quickly ran away.

    In the mountains, I couldn't keep up with their mobility.

    I had barely caught one in the previous fight, but even more Hellhounds had gathered than before, and now about twenty were circling around me.

    The creatures had now given up on biting directly and were just circling around me, waiting for an opening. When they saw one, they would slash my legs with the blade-like claws on their front paws or aim for my back to bite and retreat.

    It seemed like it would be a long night.

    
      

    

    I wrestled with the pack of Hellhounds all night, and it was just before sunrise.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [You have acquired the skill: Keen Senses (C).]

    I had deliberately come out at night and been bitten by dogs all night to acquire this skill. I had been constantly regenerating, so there was almost no physical fatigue or damage, but mental fatigue remained. However, the sense of accomplishment from acquiring the Keen Senses skill made even that disappear in an instant.

    The newly acquired Keen Senses skill not only sharpened my five senses but also my sixth sense, allowing me to perceive not only dangerous situations during combat but also hostility towards me.

    It was one of the main skills that allowed me to survive until the very end in my past life.

    I was about to start hunting in earnest, but perhaps because dawn was breaking or because they sensed a change in my movements, the Hellhounds began to move away from me.

    I also planned to eat and rest a bit, so I tied the three Hellhounds I had caught together with a rope and headed back to the lodging.

    It would be easier to just extract the magic stones and hand them over, but monster corpses were poisonous and could attract other monsters, so retrieval was necessary.

    Some hunters seemed to have brought porters or retrieval specialists, but I preferred to be alone, so I didn't plan to use them yet.

    There were checkpoints throughout the mountains for resupply and handing over monster corpses, but they weren't operating at night. In the end, I dragged the Hellhounds to the lodging and handed them over to the Management Bureau official.

    Seeing my bloody and torn clothes, the Management Bureau official tried to call a healer, but I told him it wasn't my blood and left.

    I went back to my room to wash up and change, but my clothes felt tight again. I had bought new clothes after awakening and my body was growing, but it seemed I had grown again.

    For a while, my body would continue to grow in proportion to my Strength while regenerating. In my past life, before I died, my shoulders were much broader than they were now, and my whole body was armed with compressed muscles, not just bulky ones.

    Wearing tight clothes, I went to the resort's morning buffet. As much as hunters had disliked coming here before, they now paid attention to the quality of the lodging and meals.

    In the early days, they had made hunters who came to subjugate sleep in tents and given them combat rations that even soldiers disliked as meals, so for a while, hunters had completely ignored subjugation missions. Well, they should have done better from the start.

    As I began to pile food high on several plates and eat, Sang-heon approached.

    "Hyung, are you going to eat all of that by yourself?"

    Sang-heon, who looked slightly taken aback by how much I was eating, said.

    "Yeah. I'm hungry. Did you find a party?"

    "Yes. There were many people looking for parties, so it wasn't difficult."

    Sang-heon pulled out the chair in front of me and sat down, telling me about the party he had met today, and I also told him what I had felt and what to be careful about while hunting Hellhounds at night.

    "You went out alone at night? Isn't it dangerous?"

    "With my skills, it's manageable. But you shouldn't do it."

    F-grade or E-grade hunters without skills like Tough Skin or Choo Gang-min's Enhancement would die instantly if their necks were bitten even once.

    While talking with Sang-heon about various things, I kept putting food in my mouth without stopping, eating ten times as much food as Sang-heon had brought, and faster than him. My digestion was also beyond the realm of ordinary people, so even if I swallowed without chewing much, it was digested in an instant.

    "I'm going to rest now, so good luck."

    I finished eating and got up from my seat, saying goodbye to Sang-heon.

    "Huh? Aren't you going to hunt anymore?"

    "I was out all night. I'm going to rest and then go out again tonight."

    "It would be nice to go together during the day, but okay. See you later."

    Leaving behind the disappointed Sang-heon, I returned to my room, put on an eye mask, and tried to sleep.

    
      

    

    I finally woke up around sunset and went down to the first floor to eat.

    There were hardly any people in the restaurant. As I was eating, having brought enough food to fill the entire table by myself, hunters who had returned from hunting began to enter.

    "Isn't that person going out?"

    "Did they come to eat?"

    I glanced back slightly at the whispering voices behind me and saw several people openly staring at me with unpleasant looks.

    "Because they give subsidies just for participating, guys like that show up."

    There was a strong sense of disgust in his voice. Thanks to my Keen Senses skill, my hearing had also improved significantly, so even whispers sounded as clear as if they were speaking right next to me.

    "I heard someone from the Management Bureau hunted last night? They came back covered in blood."

    "They only caught three? They probably just goofed off somewhere and smeared blood all over themselves. They don't even have any injuries."

    I didn't feel it was worth responding to, so I silently put food in my mouth and finished my meal. The gazes would change after the 7-day subjugation was over anyway. Just like at the Academy.

  

    As evening fell and I went outside to hunt, people were gathered in front of the scoreboard.

    "Hyung, are you heading out now?"

    Sang-heon was the first to see me and approached, greeting me.

    "Yeah. Are you just getting back? How was it?"

    "Yes. Hunting in the mountains was harder than I thought, but I think I'm getting the hang of it now."

    "Ten of them? Not bad."

    Looking at the scoreboard, Yang Sang-heon's name was in 12th place out of thirty-four Awakened, with the number 10 next to it. I was in 34th place.

    "Hellhounds are faster than I thought, so I wouldn't have been able to catch ten of them alone. Hunting them in a group with my party members, blocking their escape routes, was the only way I could manage it. Would you like to join us, hyung? With your skills, you'd be more than welcome."

    Sang-heon looked worried as he saw my score. Sang-heon was trying to take good care of me because I had saved him during the Choi Miran incident.

    "No, I prefer being alone."

    "Let me know if you change your mind."

    Even as I was talking to Sang-heon, the whispering around us continued.

    "Okay, then get some good rest. See you again tomorrow morning."

    I quickly said goodbye to Sang-heon, worried that the negative attention might spread to him, and headed for the mountains.

    I walked slowly until I was out of sight of people, then increased my speed and started running. Other Awakened people would drive to the point where they could start hunting, but I ran to exhaust my stamina. I needed to raise not only my Keen Senses skill but also my Stamina and Agility stats during this subjugation.

    Exhaling roughly, I bounded up the mountain with the agility of a wild animal. Tonight, the clouds obscured the moonlight, making it incomparably darker than yesterday, but thanks to the newly acquired Keen Senses skill, I could see and feel my surroundings even better than before.

    I could have climbed the mountain quietly, but I deliberately snapped branches as I passed by and stomped my feet hard to make noise. Hellhounds, by nature, would attack prey that was alone.

    I felt a sharp sensation from behind, so I stopped abruptly and turned around to see a Hellhound poised as if it was about to pounce. It must not have expected me to turn around, as it flinched and froze in its leaping stance.

    I instantly lunged at the creature, which was frozen and wary of me, and the Hellhound began to leap backward to escape.

    I put strength in my thighs and increased my speed. In the moment when the distance between me and the Hellhound was only a few meters, another Hellhound sprang out from the side, aiming for my neck. It seemed like it was trying to lure me and attack from the side, but I had already sensed its position with my Keen Senses before it even charged.

    I punched the head of the incoming creature with my fist. I glanced at the Hellhound whose head had exploded and was buried in the ground and kept running.

    When I was almost upon it, the creature kicked off the ground and leaped in the opposite direction, its mouth full of sharp teeth wide open towards me. Without dodging, I instead thrust my arm into its mouth, let it bite down, and then slammed it onto the ground. There were teeth marks and shallow wounds on my arm, but they weren't deep enough to penetrate the muscle. I pressed down and crushed it.

    After dealing with two, I looked around to see about ten Hellhounds surrounding me.

    A standoff ensued with the Hellhounds that had surrounded me at a distance.

    When I tried to grab one, it would run away, and the others would close the distance.

    Tonight was darker than yesterday, so I had to rely more on senses other than sight, but Hellhounds could see as well at night as they could during the day. I had thought it would be easier than yesterday since I had gained a skill and my stats had increased, but in the end, it wasn't much different from yesterday.

    There was no need to rush. It was only the second day out of seven.

    
      

    

    I wrestled with the Hellhound pack all night again. To make matters worse, it started raining, so I only managed to catch five of them all night.

    Catching them was a problem, but moving them was also a problem. Today, I had gone even further than yesterday, and the volume of five Hellhounds was considerable, making it very inconvenient to move them back to the resort. So, I continued hunting in the mountains until the checkpoint opened in the morning.

    I caught two more by morning and handed over seven of them at the nearest checkpoint.

    "Are you alright? The healer hasn't arrived yet, what should we do?"

    The Awakened Bureau official who came to open the checkpoint and the hunter on checkpoint guard duty looked surprised and flustered, not expecting a bloodied hunter to appear so early in the morning.

    "It's not my blood."

    I scratched off the hardened blood on my arm and showed them my bare skin. It was blood from my wounds that had clotted, but it was easier to show them this than to explain about my skill.

    I handed over the corpses and returned to the resort in the checkpoint's transport vehicle.

    
      

    

    I washed up and went down to eat breakfast, bringing enough food to fill the table as usual. Focusing all night had consumed a significant amount of energy.

    The whispering among the other hunters was even louder than yesterday.

    "Why doesn't that guy join a party? Did he come here to play around?"

    "The subjugation has a minimum payout, right? I heard he came to get that and eat free meals."

    By now, the rumor had already become an established fact.

    "It's because of people like him that hunters get lumped together and cursed at for taking the nation's money."

    Even if I didn't try to listen, thanks to my Keen Senses, every word pierced my ears accurately.

    They were not pleasant things to hear, but they didn't bother me much either. I didn't have time to care about what others said.

    Ignoring the hostile gazes, I finished my meal and returned to my room to rest.

    
      

    

    I hunted for another day like that, and by the end of the third day, my score was still at the bottom.

    "Did you come here to play?"

    I was eating dinner when someone spoke to me, so I raised my head. A man with sharp eyes stood in front of my table with a very annoyed expression.

    "No, I didn't?"

    "It's because of people like you that even hard-working hunters like us get cursed at. Pack your things and get lost while I'm being nice."

    "Are you a Management Bureau official?"

    "What?"

    "Didn't you hear me? Are you a Management Bureau official?"

    He didn't answer and just glared at me.

    "No, you're not, right? Then why are you picking a fight? It's not like you're paying for my food."

    "My taxes are going to you! And isn't it because of guys like you that other hunters who risk their lives get cursed at!"

    The guy, his face red with anger, slammed the table. The corner of the table broke, and the food fell to the floor.

    "I'm not sure who's being more of a nuisance?"

    I said, looking at the table and the food.

    But when I looked around, the hostile gazes of the watching hunters were directed not at him, who had yelled and dropped food, but at me, who had been sitting quietly.

    "You, come outside."

    The guy said, grinding his teeth.

    "Sure."

    "You two there! If you cause a disturbance, I will report it!"

    Just as I was about to get up, a Management Bureau official, having heard the commotion, rushed over and separated us. Even though he wasn't a hunter, he didn't hesitate to step between us and stop the fight.

    This was possible because hunters knew they could face significant disadvantages if a report went up to the Management Bureau, so they couldn't treat the officials carelessly.

    "We're not fighting. We're just going to talk."

    I raised both hands to the Management Bureau official, indicating that I wouldn't fight.

    "I'll be watching."

    The Management Bureau official warned us and then stepped back.

    He was sweating on his face, probably because he had almost gotten caught in a fight between two hunters. Usually, everyone listened, but it wasn't a new thing for hunters to cause trouble. If things went wrong, they might even attack Management Bureau personnel.

    "Hey, want to make a bet?"

    I said to the guy who had come to pick a fight.

    "What?"

    "How about a 100 million won bet on who catches more Hellhounds in this subjugation?"

    "Do you really think you, who's at the bottom of the rankings right now, can be my opponent?"

    He scoffed, looking as if it were absurd.

    "Quit if you're scared."

    Ignoring his scoff, I tossed the words out casually.

    Furious, he wrote up a contract on the hunter app and sent it to me. The hunter app allowed various contracts, such as forming parties, and these kinds of bets could also be made binding through a loophole. The contract I received was under the name Choi Cheol-min. I checked the contents and accepted.

    "Have the money ready. Don't even think about running away."

    Choi Cheol-min growled and turned to leave.

    "Hyung, are you okay? What are you going to do?"

    Sang-heon, who had come to the restaurant late after hearing the commotion, listened to what had happened from his party members and sat down opposite me.

    "What else? I just need to catch a lot."

    "That person is Choi Cheol-min, right? He's famous even among E-grade Awakened. He's currently ranked 2nd in the Hellhound subjugation. I heard he's exploring and wiping out Hellhound lairs with the 1st place person."

    Sang-heon, hunting with his party members, clearly had more information than me.

    "Don't worry. I was about to get serious anyway."

    I gave Sang-heon, who was worried, a confident smile.

    Until now, I had focused more on raising my Keen Senses skill and stats than on increasing my score.

    But now that I had a bet, I had no intention of losing.

    After finishing my meal, I went to find a Management Bureau official.

    "I'd like to hunt at night. Could I get a checkpoint key?"

    I needed to hunt a large number from now on, and it was a waste of time to keep returning to the resort.

    "I'm afraid I can't do that."

    "Pardon?"

    "Only Management Bureau officials can have them."

    I hadn't thought of that. I had a memory of subjugating like this in my past life, but it seemed that had changed later.

    "Just give it to him. It's an empty container anyway."

    As I was troubled by this unexpected situation, another official approached.

    "Yes."

    The official who had been sitting handed me an electronic key without saying anything further.

    "We will charge you for any damage or loss, so please be careful," said the man with a name tag that read Kwon Jong-il. He didn't seem to be a low-ranking official.

    "Thank you."

    I put the electronic key in my inner pocket and began to climb the mountain at full speed. Having spent several days in the mountains, I had a good grasp of the terrain and had a few likely locations in mind.

    After running for about an hour, I found one of their lairs. In a basin surrounded by mountains, more than twenty Hellhounds were resting in front of a cave. Most of them were small or injured, as the larger ones seemed to have gone hunting.

    Hellhounds had the characteristic of rarely leaving their territory, but as their numbers increased, they often came down from the mountains to find food, even reaching residential areas, so periodic subjugation was necessary. If there were several packs of this size in the Gangwon mountain range, it was only a matter of time before they formed larger groups and came down to human settlements.

    I roughly ran down the slope towards the resting creatures.

    "Woof woof!" the creatures began to bark. They were waking up their resting companions and calling their hunting companions.

    Slightly dodging the Hellhounds coming to block me, I grabbed one by the neck and threw it to the ground. I kicked the one that bounced back up after hitting the ground, sending it flying into the others.

    After that, as more and more Hellhounds swarmed in like a pack of dogs, more and more of them sank their teeth into my body. It was difficult to accurately strike the fast-moving creatures with my fists, so I made my fingers like claws and swung them. With both high Strength and Agility, even a graze from my fingers would gouge out their flesh like furrows.

    I dealt with each of the approaching creatures one by one.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    Pushing my body to its limits in the fierce battle, my level increased.

  

    With the level up and bonus, my Stamina stat increased by 3 at once, making my body feel lighter.

    How many minutes had passed in the fight? Something felt off. Usually, these creatures would surround me and keep their distance while fighting, but today they were charging at me with what felt like a death wish. It was good for me since I needed to catch a lot, but their behavior was different from usual.

    Looking around, I saw injured or young ones inside the cave. They were protecting their kin.

    They were monsters, but it was truly a respectable aspect. Still, I couldn't just leave them be. These creatures only saw humans as prey.

    In fact, there had been minor damages reported in nearby farms and villages, which was why I and the other hunters were here. If left unchecked, the damage would become uncontrollable.

    After dealing with about twenty, only the ones remaining in the cave were left. The cave was far too narrow for their size and numbers, so I bent down and entered. When I, not their mother, entered, the pups bared their small teeth and growled. My hand paused for a moment, but it was necessary, so I ended their lives painlessly.

    After the battle, I looked around. Hellhound corpses and blood were scattered everywhere like a mountain.

    Now I had to move these corpses to the checkpoint. It was closer than the resort, but with this many, I would have to go back and forth at least five times. Corpse retrieval looked like it would take longer than hunting, but I hadn't called for porters or professional retrieval services, so I had no choice.

    I tightly tied the hunted Hellhounds with rope, slung them over my back, and climbed the mountain. After running for about ten minutes, I arrived at the checkpoint with the storage container. I opened the container door with the electronic key, threw in the Hellhounds, and then returned to the lair where I had fought a moment ago.

    "Woof!" A Hellhound sprang out with a bark. Through the darkness, I could see their eyes glowing red. They probably saw someone annihilate their lair and kill even the pups. And with the strong scent of Hellhound blood on my body, I was clearly their enemy.

    But my level and stats had increased, and the Keen Senses skill was already ingrained in my body. The Hellhounds' attacks were now clearly visible.

    I made my hand into the shape of a rake and swung it at the head of the incoming creature.

    Until a few hours ago, I had allowed them to sink their teeth into my body, but no longer. Now, their teeth no longer reached me.

    As soon as I arrived at the Hellhound lair, I hunted another eight. I had just moved some to the checkpoint, but the number of corpses here had actually increased. It looked like I would be running around the mountains all night again.

    
      

    

    I repeatedly went back and forth between the checkpoint and the Hellhound lair until dawn. By the time morning approached, the container, about the size of a small room, was full, and blood was flowing out from under the door.

    Having caught fifty-four Hellhounds on the fourth night alone, my total hunting score became 74. Before leaving, Choi Cheol-min's score was barely around 40, so I had already surpassed him.

    This bet looked like it wouldn't be difficult. I waited leisurely at the checkpoint for the Management Bureau official to arrive.

    As the morning sun rose a little, the Awakened Bureau official and the hunter in charge of checkpoint guard duty appeared on a small, golf cart-like mountain vehicle. It looked small enough to navigate the narrow mountain paths well.

    "Welcome."

    I greeted the official getting out of the car, tossing him the key. He was the one who had lent me the key yesterday.

    "You worked hard all night."

    Now that the rumors had spread, he didn't say anything about me being covered in blood.

    "Do you have any food and drinks?"

    "Yes, here you go."

    He took out bread and milk from the car and moved towards the container.

    "Be careful. It might spill out from inside."

    "Pardon?"

    The moment he turned his head at my words, just as he was about to open the door, the Hellhound corpses I had neatly stacked collapsed towards the door.

    I sprang up and grabbed him by the collar. He wouldn't necessarily die from being buried under Hellhound corpses, but an ordinary person could get hurt.

    "Did you catch this many all by yourself?"

    The Awakened Bureau official, who had fallen to the ground, asked, pointing at the corpses with trembling fingers.

    "I found one of their lairs. I'll be going now."

    I stuffed the bread and milk into my mouth and turned back towards the mountains.

    "Aren't you going back to the resort?"

    He asked, surprised, as I entered the forest instead of heading towards the resort.

    "No, there are only a few days left, right? I need to catch more. I'll be back soon, so please keep the container empty."

    He hadn't expected me to go hunting again, so he stared blankly at me for a moment before snapping out of it, taking out his phone, and requesting a transport helicopter.

    I spent several hours hunting some clustered Hellhounds, but I couldn't find a large group like last night. However, I was already far ahead in numbers, so I hunted slowly and returned to the resort around lunchtime. My hunting results this morning were twelve. It wasn't bad considering I hadn't found a lair.

    It was the peak hunting time for other hunters, so the resort was empty. The buffet wasn't operating, so I lined up instant ramen cups, poured hot water, and consecutively microwaved frozen food in the four available microwaves.

    Since no one was around, I didn't have to worry about being watched as I wolfed down the ramen and dumplings. Accumulating energy was a part of my battle strategy.

    While eating ramen, I brought up my status window.

    ----------------------------------------------------

    Name: Lee Jisuk

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 10

    Strength: 32

    Stamina: 32

    Agility: 27

    Intelligence: 15

    Vitality: 320

    Mana: 118

    Skills: Regeneration E, Tough Body F, Mind E, Poison Resistance E, Keen Senses C

    ----------------------------------------------------

    I had reached level 10 and also acquired a C-rank skill. Now, if I just completed the subjugation mission safely, I could raise my hunter rank to E.

    And my Stamina and Strength had already exceeded 30, and Agility would soon reach 30. My stats had surpassed those of an E-rank hunter and were similar to those of a D-rank hunter. Seeing my abilities steadily increasing made me feel like the hardships of my past life were being rewarded.

    I finished my meal, using the status window as a side dish, and took a nap.

    I woke up after about five hours and went back downstairs, where the restaurant was crowded with people.

    "Hyung!"

    Sang-heon spotted me first and rushed over urgently.

    "Did you see the scoreboard! How did you do that in one day?"

    Sang-heon was quite excited as he spoke to me. I was the one who made the bet, but he seemed even more thrilled.

    "I found a lair. I caught them all."

    "If you do a little more, you'll catch up."

    "Catch up?"

    I was clearly winning before I went to sleep, so what was he talking about?

    "Yes, Choi Cheol-min caught a lot too. But seeing that Choi Cheol-min's numbers are increasing sharply while his party members' results are worse than the previous day, it seems like his party members are giving him their scores. And you didn't bring any porters, right? They brought a few porters."

    Hearing his explanation, I checked the scoreboard on the app and saw that Choi Cheol-min's score had increased by 42, reaching 105. My score was 86, so there was still almost a 20-point difference.

    "Look at this."

    My competitive spirit was ignited. I must have been too complacent and rested too much during the day.

    "Thanks for letting me know."

    I greeted Sang-heon, who had given me the information, and started eating. From now on, I planned to minimize rest or not rest at all until the last day, so I needed to consume a larger amount of food.

    The buffet was already empty, so I brought the entire serving tray and started eating. It took a long time just to chew and swallow, but it was worth it to save time on resting and replenishing food.

    After an hour-long meal, I left the restaurant. I had eaten all the remaining food in the buffet, but since I was digesting and compressing it in real-time, my stomach was only slightly protruding. Even that disappeared again when I started climbing the mountain.

    Like yesterday, I looked for a Hellhound lair and plunged into the dark mountains.

    I went deeper into the mountains, further from the resort, and began catching Hellhounds. The terrain became steeper, an area that other hunters didn't frequent.

    I caught them as soon as I saw them, and after about ten, I discovered another lair.

    Usually, the adults would go out hunting at night, leaving the lair empty. So, it was common for only small or sick individuals to be in the lair, like the one I raided yesterday. But the lair I found this time had adults guarding the perimeter.

    Just by seeing them on guard, I could tell that their intelligence wasn't as low as goblins.

    Moreover, the size of the Hellhounds in this lair was larger than the ones I had hunted so far. The previous ones were about the size of large dogs, but some of these looked like small horses.

    Originally, the Hellhounds that lived in the gates were much larger than the ones I was catching now, and their combat power was incomparably stronger. The Hellhound was a D-grade monster that an F-grade Awakened couldn't dare to fight. But after breeding in the mana-deficient environment of Earth, their size had decreased.

    The Hellhounds in this lair had grown larger, probably from what they had scavenged, but even so, they were still much smaller than their original size.

    I approached the guarding creatures without concealing myself.

    The first one to spot me howled, alerting its companions inside the lair that an enemy had invaded.

    The howling echoed through the mountains. After howling, they didn't attack one by one but surrounded me as if forming a battle formation.

    If they weren't going to run away, I would be grateful.

    Without paying attention to them surrounding me, I walked straight towards the nearest Hellhound. Their formation moved to follow me, and then, in an instant, they pounced on me.

    I had been tense because they were large, but they weren't any faster.

    I swung my hand towards the first one that came to attack. I had thought I could take it out in one blow, but unlike its large size, it agilely turned its head towards the direction of the attack, deflecting it. A long mark where my fingers had passed was gouged into its face, but it wasn't a fatal wound. The creature quickly turned its injured face back and lunged with its teeth.

    I swung my left fist towards its torso again. The creature, which was in mid-air, couldn't dodge and was hit by my fist. Its body crashed to the ground with a booming sound.

    However, I had spent too much time on one. Four of them were coming at me simultaneously from all directions. The neck was a weak point, so if I was hit, I would be momentarily incapacitated. I blocked only the one coming at my head with my arm.

    The creatures bit my arms, legs, and waist, shaking their heads as if they were dogs playing with a toy, trying to tear off my flesh. Fortunately, the flesh wasn't cleanly severed where they bit, but their bite force was far superior to the smaller ones, and their teeth were gradually digging in deeper.

  

    [Your Strength has increased by 2.]

    The moment a Hellhound the size of a small horse bit me and pulled in all directions, putting a strain on my whole body, my Strength stat increased.

    Enduring the pain, I grabbed the heads of the creatures biting and shaking me and crushed them with my increased Strength. The moment I dealt with one and crushed the head of another, the Hellhounds, realizing they would die if they stayed attached to me, let go and backed away, creating distance.

    They were intelligent and strong.

    These were definitely not F-grade monsters like goblins. However, they weren't so strong that I couldn't handle them either.

    They no longer charged at full force but were using hit-and-run tactics. Still, there was a difference from the first and second days. Before, I couldn't keep up with their speed and could only defend one-sidedly, but today, if several came at me, at least one or two would fall by my hand.

    I had allowed quite a few attacks, so I had bled a fair amount, but I managed to clear out most of the Hellhounds inside the lair within an hour. In the meantime, a few had snatched the young ones and fled. Because creatures like that hid deep in the mountains, complete extermination was difficult in mountainous Korea.

    Now, the remaining problem was dealing with the corpses. I had come quite deep into the mountains. Moving these large creatures to the nearest checkpoint from here would take all night.

    As I pondered what to do, I found the phone number of the Management Bureau official who had authorized me to have the key in the hunter app and called him.

    "Hello?"

    His voice was sleepy, as if he had been asleep.

    "Hello, is this Officer Kwon Jong-il? This is Lee Jisuk. Could you send a transport helicopter to my location?"

    I got straight to the point without needing to drag it out.

    "Yes? Why do you need a transport helicopter?"

    Kwon Jong-il sounded a bit more awake as he asked back, seemingly surprised by my request.

    "As you can see from my location, I've come quite deep. And the Hellhounds here are large and numerous, making it difficult to transport them to the checkpoint."

    "Is that so? But the condition is that hunters bring the corpses themselves, so air support is difficult."

    "I'll send you a picture, so please look at it and ask your superior. First of all, they're not normal size, and wouldn't it be good for the Bureau if I achieved a high number of kills? With air support, I can catch several times more than I have so far. And I'll only take half of the government compensation for the Hellhounds transported with support."

    "Hmm. I'll report it first. Please wait a moment."

    The Bureau probably wouldn't refuse the offer to reduce the compensation by half. After all, the helicopters were on standby for emergencies anyway.

    I hung up and sent the picture. Then, I sat on a rock for a while and enjoyed the night scenery. The weather was good today, and it was almost a full moon, so the moonlight was nice. Looking at the sky, there were countless stars, and just sitting here like this felt romantic and pleasant for a moment.

    The reply came sooner than expected.

    "Permission granted. However, to be fair since we're doing this for Hunter Lee Jisuk, we've informed other hunters that we will provide support if they gather more than a certain number of creatures at one location. The helicopter is expected to arrive in 20 minutes."

    Kwon Jong-il's voice was fully awake and he gave the information quickly and efficiently.

    The 20 minutes I spent waiting while looking at the moon and stars passed in an instant.

    Since a large transport helicopter couldn't land on the mountainous terrain, they dropped a large tarp from above. I loaded the corpses onto it, and it was connected to the helicopter and pulled up. The pilot gave me a thumbs-up, and I lightly waved back.

    With the helicopter taking care of the corpses, I could speed up my hunting.

    I searched various parts of the mountain range and cleared out another lair before sunrise. If there hadn't been support, tonight would have been completely spent clearing the previous lair and transporting the bodies. I gave up half the profit, but it was more beneficial in the end. And the bet wasn't about profit. Whoever had the higher score won.

    I didn't check the exact number as they were being loaded onto the helicopter, but I seemed to have caught over eighty just tonight. Once the score was reflected in the hunter app, my score would easily surpass Choi Cheol-min.

    Nevertheless, I didn't let my guard down and continued hunting during the day without rest.

    I wasn't lucky enough to find another lair during the day, but I killed every creature I saw wandering around for hunting.

    While hunting, I realized another thing: there were hardly any other wild animals around, day or night. The Hellhounds had probably eaten them all.

    If winter deepened in this situation and the creatures ran out of food, it was only a matter of time before they came down to the villages. There couldn't be a more harmful pest than this.

    I was in the middle of hunting when I received a call from Sang-heon around noon.

    "Hyung, what kind of magic did you use? You've caught over a hundred since yesterday?"

    Sang-heon said, sounding dumbfounded.

    "Well, I can't afford to lose the bet, can I?"

    "I didn't see you as someone with such a strong competitive spirit."

    "Is that so? And there's money on the line too."

    100 million won wasn't just pocket change. I was the type to meticulously collect even a single magic stone in the goblin gate.

    "You're the one who made that bet, hyung."

    There was a sense of bewilderment in Sang-heon's voice.

    "I bet because I'm going to win. Anyway, what's up?"

    "Just reminding you not to let your guard down. Choi Cheol-min is gritting his teeth. He's catching up fast."

    "Got it. Thanks."

    I hung up and checked the scoreboard, and Choi Cheol-min had caught over seventy, closing the gap significantly. I regretted not finding a lair during the day.

    Since I couldn't find any more lairs deep in the mountains, I started heading down, continuing my search. As dusk approached, I faintly heard screams and fighting sounds in the distance.

    As soon as I heard the sounds, I ran in that direction.

    I leaped down the steep mountain as if falling. My body, strengthened by increased Strength and Agility and a Tough Body, didn't feel any impact even after leaping down several tens of meters in succession.

    I arrived at the scene of the battle in a few minutes. Dozens of Hellhounds the size of small horses were surrounding a party.

    The hunters looked injured, but seeing that they were still standing, their injuries didn't seem too severe.

    The creatures behind the Hellhound pack noticed me and turned their attention. I didn't slow down and leaped towards them.

    I smashed heads with my fists as they came within reach, or grabbed the ones that bit me and threw them at the others.

    Perhaps they considered me a greater threat, as most of them now turned their heads towards me.

    "Run away!"

    I shouted at the hunters, whose encirclement had been broken because of my distraction.

    They flinched at my words, looked at each other, and slowly began to retreat.

    'Huh? Bae Na-young?'

    I glanced at the faces of the people running away, and Bae Na-young was among the party members. The woman running away in terror looked like an ordinary novice hunter in her early twenties.

    No matter how I looked at it, she didn't seem like a villain.

    Shaking off my distracting thoughts, I focused on dealing with the Hellhounds for now.

    A few of them chased after the fleeing hunters, but they should be able to handle that much on their own.

    I cleared the area and caught my breath. I seemed to have dealt with about thirty. I called to request helicopter support.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, helicopter support is currently unavailable."

    There was a sense of urgency in Kwon Jong-il's voice.

    "Why is that?"

    "An abnormally large number of Hellhounds are gathering. The helicopters are currently busy with rescue operations for hunters and civilians and cannot be diverted elsewhere. Please return, Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    I told the worried him that I understood for now and hung up. I opened the app and saw that rescue requests and the discovery of a large number of Hellhound packs had been updated. Looking at the locations and times of discovery, it seemed that a large number of Hellhound packs were coming down from the mountains and moving towards the resort.

    Hellhounds usually acted in groups, but they didn't mix with other packs. But now, they were all gathering.

    Perhaps the hunters had provoked the Hellhounds too much during this subjugation, causing them to congregate.

    I happened to be on the path towards the resort. Finding Hellhounds by searching the mountains and dealing with the corpses had taken more time than fighting them, but if they were gathering like this, it was actually good news for me.

    The bet with Choi Cheol-min wasn't over yet.

    I roughly gathered the Hellhounds I had hunted in one place and moved towards the location where another pack of Hellhounds had been discovered.

    In a few minutes, I found another group of Hellhounds coming down the mountain.

    I increased my speed and leaped into the middle of the stampeding Hellhound pack. I was fast, and they were also moving quickly, so they didn't even react.

    Without even needing to punch or swing my hand, I collided with them at full speed. The ones that crashed into my body flew off as if hit by a truck. As I blew away a few and cut through their pack in half, the creatures stopped moving and began to surround me.

    After a brief standoff, the fight began as both sides charged at each other simultaneously.

    The fight was one-sided. Having raised my level, stats, and skills significantly so far, even the large Hellhounds were no threat to me.

    The creatures kept attacking without retreating even as their companions died.

    And in the distance, I heard the howling of Hellhounds. At that moment, even the ones attacking me backed away and began to howl. Their howling spread throughout the mountains as if it would resonate across the entire range.

    My Keen Senses sent a sharp warning. It was dangerous to stay here.

    The moment I thought I should run away, a huge figure leaped over the forest and appeared in front of me.

    An enormous Hellhound that I would only see inside a gate appeared before my eyes. Its body length easily exceeded 5 meters, and its shoulder height seemed to be 3 meters. I couldn't understand how such a creature could be this close to a residential area. Was it a creature that had come out during the gate break and survived by avoiding hunters? Or had a creature born on Earth mutated and grown this large? Even in my past life, large monsters sometimes appeared in unexpected places, or monsters not found in gates would appear.

    Whatever the reason, the creature was in front of me. With a body the size of a house and terrifyingly smooth movements that didn't match its size, it approached me step by step. If that thing had the same combat power as the Hellhounds inside the gate, it would be classified as a D-grade monster. That meant it would take several D-grade hunters to deal with it.

    If my level had been just a little higher, I might have been able to handle it, but right now I was only in E-grade, and only my stats were close to D-grade.

    I thought about running away, but that thing would definitely be faster than me.

    Thinking I should strike first, I lunged towards it the moment the Hellhound opened its massive jaws and spewed fire.

    Without even time to dodge, I barely covered my face with my arms. Flames engulfed my body as if they would swallow me whole.

    It couldn't compare to the dragon breath I had only heard about, but the immediate pain of my body burning made me grit my teeth and roll on the ground to escape the flames.

    The flames stopped, but my face had been directly hit, and I couldn't see. Keen Senses sent a warning to get away quickly. But my body, stiffened by the flames, couldn't react.

    A huge front paw slammed into my body. Even though my weight had increased due to compressed energy, I was infinitely lighter than that thing. I flew like a cannonball, knocking down two trees before crashing to the ground.

  

    As I tried to straighten myself, blood gushed from my mouth. I was regenerating my body in real-time, but with my Regeneration skill still at E-rank, it was impossible to recover from this level of injury instantly.

    The moment I stood up again on trembling legs, the creature lunged at me.

    Forcing my barely moving body, I rolled on the ground again, narrowly avoiding its front paw.

    I tried to recover as much as possible while rolling, but the creature had no intention of giving me that time. It turned its head sideways, mouth wide open, trying to bite me.

    My battered body reacted too slowly, and I couldn't avoid its jaws.

    I held onto its upper and lower teeth and braced myself, but its bite force exceeded my Strength.

    Gradually, I was pushed back until it finally bit into my side. Its teeth sank deep into my body, but I used both arms to prevent its jaws from closing completely. If I didn't have a Tough Body, I would have been torn in two in an instant.

    When it couldn't bite me in one go, the creature bit down and started shaking me like a chew toy. With the shaking, its teeth gradually dug deeper into my body.

    [Your Regeneration level has increased from E to D.]

    [Your Tough Body level has increased from F to D.]

    [Your Strength has increased by 5.]

    The notification window popped up the moment I felt like my waist was about to snap.

    I could feel the strength in my arms gripping its teeth increasing. Slowly, its jaws began to open, and at the same time, my wounds regenerated, with new flesh slowly growing. The newly regenerated skin and muscle became tougher than before.

    The strengthened skin no longer allowed its teeth to penetrate. My body continued to regenerate and push back, and soon its jaws were completely open.

    Bewilderment filled its eyes.

    While I was holding its jaws open and facing it, flames flickered in its throat.

    I hastily brought my hands together, forcing its mouth shut, and turned my body, wrapping my arms around its snout and squeezing.

    The huge creature had a large head, making it difficult for my arms to fully encircle it and exert force. However, now that Regeneration was D-rank, it was no longer a problem.

    [Regeneration (D): Adjusts the regeneration of the body.]

    Now, the Regeneration skill could transform my body within the limits of my imagination. The direction of future battles would become incredibly diverse.

    Focusing on the boundaries of my body and imagining a larger form, I heard the creaking of bones and muscles as my body began to grow. With my limited energy and still low proficiency, I only grew about 40 centimeters taller, but thanks to my longer arms, I could now completely encircle its snout.

    Surprised by my growth, the creature thrashed wildly, shaking its head madly to try and dislodge me. Dangling precariously, I squeezed its snout with both arms as if to crush it.

    Suffering, the creature desperately tried to shake me off, rubbing its snout against the ground and smashing its head against trees and rocks. However, Tough Body, which had jumped two ranks at once, showed a level of defense far beyond F-rank, even though my body hadn't fully transformed. Moreover, as I grew larger, the amount of muscle increased, and my Strength also became stronger, allowing me to grip its body more firmly.

    Perhaps trusting their leader, the other Hellhounds that had only been watching until now rushed to protect it and bit into my body. I was bitten all over without a single gap, but their attacks no longer worked on my body.

    When the leader became exhausted, I wedged its snout, which I had been holding with both arms, between my left arm and ribs. And with my freed right fist, I slammed down on its head.

    There were loud thuds, but unlike the smaller ones, its head didn't shatter in one blow.

    Small Hellhounds were hanging all over my body, but I ignored them and repeatedly struck the largest one's head.

    [Your level has increased.]

    Soon, its body went limp. I was exhausted from losing so much blood, but I felt my body lighten slightly as my level increased.

    Following that, I grabbed each of the creatures clinging to my body, tore them off, threw them aside, and punched them away. When I first started this subjugation, I couldn't deal with the ones clinging to my body by punching them, but now, with my Strength increased so much, it was easy to handle them.

    With the battle situation tilted this much, even the surviving ones should have fled, but they didn't run and instead charged at me.

    To make matters worse, after hearing the earlier howling, Hellhounds were gathering endlessly.

    However, now that I had dealt with the leader and the level of Tough Body had increased, they were no match for me.

    I also lunged towards the charging creatures.

    
      

    

    "My goodness..."

    It wasn't until morning that the retrieval team from the Awakened Management Bureau arrived in response to my request. They carefully walked through the corpses of what looked like hundreds of Hellhounds and approached me.

    "Did you catch all of these by yourself?"

    The official asked, his face pale, as he looked at me, covered in blood and resting.

    "Yes. Can I head down now?"

    "Ah, yes. We will take care of the retrieval."

    It seemed the retrieval team was back in operation now that the threat of the Hellhound pack was gone. I was tired and hungry and wanted to return quickly.

    Even walking felt like a chore, so I returned in the Awakened Bureau's small mountain vehicle.

    After washing up, I started eating in the restaurant.

    "Hyung! Are you okay? I was worried because you weren't at the gathering place for returnees yesterday."

    Sang-heon, who had started eating before me, approached with a worried expression.

    "Yeah. I caught a few more and just got back."

    "That's a relief then."

    Sang-heon and I were in the middle of eating when Section Chief Baek Young-shin approached with a bright expression.

    "Excuse me while you're eating. May I sit down?"

    He asked politely, and I gestured towards the chair across from me with my palm.

    "You stayed behind alone yesterday and held off the creatures. We did set up a defensive line at the resort, but if those creatures had spread out in all directions, the villages would have been in danger. Thanks to you gathering the Hellhounds in the middle and stopping them, there was no major damage. The hunters scattered in the mountains were also able to return safely thanks to you. Thank you."

    Section Chief Baek Young-shin bowed his head to me. It seemed the hunters who had fled had also arrived safely.

    "It was nothing."

    "We also discovered a large individual. We suspect that it might have been the focal point that held them together. The Bureau should have identified the existence of such a creature, and I apologize for the oversight."

    Section Chief Baek Young-shin bowed his head again.

    "We will provide as much support as we can in the future. We will also pay the full amount of the Hellhound subsidy, even though you originally agreed to only half. You are currently F-grade, correct? We will immediately take steps to promote you to E-grade. I would like to make you a D-grade if I could, but the regulations prevent it due to the short period since your awakening."

    I hadn't expected him to go this far to help, but it seemed that preventing a potentially large loss of life had played a big role.

    "Thank you. Then, I'll go out to hunt again."

    I stuffed the remaining food into my mouth and got up from my seat.

    "Yes? Again?!"

    Section Chief Baek Young-shin stood up from his chair, surprised.

    "Since I've come this far, shouldn't I aim for first place?"

    "As for that, the tallying is already complete. The original plan was until noon today, but with so many injuries, we decided it would be difficult to continue, so we had everyone return, and this subjugation is now over."

    "Oh, is that so? What place am I in?"

    "Even though not all of the Hellhounds Hunter Lee Jisuk hunted have been retrieved yet, you are overwhelmingly in first place. Congratulations."

    I had caught so many that it seemed it would take time just to retrieve them all.

    "Thank you. Then I guess I can eat some more."

    Section Chief Baek Young-shin glanced at the plates I had already eaten and looked as if he was thinking, 'You're going to eat more?'

    "Haha... Then please enjoy your meal. I will see you at the closing ceremony this afternoon."

    He wiped away sweat and greeted me before getting up from his seat.

    However, I would still be hungry even if I ate everything here. With Tough Body's level increasing by two ranks at once, my body was constantly regenerating with evolved cells.

    Now, unless it was a direct hit, my body could even withstand rifle bullets and considerable flames.

    And my Strength stat had exceeded 40. Stats became increasingly harder to raise the higher they got, and the power of an increase of 1 in the early stages was different from an increase of 1 at a higher value. Now, I could even lift a car.

    "Hyung, you said you caught a few, but just how many did you catch?"

    Sang-heon, who had been quietly listening to my conversation with Section Chief Baek Young-shin, asked with a dumbfounded expression.

    "Oh, just a few."

    I was eating while chatting with Sang-heon when I saw Choi Cheol-min passing by in the distance.

    "Hey, Cheol-min."

    Startled at being caught trying to pass by quietly, he turned around.

    "You owe me money, right?"

    I said, holding out my palm.

    "How could you have caught so many?"

    Choi Cheol-min said as he reluctantly approached me. His expression was contorted, and he had bandages wrapped around his body and head, possibly from injuries.

    "Well, I guess if you try hard enough, you can do anything?"

    "Don't talk nonsense! You, who caught three on the first day, caught hundreds on the last day, and alone without a party?!"

    Choi Cheol-min slammed the table and yelled, just like when he had started the fight.

    "If you lose, you should stay quiet. What is the meaning of this?"

    Sang-heon stood up and blocked Choi Cheol-min.

    "Where are these unheard-of punks coming from to pick fights? Do you think I'm a joke too?"

    Choi Cheol-min ground his teeth.

    "You look like a joke because you're acting like one. Pay up later and don't regret it."

    I said, remaining seated at the table.

    "You F-grade punks think you can make a fool of me?"

    "Goodness, anyone would think an S-grade hunter had arrived. You're E-grade too, aren't you? Oh, and I'm E-grade now too. I got promoted."

    "Wh... what?! How quickly? Ah, did you bribe someone? You even faked the numbers with bribes!"

    I sighed, looking at Choi Cheol-min, who was writing his own novel.

    "Aren't you a bit slow-witted? If I hunted and caught them, that means I'm stronger than you, so why are you picking a fight like this? And let's say I am weak. But if I have connections within the Bureau to manipulate my rank or subjugation results, shouldn't you be careful? Aren't you being too thoughtless?"

    Sang-heon, who had been listening, held back a laugh that was about to burst out.

    "This punk is laughing?!"

    The guy, speechless and his face twitching, heard Sang-heon's suppressed laughter and suddenly threw a punch at him. To swing a fist here, was he really that unintelligent?

    He might have been unintelligent, but perhaps because he was a notable E-grade, his movements were definitely faster than Sang-heon's. Sang-heon was surprised and dodged, but Choi Cheol-min's fist was faster. Sang-heon was hit and fell backward.

    "Are you okay?"

    I sighed and got up from my seat, helping the fallen Sang-heon up.

    "That bastard!"

    I held down Sang-heon's shoulder to stop him from charging again as soon as he got up. Furious, Sang-heon tried to lunge, but when he was held by me and couldn't move at all, he looked dumbfounded.

    Forcibly calming Sang-heon down, I approached Choi Cheol-min and stood directly in front of him.

  

    "You've crossed the line."

    I said, standing close to Choi Cheol-min and glaring at him.

    "You fraud!"

    He threw a punch at my face.

    Choi Cheol-min's punch was fast, but not fast enough for me to miss. However, with guys like him, you had to show the difference in level to avoid future trouble, so I just stared at the incoming fist.

    Thwack! His fist landed on my cheek, but my face didn't even flinch.

    A punch of that level wouldn't even hurt if I was caught off guard, and I had deliberately focused on my face to increase its defense, so it was only natural.

    As the level of my Regeneration skill increased, it became possible to transform only a part of my body. Complex transformations were difficult, and only simple, easily imagined ones were possible, but changes like making something tougher were simple and effective.

    "Kghaaack!"

    Instead, Choi Cheol-min screamed, clutching his fist and writhing in pain.

    "Now it's my turn, right?"

    I punched the wailing guy in the gut. I wanted to hit him with all my strength, but if I did, his stomach might burst and he could die, so I hit him moderately gently.

    His body floated slightly in the air and then collapsed as if crumbling, followed by him heaving and vomiting on the floor.

    "Cheol-min, send the money quickly."

    I said in a low voice to Choi Cheol-min, who was vomiting and crying. He couldn't avoid paying anyway. Contracts through the hunter app were binding.

    Whether he heard me or not, his eyes rolled back, and he fainted. Did I hit him too hard?

    Fights between hunters had a high potential for problems. However, he had thrown punches at Sang-heon and me first, and I had only hit him back moderately once, so there was no penalty for me. I heard that Choi Cheol-min was being disciplined by the Bureau.

    After the closing ceremony, the Hellhound subjugation, which felt long due to the many incidents, was finally over, and I returned to my daily life.

    Having received the subjugation reward, the prize money for first place, and the money from the bet with Choi Cheol-min, my pockets were quite full.

    
      

    

    I returned home, tidied up, and immediately booked an E-grade Orc Gate.

    It was my first time in an E-grade gate, but I wasn't nervous at all.

    Orcs were monsters slightly larger than adult men with aggressive personalities.

    Entering the gate comfortably, a wide-open plain appeared. I walked across the plain for a while and encountered a group of Orcs scouting.

    The ones who spotted me roared and charged.

    After dealing with Hellhounds in the dark mountains at night, seeing Orcs charging straight at me in the open plain made them look too slow.

    Impatient with waiting, I also ran towards them. I instantly closed the distance and struck the flank of the one in the lead before the sword it raised could even come down.

    Instead of a thud, there was a loud bang and a shockwave. As the seemingly heavy creature flew sideways, defying gravity, the ones following behind looked shocked.

    I then uppercutted the jaw of the second one and punched the face of the third. I also ran at the remaining two Orcs watching me from behind and knocked them down.

    I had dealt with five Orcs in just a few seconds.

    Hunting Orcs was even easier than I had expected for an E-grade Awakened.

    I retrieved the magic stones with the dagger at my waist and collected the weapons. I had earned quite a bit of money, so I considered leaving the weapons behind, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. Orc weapons were worth more than goblin weapons, so I rationalized that I should take them all.

    I hadn't been nervous originally, but the first battle with the Orcs was so anticlimactic that it felt almost like a picnic.

    
      

    

    Four hours had passed by the time I cleared the gate and came out. It was a much faster time than other E-grade parties. In fact, I had cleared it in an hour, but collecting the magic stones and gathering the materials and carrying them around had multiplied the time.

    This was too inefficient. But I couldn't just leave them behind.

    It seemed the time had come to use a collection service. In my past life, I had worked as a porter for parties and collection services, but now I was in a position to hire them.

    "Sang-heon, do you know any gate collection services?"

    At this point, the only company I knew was the one I had worked for before, but as someone who had worked internally, it wasn't a company I wanted to use. Their work was a mess, and the workers would pilfer materials and magic stones little by little. So, I called Sang-heon, who had more information than me.

    "...Hyung, you weren't really listening to me, were you?"

    Sang-heon said with a sigh.

    "Huh? Why?"

    "I told you my dad runs a collection company. I told you to call if you needed it."

    I seemed to recall him saying something like that at the resort.

    "Ah... right. Sorry. Hahaha, then could I ask for your help right away?"

    I awkwardly laughed it off and asked for the favor.

    "Yes, I'll tell my dad."

    I received a call from Sang-heon's father and met him in front of the gate.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk? Nice to meet you. I'm Yang Cheol-hyun, the president of Hwagok Collection Agency. I heard my son was indebted to you."

    Sang-heon's father looked at me, handed me his business card, greeted me, and shook my hand firmly, expressing his gratitude.

    "No, I'm the one who's received a lot of help from Sang-heon."

    "Please continue to take good care of Sang-heon in the future."

    His grip was firm, and his eyes were full of concern. He ran a collection service, but his worry for his hunter son was no different from my own mother's. It would be even more so since he had heard that his son had almost died in a gate.

    Sang-heon's father, President Yang, explained in detail how the collection service worked. I already knew all of it, but since there was no record of me using a collection service, I listened quietly.

    After the explanation, I received dozens of trackers made of magic stones and put them in my pocket.

    "Have a safe and enjoyable hunt. Well then, see you later."

    Leaving President Yang's farewell behind, I entered the gate.

    Without a backpack and only a pocket containing a dagger and candy-sized trackers at my waist, my body felt incredibly light.

    The E-grade Orc Gate had become too easy for me, and my stats no longer increased. I was only running it to clear a certain number to get promoted to D-grade. If a subjugation mission came up, I would do that too, but until my house was a bit more organized, I planned to only run gates that I could clear in a day.

    "Alright, let's go!"

    Kicking off the ground, I began to sprint through the gate.

    
      

    

    When I came out of the gate, President Yang and an official from the Gate Management Bureau were talking.

    "President."

    "Oh? Mr. Jisuk? How are you already...?"

    President Yang checked the time and asked, his eyes wide. Clearing an E-grade gate in an hour was indeed surprising.

    "I'm done. I've scattered all the trackers, so please take care of the collection. I'm going to run one more, so please come to the next address after you're done collecting."

    Leaving behind the flustered President Yang, I moved to the next gate. The travel time took two hours, but clearing the gate itself took just over an hour. I could have cleared it faster, but since President Yang probably couldn't make it in time for collection anyway, I went a bit slower this time.

    "President, this is Lee Jisuk. I'm done here."

    I called after clearing my second gate of the day.

    "Yes? Already?! Uh... uh... I'll get over there as fast as I can. Hey! Assistant Manager Kim! You tidy up here and follow me! I'm going to the next location first!"

    "Yes? President! Where are you going?! There's still a lot left here! President!!!"

    I could hear a commotion and a scream from a man who I assumed was Assistant Manager Kim over the still-connected phone.

    I had never heard of a collection agency called Hwagok Collection in my past life. That meant it was a small, struggling place.

    Just by looking at it, it seemed they lacked personnel and equipment, making it difficult to handle many gates quickly.

    "Hello? President, if you're busy, should I contact another place?"

    "No! I'm going! Please wait a moment!"

    His tone had become polite. Collection agencies lived off commissions, and it wasn't easy to build connections with capable hunters who ran many gates. So, finding a hunter who ran several gates a day, he wouldn't want to let me go.

    "Yes, please take your time."

    Feeling bored while waiting, I ordered pizza. It made me think that Korea was truly amazing at times. Bullet delivery even to the front of a gate.

    I had ordered dozens of pizzas, enough for the collection agency staff and the Management Bureau official, and was eating when President Yang and his staff arrived.

    "He... he really cleared it."

    President Yang checked the changed color of the gate and looked dumbfounded.

    "I have some time left. Can you handle one more collection?"

    "Again?! Hmm... I'm sorry, but collection might be difficult today. Next time, if you let us know in advance, we'll make sure to be fully prepared."

    At my question, Sang-heon's father bowed his head, sweating profusely. I felt bad pushing him further or using another company, so I decided to stop here for today.

    "Yes, then I'll start running them again tomorrow morning. And sir, please feel free to speak comfortably."

    "No! I couldn't possibly do that to a customer. But... tomorrow morning?"

    At first, he had treated me somewhere between a friend's son and just another customer, but now he was treating me like a VIP customer.

    "Yes. If I run them at today's pace, I think I can do about six tomorrow. I'll send you the route after I make the reservations."

    Sang-heon's father's face showed a bizarre mix of joy and worry. Making money was good, but he seemed worried about whether he could really handle six locations in a day. Still, it was necessary for me, so I couldn't help it. If it didn't work out, I would have to use another company.

    
      

    

    "Sang-heon."

    Yang Cheol-hyun, Yang Sang-heon's father, called his son with a voice heavy with exhaustion.

    "Yes, Father."

    Sang-heon's voice also carried a thick layer of fatigue.

    "Did I do something wrong to you?"

    "Yes? No."

    "Then why are you doing this to me?"

    "You could just not do it."

    "Hoo. I can't do that."

    Even as they talked, their hands didn't stop, splitting open the Orcs' chests and taking out the magic stones.

    "How many is this now?"

    Yang Cheol-hyun said, putting the magic stones into a sack.

    "This is the fourth one."

    Sang-heon also collected the weapons and loaded them onto a cart.

    "Fourth?! You're still going to do two more?"

    "At least."

    "If I die from overwork, I'll leave the company to you."

    "I will renounce my inheritance."

    Thanks to Jisuk, Cheol-hyun's collection agency was experiencing an unexpected boom. He had hired all the temporary workers he could and was also hiring permanent staff, but since manpower couldn't be increased that quickly, he had even called his hunter son, Sang-heon, to help with the collection work.

    The problem was that the hunter named Lee Jisuk never seemed to rest. While normal hunters ran one to three gates a week at most, this crazy hunter ran six a day.

    While making lighthearted jokes, the two skillfully packed up the equipment. Their bodies were incredibly tired. However, thinking that following Jisuk for just one month could earn them dozens of times the operating profit of the previous quarter, they couldn't rest.

    Their minds wanted to refuse, but their bodies couldn't escape the sweet swamp of money.

  

    I cleared the sixth gate of the day and came outside. It was still bright, before the short winter day ended.

    With Sang-heon and his father handling the retrieval, the hunting speed was incomparably faster. The workers were all exhausted, but their work was always clean, and their fees were lower than other companies.

    "At this rate, I could probably do eight a day."

    As I resolved to increase the number of gates I ran in a day, my ear suddenly became incredibly itchy.

    "Is someone talking about me?"

    "You've worked hard."

    A Hwagok Collection employee was waiting for me in front of the gate as I came out.

    "I've scattered twenty-five trackers. Here are the rest."

    Scattering twenty-five trackers meant that there were twenty-five locations where I had roughly gathered the corpses and items. I handed him the pouch containing the remaining trackers.

    "Thank you."

    "From tomorrow, I'd like to run eight locations a day, so please ask the president if that's possible."

    "Eigh... eight locations in one day?"

    The employee looked shocked, as if my words were unexpected.

    "Yes, please ask him."

    "Yes... I understand."

    The employee's face turned ashen for a moment as he bowed his head and replied.

    
      

    

    "Are you alright?"

    Sang-heon was waiting in front of the gate like a half-zombie.

    "How are you alright, hyung? You're the first Awakened in Korea to run eight gates a day."

    "Is that so? Since I'm doing this anyway, should I push it harder and aim for ten?"

    "Keuheuk. Hyung, it's not because I'm tired at all, but I'm saying this because I'm worried about your health. How about taking it a bit easier? Why don't you take tomorrow off? And I didn't want to say this, but my father seems very tired too."

    Sang-heon desperately tried to persuade me.

    Sang-heon pointed to President Yang, who was unloading cargo from the truck behind him. His face looked gaunt, almost blackish, and he seemed exhausted.

    Money was good, and a quick promotion was good, but at this rate, the father of a comrade I had made in this new life was going to die from overwork.

    In the beginning, I had considered using other companies, but I had never heard of a place as honest as Sang-heon's. It was customary for other companies to pilfer here and there, so if Sang-heon's wasn't around, I would have had no choice but to use them, but now I had no intention of doing so.

    "Then, I'll only do five locations a day from now on. I'll use the rest of the time to train at home. Five times a day, from Monday to Friday. Is that possible?"

    "Yes! It's possible! My father will be very happy."

    "Good, and you're going to train with me."

    "Yes? I didn't hear you correctly?"

    "After you finish collecting, come to my house. We're going to train."

    "No, after I finish collecting, I'm going to rest..."

    "No, I'll oversee your training. Come starting tomorrow. I'll be worried if you're weak. If you run into someone like Choi Mi-ran again, or get beaten up by someone like Choi Cheol-min, how will I face your father?"

    I simply informed Sang-heon, who was trying to avoid it because he didn't want to.

    
      

    

    "Come at me with your weapons and skills."

    I stood facing Sang-heon in the yard in front of my house.

    "Yes? Hyung, aren't you going to use a weapon?"

    Sang-heon drew his sword and asked, looking at me standing still. He seemed reluctant to attack someone he knew, especially an unarmed person, with a weapon.

    "I've seen you fight. Don't worry and come at me."

    "No, still. Heop!"

    I rushed at Sang-heon, who kept hesitating, and kicked his leg, knocking him down.

    "Ouch."

    Sang-heon groaned and got up from the ground.

    "If you don't attack, you'll just keep getting hit until sunset today."

    "Hoo... then here I come."

    As if he had steeled his resolve, he rushed at me, swinging his light-infused sword. It wasn't at full power, and the trajectory was obvious and easy to avoid. Moreover, he swung the sword from a distance where it would barely graze my skin even if I didn't dodge.

    I didn't know if I should call this being soft-hearted or just being naive.

    I took a step forward and reached out towards the sword of light.

    Seeing my hand trying to grab the sword, he was surprised and tried to stop, but suddenly stopping a swinging sword wasn't easy.

    Thanks to my Agility stat, which was two or three times higher, and my hand, trained by the Tough Body skill, I easily caught his sword barehanded.

    "H... hyung! Are you alright?! Uh... what the?"

    My hand, which should have taken damage from the light attribute, was fine, and not a single drop of blood stained the palm that should have been cut by the sword.

    When I kicked his leg and knocked down the surprised guy, Sang-heon fell with a strange "khek" sound.

    "Hyung, was it really necessary to knock me down just now?"

    Sang-heon said, getting up from the ground with a sulky expression.

    "Getting hit is also practice. If you feel wronged, then dodge. And you're thinking wrong right now. First, you shouldn't assume Awakened beings are unarmed just because they don't have a weapon. My bare hands are stronger than most guns or swords. Skills are weapons."

    "You're right, that was a very naive thought."

    "Second is the utilization of skills. Considering your mana capacity and skills, it's better to focus and compress the light to make it sharper rather than broadly enveloping the sword with light like you're doing. Make it almost invisible thin."

    "Hyung, skills are automatic. How can an Awakened control them?"

    Looking at me with an expression that seemed to ask if I was asking something obvious, it seemed he hadn't been hit enough yet.

    "No, the rank of a skill changes depending on how the user uses it. Your skill isn't one with low potential."

    This also became widely known later. Currently, it's known that skills and stats increase randomly when leveling up or using them. However, it will be revealed a few years later that the rank of a skill can also increase if you focus and train to develop that skill. The rate of growth is usually very minimal, and it's not well-known because most people don't know the exact method.

    Of course, my growth rate is incomparably higher than other Awakened because of my Regeneration skill, which allows for explosive growth.

    Despite my explanation, Sang-heon's eyes were full of doubt.

    "You don't have to believe me. Let's just spar. You'll realize it as you get hit."

    "Wai... wait a minute! Ugh!"

    I closely chased after Sang-heon, who screamed and ran away. It wasn't easy to hit him gently with finesse, but I had bought potions just in case I failed and broke something. What else would I spend my money on?

    This was all for my younger brother. If he was going to hang out with me, he couldn't be getting beaten up everywhere. It's definitely not because I went through hard training and want you to experience it too.

    
      

    

    At first, I just rushed in and beat Sang-heon up, but this wasn't training me.

    It was around the time a furious Sang-heon finally started to counterattack that I closed my eyes and used my senses to attack and defend.

    I focused on my heightened hearing, touch, and sixth sense thanks to the Keen Senses skill.

    When I closed my eyes, the soft-hearted Sang-heon slowed down his attacks again. Sensing the general direction, I kicked his side, and only then did he finally become fully enraged and attack me.

    I could sense that his attack was coming from around this area, but I couldn't sense the exact trajectory of the sword, so it wasn't easy to dodge with minimal movement.

    I could jump far away to avoid it, but I wanted to raise my Keen Senses skill, so I deliberately focused on perceiving the sword's trajectory up close.

    In the end, my arm was struck by the sword with a thwack sound. It didn't cut me, but since it was a sword swung with full force by a hunter, there was an impact. Still, at the moment of impact, I moved my arm in the opposite direction to cushion the blow and counterattacked.

    After fighting with my eyes closed, Sang-heon landed many effective hits, but because I couldn't see and misjudged the distance, I got hit harder and more often.

    "Sang-heon, this training ends only when your attack power increases enough to leave a scratch on my body."

    I said, lunging at Sang-heon, who was panting after being hit.

    
      

    

    After that, my days continued with gates during the day and training in the evening.

    I reached level 15 in the Orc Gate and couldn't level up anymore, so later I had Sang-heon enter the gate and join the fight.

    On the first day of training, Sang-heon was only able to defeat one Orc, but now he could defeat two, and even three at once if he pushed himself.

    After clearing a few gates together, Sang-heon, who was close to ranking up from F-grade, was promoted to E-grade, and I was promoted to D-grade.

    And until the new Awakened registration card came out, I temporarily stopped running gates and dedicated my time to sparring with Sang-heon. Thanks to this, Hwagok Collection went on an unexpected vacation.

    During one moment of continuous training, whoosh! Sang-heon's sword slashed across my chest. Its power was still weak, and I had sensed the sword's trajectory with my instincts and dodged, so the wound was very shallow. But the fact that I was wounded meant that Sang-heon had compressed his sword of light and increased its power.

    "That's it!! Oops! Are you alright?"

    Sang-heon, whose whole body was battered from being hit by me so much, was excited that he had wounded me, but then he quickly came to his senses and checked if I was okay.

    "Don't worry. It's already healed. And good job. Your skill rank went up, right?"

    "Yes! It went up one rank to D. I never thought skill ranks would increase like this. Of course, it wasn't exactly an easy process though."

    Sang-heon shivered. There weren't many people who could teach this. If you could see an experience point graph like in a game, it would be worth the effort. But not many people would constantly run towards a finish line they couldn't see the distance or direction of.

    "C... can we stop now?"

    Sang-heon cautiously looked at me.

    "What are you talking about? With that level of power, it won't be of much help. You need to focus on it more. And you need to improve your swordsmanship skills more too."

    Sang-heon took a step back, looking exhausted, but the training continued.

    After that, his sword of light didn't become more compressed, but he gained confidence that he could wound me, so his movements gradually improved.

    [Your Keen Senses skill has increased from C to B.]

    And after training together, my skill also increased, allowing me to now dodge swords swung from behind.

    "Shall we stop here? Let's refine it in actual combat from now on."

    The fifteen days of intensive training were over. Sang-heon, gasping for breath, couldn't even answer and lay sprawled out on the ground.

    "I'm going to go wash up, so you wash up and rest too."

    Leaving the exhausted guy behind, I went to the bathroom to wash my training-dirtied body.

    When I came out of the bathroom, Sang-heon collapsed in front of the refrigerator, trembling and foaming at the mouth. Next to the collapsed Sang-heon, the bottled water mixed with poison that I drank at home was spilled.

    "Hey! Hey! Are you okay?! Snap out of it!"

    I slapped his cheeks hard several times, but there was no response.

    My poison resistance had been increasing, so recently I had been drinking a quite concentrated mixture, and it seemed he had drunk it. Since it was the undiluted solution, the paralysis was severe. If I left him like this, his heart might stop, so I first poured a potion into his mouth.

    His complexion improved a bit, but since it was poison and not an injury, the potion wouldn't completely detoxify him.

    I loaded him into the car and pressed the pedal all the way to the hospital.

  

    "The treatment is finished. You survived thanks to being poisoned and receiving the potion immediately. If not, you would have died before arriving at the hospital. Now, we'll observe your progress for a bit, and then you can be discharged."

    The doctor who treated Sang-heon told me about his progress and left the room.

    If I hadn't prepared a large amount of potions for training with Sang-heon, things might have been dangerous.

    It would be great if Sang-heon developed a poison resistance skill through this opportunity, but that rarely happens among ordinary Awakened. However, he might develop some resistance to this specific poison.

    I was waiting for Sang-heon to wake up when my stomach rumbled. It was already evening, and I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast.

    Leaving Sang-heon, who didn't seem like he would wake up for a while, I headed to the cafeteria.

    "Oh? Hello."

    A familiar face in the hallway bowed slightly and greeted me. A woman in her early twenties with an innocent and kind impression. Her style was different from the cat-like Choi Mi-ran, but she was a beautiful woman who would make people turn their heads on the street.

    "Bae Nayoung..."

    Her name unconsciously slipped from my lips.

    "You remember me. You saved me last time, but I was sorry I came up without even saying thank you. I had to come to Seoul urgently. I'm finally saying hello now. Thank you so much for saving me."

    Bae Nayoung bowed her head, expressing her gratitude for being saved from the Hellhound pack.

    "Ah, it was nothing. But, what brings you to the hospital?"

    What business would a villain from my past life have at this hospital? Was that innocent face a mask, and was she here to spread a curse? Unconsciously, my body subtly moved backward.

    "Ah, my mother is sick. Her condition worsened back then too, so I had to come up urgently."

    Bae Nayoung's face clouded over as she pointed towards her mother's room behind her.

    As my Keen Senses level rose to B-grade, I could detect when someone was lying or emitting hostility or killing intent, but there was no such sign from her.

    I felt sorry for suspecting her just now. Perhaps the Bae Na-young from my past life had turned dark and become a villain due to some event. No matter how I looked at her now, she didn't seem like the villain from my past life.

    "What's wrong with your mother?"

    "She has lung cancer."

    Bae Nayoung's expression was extremely somber as she said "lung cancer."

    After the gates opened, the cancer rate had noticeably increased. Mana and magic stones had become indispensable to human society, but people with no resistance to them would inexplicably weaken, get sick, and in severe cases, die.

    "Please stay strong. Since you're a hunter, Nayoung, you'll be able to earn money at the gates and buy an elixir."

    Elixirs made from materials from higher-level gates boasted healing power incomparable to even high-grade potions. High-grade elixirs were almost panaceas, so their prices were also considerable.

    However, lower-grade elixirs, often used for cancer treatment, were steadily released into the market in small quantities, so even lower-grade hunters could afford them if they worked hard.

    "I wish it were that easy, but it's not easy for me to join a party with my abilities."

    Bae Nayoung began to explain in detail. She seemed to think of me quite favorably.

    "Would you like to party with me?"

    Even if she hadn't bloomed yet, considering Bae Nayoung's abilities in the future I had seen, it wouldn't hurt to build connections with her. I could also potentially reform a person who would become a villain, and since she was still F-grade, taking her in while she was still unaware of her potential wasn't a bad idea.

    "Thank you for the offer, but my job is a witch. My main skills are curses, but I can't distinguish between friend and foe, so everyone around me gets affected, which is why I can't join a party."

    Bae Nayoung, who had been surprised by my offer, thought for a moment, then shook her head with a bitter smile.

    Seeing that her job was a witch and her skills were curses, Bae Nayoung's status window was probably English-based.

    The system showed abilities in the way that the Awakened themselves found most comfortable. Thanks to this, the language base of status windows and skills varied from Awakened to Awakened.

    Still, levels and stats were absolute standards, and the same rank had the same power.

    "That's even better."

    "Yes?"

    Bae Nayoung, who had been looking down, suddenly raised her head, surprised by my reply.

    "It's not a disadvantage for me at all. It's beneficial in many ways. My skill is Regeneration, and the more stimulation and damage I receive, the more resistance I develop to it. If I get cursed, I'll develop resistance to mental skills like curses."

    "Are you talking about the stat increases when you level up?"

    "No. My abilities increase even without leveling up. Remember, secrecy is part of the contract."

    It was something that would become somewhat known later when I gained attention, but I had no intention of spreading it around unnecessarily.

    "Yes. Don't worry. But that's really amazing. I've never heard of such an ability before."

    After sharing information about our skills, I pondered Nayoung's skills.

    "Let's run some experiments inside the E-grade gate now. If my predictions are correct, it will be helpful in combat starting from the D-grade gate."

    I took Nayoung and entered the E-grade Orc Gate.

    "Then, would you like to use Blind now?"

    After entering and confirming that there were no Orcs nearby, I said to Na-young.

    "Yes. Blind!"

    As she chanted the skill, a semi-transparent black aura spread out in a circle around her.

  

    Although my sensitive senses warned me to avoid Nayoung's curse, I stood my ground and took the blind.

    Instantly, darkness fell as if a blackout curtain had been drawn, and my skin felt numb, as if anesthetized. Even sounds and smells were reduced to a fraction of their usual intensity. This level of effect felt weak only due to my strong mental fortitude; any other hunter would have had all five senses completely robbed, unable to perceive anything.

    Its power is greater than I thought. In my past life, I used this to blind people and then attack them with skills, but now I lack powerful attack skills and sufficient mana, so solo hunting seems impossible.

    I tried my best to focus on my remaining senses to grasp my surroundings, but it wasn't easy.

    "Nayoung, please shoot a mana ball at me."

    I said, looking at Nayoung's faintly visible silhouette.

    Perhaps because most of my senses were blocked, I thought Nayoung was saying something, but it was so faint that I couldn't understand her.

    "I can't hear what you're saying. Just shoot."

    When I asked again, Nayoung released the blind.

    "Even though my mana ball is only E-rank, you'll get seriously hurt if it hits you."

    Nayoung looked worried about me but also confused as to why I was doing this.

    "Don't worry. You remember the contract, right? You have to do as I instruct. Please."

    "Okay."

    When I brought up the contract, Nayoung reluctantly cast the blind. A moment later, my sixth sense warned me, and I slightly dodged, but my reaction was too slow, and the mana ball grazed my leg. I thought I was looking at Nayoung, but somehow I must have turned, because the attack hit the side of my leg.

    "Are you alright?!"

    Bae Nayoung released the blind and rushed towards me, startled.

    "I'm fine. See? I'm perfectly okay."

    I said, extending my leg. The cheap protective pants were slightly torn, but the skin underneath was unharmed.

    "Wow, you did say your body was tough, but I didn't realize it was this much. Still, that was an E-rank skill."

    Nayoung said, looking closely at my leg.

    "Now, don't stop, keep shooting until your mana runs out."

    Both Sangheon and Nayoung were too nice, which sometimes caused inconveniences.

    Nayoung used Blind again. A moment later, I sensed the mana ball flying towards me with my sixth sense and dodged, but I failed to evade it completely and was struck in the stomach. I thought I had adapted to not seeing through my training with Sangheon, but with my hearing and touch also gone, I had to rely solely on my sixth sense to dodge, which made it much harder.

    Moreover, losing my senses made the mental stress from combat much more intense.

    I concentrated and moved my body to avoid the continuous stream of mana balls, but I only managed to dodge a few properly. If I just ran around randomly, it would be hard for Nayoung to hit me, but that wouldn't help my training. I always tried to dodge at the last possible moment.

    In that instant, my sensitive senses sent a strong warning, but due to the mental fatigue from the curse, I momentarily lost focus.

    My reaction was slow, and the mana ball hit my face directly.

    [The skill 'Steadfast Mind' has increased from E to D rank.]

    And the moment my head snapped back, my skill level increased.

    "Kyaa! Are you okay! What should I do!"

    The blind was lifted, and Nayoung rushed to me.

    I couldn't hide my joy at the skill increase and smiled broadly.

    "Heeik!"

    Nayoung, who was running towards me, stopped in her tracks when she saw me smiling with a nosebleed.

    "A... Are you alright?"

    "I'm perfectly fine. Let's continue. You still have mana to spare, right?"

    "Y-yes."

    Her shoulders slumped as she returned to her original spot.

    "Is he some kind of pervert? But it's for Mom. I can endure this much."

    Nayoung muttered to herself, but I heard her clearly. A pervert? This is training.

    "Blind!"

    When Nayoung's blind spread over me this time, the feeling was different. My five senses were dulled, but it wasn't completely dark like before, and I could perceive sounds and touch to some extent if I concentrated.

    I could grasp the incoming mana balls much better than before my skill increased, and the mental burden from the curse was also less. I was grazed by the first few shots, but I gradually got used to it and was able to dodge all the mana balls.

    "Oh my goodness... How did you do that?"

    "I told you, I adapt quickly. The practice is enough now. I've got the hang of it. Let's try hunting monsters using the blind now."

    The Orc Gate is no longer a significant threat, and in fact, it's obviously easier to hunt without using the blind. This is practice for going to a D-rank gate together.

    After finding a group of orcs, I approached without attacking. If I just wiped them out myself, it wouldn't be good practice.

    The orcs spotted us and charged.

    "Blind!"

    When they entered the area of effect, Nayoung's blind spread out, and the orcs stopped or stumbled. I was slowly getting used to this sensation, but for them, the loss and fear of having their five senses taken away was immense, and all their movements ceased.

    The effect is incredible. As expected of a B-rank skill.

    It would be good to have a party member who could attack at this time, but if they were a melee class, they would also enter the curse's range. They could only attack from outside the curse's range with ranged attacks, but since Nayoung is at the center of the blind, she wouldn't be protected from the monsters and could be hit by blind attacks.

    Of course, there might be solutions if we put our heads together, but perhaps because the Warlock class and the curse skill itself give people a negative impression, no one has ever bothered to brainstorm with her.

    I walked around, tripping or shoving the orcs and punching them in the face. The orcs flailed and counterattacked, but their aim was terrible, and some of them fell over, unable to maintain their balance.

    Of course, this is because orcs are E-rank monsters; higher-ranking monsters would have greater resistance to such curses. This complete darkness would probably only work up to D-rank.

    I thought I had experimented enough and started to clean up.

    I dealt with the defenseless creatures one by one with a single blow. When all of them were down, Nayoung released the blind. Having my senses severely restricted and then suddenly restored felt liberating, like taking off weighted training gear.

    After that, we continued to hunt quickly while using the blind. Hunting without the blind was faster, but it was important for me to get used to the curse and for Nayoung to level up, so I deliberately had her use it.

    The hunting speed was fast, and we cleared the gate in no time.

    "Are you feeling okay today? Do you think we could go to a D-rank gate?"

    "Yes. I can do it."

    Now that her skill was proving helpful, she seemed to have regained some of her confidence, which had been at rock bottom.

    I requested retrieval from Mr. Yang and moved to the D-rank Ogre Gate.

    "An Ogre Gate... Are you sure we'll be alright?"

    In front of the D-rank Ogre Gate, Nayoung gripped her wand tightly and spoke nervously. I had shown her my combat abilities, but for Nayoung, an F-rank hunter, entering a gate one rank higher than herself with just me must have been nerve-wracking.

    "It's okay. Let's go."

    I reassured Nayoung and stepped into the gate. My confidence wasn't unfounded. I had run through the E-rank Orc Gate countless times and maxed out all the stats I could gain there. There was nothing more to obtain from E-rank. I had prepared everything I could through special training with Sangheon and practice with Nayoung.
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    I checked my status window before entering, and just looking at it made me feel satisfied.

    Perhaps overconfident in their strength, Ogres often acted alone. I found a solitary Ogre not long after entering the gate.

    "Nayoung, there's only one, so don't be nervous and just do what you did before."

    Nayoung nodded, and as she cast the blind, darkness spread, and the Ogre flinched, looking around and rubbing its eyes.

    Although my five senses were somewhat restricted, having leveled up my Steadfast Mind skill in the Orc Gate and adapted to the sensation, it wasn't difficult for me to pinpoint the Ogre's location.

    I approached and swung my fist. Since the creature was about three meters tall, my straight punch landed squarely in its abdomen.

    The Ogre staggered, but that was it. Its hide was incredibly thick, and the species itself was strong, definitely different from Orcs. It wasn't a D-rank monster for nothing.

    As soon as it was hit, the Ogre wildly swung the club it was holding. Calling it a club was an understatement; it looked like an entire tree trunk that had been roughly hewn, boasting an absurd size.

    I stepped back to avoid the Ogre's random swings, but I tripped over something with my heel and lost my balance. It was a mistake I wouldn't have made if not for the curse's influence.

    As I lost my balance, the club came down, striking my arm, which I had raised to guard.

    I blocked the diagonally descending club with my arm and endured with my strength.

    The Ogre, having confirmed my position, swung its club even more furiously.

    I braced my legs and stood facing the Ogre. Having gained a lot of weight recently, my lower body felt firmly rooted to the ground.

    The bones and muscles throughout my body creaked as I began to grow larger. This was the ability of the Regeneration D-rank skill I had obtained from hunting Hellhounds.

    I had grown about 40 centimeters during the fight with the Hellhound, but since my level had increased and I had a bit more stored energy today, I seemed to have grown by about 50 centimeters. As my muscles increased, so did my strength. However, in this state, my stamina and agility would actually decrease.

    While enduring the Ogre's club strikes, I counterattacked. Since I had closed the distance, the club's power was reduced, and my blows landed cleanly.

    The Ogre continued to be hit and retreated, and I pressed forward, relentlessly targeting its torso.

    The Ogre dropped its club and tried to grab me as I lunged in.

    Before it could grab me, I pulled my fist back and twisted my body, gathering strength. Then, I unleashed a full-power punch.

    The Ogre's body exploded and flew backward.

    Nayoung released the curse and approached me.

    "Are you... alright? Your height...?"

    She hadn't noticed from a distance, but as Nayoung came closer, she asked.

    "It's one of my skills. I can make my body bigger."

    "A giantification skill?"

    "Something similar."

    I can transform and strengthen my body in various ways, making it more versatile than simple giantification. However, I can only achieve simple visual changes, so complex transformations like changing my face are not possible, which is a shame.

    "You have so many skills. That's amazing. A D-rank hunter taking down an Ogre single-handedly."

    "It was easier thanks to Nayoung's curse."

    It's naturally easier to deal with an opponent who can't see and is panicking. If not for that, I would have spent more energy and time trading blows.

    "But with that much power, couldn't you have taken it down on your own?"

    "I could have, but increasing my resistance to curses and speeding up the hunt is beneficial for me. And since Nayoung's skill and level will also increase, it's a win-win-win situation."

    "I'm glad to hear that."

    "Shall we go again?"

    I started walking to find the next Ogre.

  

    The tattered state of my clothes bothered me, so I ripped off the arm parts. The fabric was stretchy, so I avoided the embarrassing situation of being completely naked, but it had been torn in several places during the previous battle, and the remaining parts were stretched taut to fit my enlarged body.

    When I was alone or with Sangheon, I didn't really care, but now that I was going to be adventuring with a woman, walking around half-naked bothered me.

    However, wearing regular armor wouldn't help improve my stats. Besides, most armors were inferior in performance to my own body, so they were pointless, and if they broke, I'd have to repair them. My body healed on its own, so the cost-effectiveness was incomparable.

    Another problem was my weight. As my energy storage increased, my weight also gradually increased. While the added weight could be useful in combat, it was also a hindrance when moving around.

    I knew of an item that would be perfect for my situation, so after clearing this gate, I would have to go find a famous craftsman from my past life.

    "But I don't see any ogres. At this rate, it's going to take too long..."

    Whether it was bad luck or not, we walked and chatted with Nayoung for 30 minutes, but not a single ogre appeared.

    "I'm sorry. I'm slow."

    I said it without much thought, but Nayoung heard it and felt apologetic.

    In fact, she wasn't particularly slow. Her stats were typical for a ranged hunter, and she followed along well without complaining about being tired. It was just that I usually moved through gates like the wind, so relatively speaking, our hunting speed was bound to be slower.

    "It's not you. I'm just a bit impatient. So... would it be alright if I carried you and ran?"

    "Huh?! Carry me?"

    Nayoung asked, startled.

    "If we explore a gate of this size at this pace, we'll have to camp here. It could take a day or two."

    Gates that had been open for a long time had somewhat detailed maps, but most maps were based on hunters' memories, with vague information like "it's about this big," so they were often inaccurate. This gate was also quite different in size from the information provided by the Awakened Management Bureau.

    The distribution and number of monsters were also random, so the clear time varied each time the gate reset. Because this happened frequently, hunters had to prepare as much as possible before entering a gate.

    If another party happened to enter and hunt around, it might end faster, but that was purely a matter of luck.

    "I'm heavy, though..."

    Nayoung's face turned red. She wasn't short, around 170 centimeters, but she looked slender at a glance, so she couldn't be heavy. It seemed like all women thought they were heavy.

    "I'm strong. You saw me fight the ogre, right? The choice is yours, Nayoung. We can camp, or I can carry you and run."

    "Then, please. But if I get heavy on the way, please put me down. I'll walk faster."

    Nayoung, who had been pondering for a moment, answered with a flushed face.

    "Don't worry."

    There was already a height difference between us, but now that I was enlarged, it looked like I was carrying a child.

    The plates of the protective suit I was wearing were around my chest, so Nayoung's body wasn't directly touching my torso, but the softness I felt on my arms distracted me for a moment.

    "Ahem... then, let's run."

    "Yes."

    We started by walking slowly, gradually increasing our speed until we were sprinting at full force. Once my agility surpassed 30, my speed was comparable to a car.

    "Kyaa!"

    Nayoung screamed in surprise as we started running at over 100 kilometers per hour. I gradually slowed down and asked Nayoung,

    "Are you alright?"

    "Yes... I was just surprised. I'm fine. You can run fast again."

    Having received permission, I sprinted at full speed again.

    Cars have windshields, and motorcycles at least have helmets. Receiving the wind pressure of 100 kilometers per hour on your bare face without such cover is incredibly frightening.

    Even without vibrations, it would be terrifying, but since I was running, we were bound to be shaking up and down, doubling the fear.

    Still, it couldn't be helped for the sake of faster hunting.

    Nayoung squeezed her eyes shut and nestled into my chest.

    "I found one."

    Thanks to the enhanced vision from my keen senses, I could spot an ogre hundreds of meters away.

    Nayoung didn't respond, whether she heard me or not. I put Nayoung down behind a rock so the ogre couldn't see her and checked her complexion. It had turned pale.

    I gently patted Nayoung's back as she gasped for breath, her heart pounding.

    "Are you alright? Do you feel like you're going to throw up?"

    "...I'm okay. I just need to rest for a moment."

    I let Nayoung rest and took out some portable food from my bag to eat. I offered some to Nayoung, but she shook her head, looking unwell.

    After about five minutes of rest, Nayoung's complexion improved a bit.

    "Then, please do as before."

    Nayoung nodded.

    The two of us walked into the ogre's attack range and cast the curse. The ogre, having lost its sight, looked around in confusion, and in the meantime, I approached from the side.

    First, I kicked its knee to make it lose balance, and then I ruthlessly struck the head of the ogre, which had come down to just the right height.

    Wham!

    There was a loud noise and impact, but the ogre immediately swung its arm to find the attacker. Still, perhaps due to the damage it had taken from my enlarged fist, its attack lacked power and its aim was terrible.

    I punched the ogre's arm, which was swinging towards my torso, upwards, and then delivered a flurry of punches to its exposed face, causing it to fall to the ground.

    Now that I had the knack of it, it was easier than before.

    After that, it was a repetition of carrying, putting down, cursing, and catching. As the speed increased, there wasn't much time for chatting.

    [Your level has increased.]

    My level increased quickly because I was fighting monsters of a higher rank than myself.

    After hunting for several hours, I was thinking of taking a slightly longer break after catching just one more.

    In the distance, three ogres were charging towards us. However, there were four heads among the three of them. The one in the middle was a Twin-Headed Ogre. It rarely appeared in D-rank gates, and this monster, classified as C-rank, was an opponent that D-rank parties had to risk their lives to face.

    I quickly snapped the neck of the ogre I was holding and jumped into the line of sight between the Twin-Headed Ogre and Nayoung.

    "Nayoung, don't release the curse! It's more dangerous if you release it now!"

    Nayoung nodded.

    The two single-headed ogres that entered the curse's radius showed obvious signs of faltering, but the Twin-Headed Ogre was approaching us in a straight line with its eyes narrowed. It was a strong monster, and even though Nayoung's skill level was high, her own level and intelligence stat were low, so the curse seemed weak against it.

    The approaching Twin-Headed Ogre was at least a meter taller than the other ogres, and its bulk was proportionally larger, making it look like a completely different species rather than just an ogre.

    The monster stood before me, carrying a club larger than my height over its shoulder, lumbering step by step.

    It frowned at me, snorted loudly, and then brought down the club it held with both hands.

    The trajectory was obvious, but its speed was terrifying, and even after dodging, cold sweat ran down my forehead.

    While it was larger, its speed was noticeably faster than the other ogres.

    I dodged the falling club and punched its side. The impact rippled across its thick hide, but the monster seemed unfazed and swung its club again and again.

    The speed of the club gradually increased, and my movements also quickened to match it.

    Perhaps because of Nayoung's curse, the monster's eyes were narrowed and it had a very irritated expression. Judging by the times it missed me, it definitely seemed to have trouble seeing properly.

    We continued to exchange blows and evade, leading to a stalemate.

    Under normal circumstances, I would have wanted to trade blows, but the difference in rank was too significant. If I were to get hit by that crude club and even just get knocked unconscious, Nayoung would die, and I didn't know what would happen to me, so I desperately dodged.

    "Kuooh! Keuak! Doo ga! Peueudeuraaa~!"

    The right head of the Twin-Headed Ogre uttered incomprehensible words, and the two ogres that had come with it turned towards Nayoung.

    It seemed the monster had directed its subordinate ogres. At this rate, Nayoung was in danger.

    While dodging the Twin-Headed Ogre's club, I spun my body like a wheel and threw a rock from the ground. It was a fluid motion of dodging, picking up a rock, and throwing.

    My strength had surpassed 50, and my agility was close to 40. Enlarged, my strength was even higher. The rock, thrown with my power, elasticity, and the movements I had learned in my past life, flew towards the ogre like a tank's artillery fire, hitting its head and shattering it, causing the monster to fall.

    "Keueooo!"

    The left head of the Twin-Headed Ogre roared in fury. The ear-splittingly loud sound momentarily stiffened my body.

    It felt like being hit by the roar of a hunter who used that ability.

    Because my body had stiffened, I took the full force of the club the monster swung.

    My ribs broke, and my body flew away.

    While flying, I regained my balance and rolled on the ground. While rolling, I grabbed a rock, stood up, and threw it with all my might at the remaining ogre.

    Thwack!

    The remaining ogre's head also shattered, and it collapsed to the ground.

    The Twin-Headed Ogre, having sent me flying, immediately charged at me. At the same time as I threw the rock, it swung its club and struck my shoulder.

    I was focused on the throw and couldn't evade, and I heard a sickening crack as my bone broke.

    Having received two blows that would instantly kill most hunters, my mind went hazy.

    Fortunately, thanks to my Tough Body skill, it wasn't a fatal blow. Enduring the pain, I stepped forward and lunged into the monster's space.

    With the determination that if one blow wasn't enough, I would strike ten times, a hundred times, I swung my fists and feet.

    Without even taking a breath, I dodged the monster's club and relentlessly struck the same spots on its solar plexus, knees, and sides repeatedly. While I fought, my Regeneration skill had already healed my broken bone, but the monster was growing tired, and the damage was accumulating.

    Because I had closed in, the monster threw away it's now useless club and reached out with both hands to grab me.

    I ducked to avoid its grasp, climbed onto its back, and choked both of its necks with my arms.

    If I had been alone, I would have gone through a long battle of attrition, but I was worried about Nayoung's mana. If the monster broke free from the curse's influence, the tide of the battle, which had barely turned in my favor, could shift back to its side.

    As I choked its necks, the monster pounded on my head with its fists and wildly swung its arms to try and tear me off.

    I leaned my head back as much as possible to avoid its fists and squeezed with all my might. The muscles in my arms bulged as if they were about to burst.

    Then, the monster jumped and fell backward, crushing me underneath, and the impact made me gasp for air.

    Now it was a battle of who would lose consciousness first.

    [Your Strength has increased by 3.]

    The sense of urgency that I would die if I didn't choke it quickly increased my strength, and a power I hadn't felt before surged into my forearms.

    "Kuooh..."

    Conversely, the monster's arms lost strength, and its hands, which had been trying to grab my head, swished through the air and then limply fell to the ground.

    [Your level has increased.]

    My level increased, and a light signifying the gate's clearance enveloped the sky.

  

    Exhausted from the fierce fight, I couldn't even think about pushing the Twin-Headed Ogre off me and just lay there for a moment.

    "Jisuk! Are you alright?!"

    Nayoung rushed over, looking frantic, and tried to move the Twin-Headed Ogre with all her might, but there was no way Nayoung could budge the massive body of something that probably weighed over a ton.

    "I'm fine. Step back."

    I pushed the Twin-Headed Ogre's corpse away and flipped it over. My strength had increased again as I leveled up, so now it was 50. I could easily lift around 1 to 2 tons.

    "Jisuk, your body has shrunk again."

    Nayoung said, turning her reddened face away. Looking down at myself, my clothes were tattered, and I was half-naked.

    "I must have used too much energy, so the transformation wore off. Could you bring me my bag?"

    "Yes."

    I took out a spare set of clothes from the bag and we shared some food.

    "I was so surprised that a Twin-Headed Ogre appeared," Nayoung said, resting beside me.

    "Anything can happen in a gate."

    "Still, thanks to you, I leveled up a lot too."

    "Oh, really?"

    "I'm level 10 now."

    "Already?"

    So this was what it meant to get a free ride. She just cast her curse, and her level shot up.

    She was slower than me, but still quite fast. Of course, stats and levels weren't the absolute measure of strength. There were hunters who could exert great power even with low levels and stats.

    "I also got a new skill. It's Corruption."

    Nayoung said, sounding slightly dejected. She seemed disappointed that it was another curse skill. It was already rare to gain an additional skill, and to get another curse on top of that. I was happy about it, but she probably wasn't thrilled about her curse-type skills just piling up.

    "A new skill is good. What does it do?"

    "It decays and corrodes the enemy, continuously draining their health."

    That was brutal. Why were all her skills like that? Blind plus Corruption was a formula for mass slaughter. To slowly rot and die while deprived of the five senses.

    "That's great. Let's practice together later."

    The thought of my past life gave me chills, but I didn't show it and spoke kindly.

    
      

    

    Today, I planned to spend time making armor.

    I had put it off because I didn't care when I was alone or going to gates with Sangheon, but after going to a gate with Nayoung, I realized I needed to pay more attention to my clothes.

    The cheap protective suits kept getting tattered. But wearing good armor wouldn't help improve my skills.

    So, I needed special armor, and I knew someone in my past life who was called a master of item crafting.

    I didn't know his exact location, but he was probably working as a porter now.

    "Boss, I'm trying to find a porter. His name is Park Jaein, and he's in his late twenties."

    I called Sangheon's father, CEO Yang. When it came to finding day laborers, no one was better than CEO Yang, who hired them all the time.

    "Are you planning to use him personally, Jisuk?"

    "Something like that."

    "But why specifically this person?"

    "I heard good things about him before. And I have a favor to ask."

    "Alright. Please wait a moment. By the way, when do you need him?"

    "Ideally, starting today. I don't mind if it costs a lot."

    I hung up and waited for about an hour before receiving a call from an unknown number.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, I'm calling because you needed a porter."

    "Yes, I'll send you the address, could you come over there?"

    I gave him the address and waited. A short, frail man entered through the door.

    "I'm here."

    Since it was a familiar face, I raised my hand first to acknowledge him.

    "Excuse me... Hunter Lee Jisuk?"

    "Yes. Please sit down."

    "Excuse me... this isn't a gate, is it?"

    The place I had called him to was a neighborhood cafe.

    "No. I'll pay you for the day, so please sit down."

    "Well... whatever you're comfortable with."

    "I'm planning to start a project, and I need some help. Could you tell me a bit about your skills, Jaein?"

    "My skills? They're not helpful in combat at all..."

    "It's alright, please tell me."

    "Well... yes... My class is Elementalist. I can create fire and wind, or manipulate water and earth."

    Just hearing about it sounded like an incredibly powerful ability, but his face as he explained it wasn't very bright.

    "But... the range has to be close to my hands."

    Jaein replied, lowering his head deeply.

    That was a fatal flaw for a hunter who used magic. While it might be useful if used well, it was unlikely that Jaein, who looked timid, would approach monsters within hand's reach to fight. And even if he changed his personality, if his defense was at the level of a typical ranged mage, one mistake would mean game over.

    "I see. Have you been a porter for a long time?"

    "About two years."

    "What did you do before being a porter?"

    "I was a graduate student majoring in chemistry."

    He was definitely the person I was looking for.

    "Do you perhaps do long-term contracts?"

    "...How long of a term?"

    "A five-year contract."

    "Five years?!"

    "Yes, I'll pay you double the porter's daily wage. That would be about an annual salary of 200 million won. Monday to Friday, 8 hours a day, including the four major insurances, paid leave, and sick leave. Oh, and there are performance bonuses too."

    Porter work wasn't every day, and you didn't get paid if you were sick, so it was actually much more than double the money.

    "Huh? Yes? Why? Me?"

    My offer must have been shocking, as Jaein put both hands on the table and leaned his head far towards me.

    "I have my own reasons for needing an Elementalist. The choice is yours, Jaein."

    In my past life, Jaein obtained the grand-sounding class of Elementalist and dreamed of being a hunter, but due to his ridiculously short range and timid personality, he worked as a porter for a long time and eventually lost both legs. After a period of despair, he started working as a handyman under an item craftsman, where his talent blossomed, and he became the most skilled craftsman in Korea.

    "Could I think about it and let you know?"

    "Of course. Take today's pay and the contract with you. I'll give you a day."

    Jaein took the daily wage and the contract, looking suspicious, and tucked them into his arms.

    
      

    

    It didn't even take a full day for Jaein to contact me, and I immediately called him over to my house.

    "If I sign this contract, my job is guaranteed for five years, right?"

    Jaein asked, sipping the tea I had given him.

    "That's right."

    "But, did you write this contract correctly? I'm not a craftsman."

    The contract stated that he would create items using the materials I provided.

    "From now on, you'll work as a craftsman."

    "But... how can I be a craftsman if I don't know anything?"

    Jaein looked at me with a bewildered expression.

    "First, you'll start as an apprentice. While you're not apprenticing, I'll provide you with a workshop for practice."

    From the start, I knew that just giving materials to Jaein, who had no experience, wouldn't work, so I paid a large sum to a craftsman in another workshop to take him on as an apprentice.

    "I'll do it since you're paying me, but don't blame me if it doesn't work out," Jaein said, signing the contract.

    After being a porter for about two years, you get so thirsty you'd want to drink even poisoned water. I knew that well from experience. Besides, this wasn't poisoned water. He probably read the contract word by word for the entire day.

    While Jaein was apprenticing at another craftsman's workshop, CEO Yang procured the ogre hide I had hunted, the tools needed for processing, and the recipes. He had a wide network, so if I asked for something, he would get it done right away.

    He was a great help not only with recovering magic stones and sub-materials but also in many other areas.

    At the same time, I called a construction worker and started building a proper workshop in the vacant lot next to my house.

    "When crafting, try using your skills instead of just tools. If you need fuel, use fire magic, and for cooling, manipulate water. It might be difficult at first, but it'll be much more efficient in the long run."

    In my past life, Jaein had made a name for himself as a craftsman by utilizing his Elementalist skills.

    "I'll try."

    Perhaps because of the habit of listening to his professor when he was a graduate student, he did his work well as instructed by me, his employer.

    "This... it's working..."

    I had a lot of things to take care of outside the gate, so I was enjoying a rare vacation at home when Jaein came to me with the first piece of armor he had made from the ogre hide.

    He had gone to apprentice for a few days and then worked diligently in the temporary workshop, and he had already brought a finished product. Even though it was an easy recipe, creating a satisfactory product in such a short time was extraordinary.

    The D-rank ogre hide chest armor had far superior defense compared to the F-rank cheap protective gear I had been using. High defense wasn't what I needed, but I provided various armor recipes and materials to improve Jaein's understanding and ability in armor crafting.

    "Next is armor made from fairy wings. I'll keep giving you materials, so keep practicing."

    "Yes..."

    Jaein took the fairy wings I handed him and went into the workshop.

    
      

    

    "Jisuk, what should we do? I can't get any fairy wings."

    "Huh? Why?"

    I had already asked CEO Yang to purchase a large quantity, so something must have gone wrong.

    "Foreign guilds are hoarding them for research, so the price has skyrocketed. If it was just the price increase, I could still try to buy them, but they have exclusive contracts with the hunters, so they won't sell to us at all."

    "Then there's no choice."

    I had to get them myself. I searched for gates and subjugation missions on the hunter app.

    I registered for a subjugation mission based on news that large numbers of fairies were being discovered in an area that was once North Korea.

    "I'll be gone for a few days, so keep working. Materials will keep coming in."

    "Yes..."

    Jaein's face had turned ashen in just a few days.

    "Jaein... you're supposed to work 8 hours a day, why do you look so tired?"

    "It turned out to be fun as I worked on it. I felt like I could make an even better item than the one I just made, so I couldn't stop."

    Jaein had the personality of a researcher from the start, so once I provided him with materials and a workshop, he willingly worked himself to the bone.

    "...Good work."

    I felt a bit guilty, thinking I might have hired him too cheaply compared to his future abilities that I knew, but seeing him work so enthusiastically put my mind at ease. I should give him a generous performance bonus later.

    During the past Gate Break incident, North Korea couldn't withstand it and collapsed. I thought that if North Korea became vacant land, South Korea and China would try to occupy it, but in reality, neither country had the capacity to take on new territory.

    North Korea had too many mountains and forests, so it would require sacrificing many hunters to reclaim the land, which also contributed to it being more difficult than other regions.

    Interestingly, China had even less capacity than South Korea. China was busy controlling the numerous gates that were appearing and managing their own hunters.

    Thanks to this, the South Korean government periodically pushed north from the 38th parallel, reclaiming North Korean territory little by little.

    The subjugation mission I had applied for this time was in the same context.

    It was about pushing the defense line further north and establishing a new one.

    "First combat unit, assemble in Sector A4."

    Hunters moved according to the soldier's instructions, and I also moved to Sector A4.

    "As you have already been briefed, advance one kilometer while maintaining this formation. Please maintain the formation."

    The commander's orders were relayed through the hunters' earpieces from the control room. This method wouldn't work in a war between humans, but it was useful against monsters who couldn't intercept or interfere with communications.

  

    This subjugation was an operation to advance north and reclaim North Korean territory. The reason I participated was that fairies appeared in large numbers here, and hunters were given priority rights to the magic stones and materials they obtained from the fairies they caught.

    The northward advance on the first day proceeded without much difficulty. The lower-level monsters were too busy fleeing from the advancing line of hunters.

    Occasionally, I would spot the fairies I was after. With a physique of about one meter, large eyes, and smooth skin, the fairies had a beautiful appearance like androgynous baby angels. One might be tempted to approach them because of their cute appearance, but no one who did so remained. Anyone who approached them would have been killed.

    Fairies saw humans only as enemies, just like other monsters. Their physical abilities were about the same as goblins, but fairies, who used various elemental magic, were treated as D-rank monsters.

    The hunters, assigned to temporary parties by the military, pushed the defense line forward while sweeping away the lesser monsters. Behind them, combat engineers cleared paths, built fortifications, and gradually raised the defense line.

    "Just keep proceeding as you are now! Maintain your ranks! Do not move ahead or fall behind!"

    The net of hunters, spread out over kilometers, slowly advanced north at the commander's order.

    "Hunters! Do not break formation! Do not charge ahead alone! I said, "do not go ahead!!!"

    The soldier relaying the commander's orders had veins popping out on his neck as he tried to control the disobedient hunters. There was a saying that the hardest things to control in the world were hunters and reservists, and indeed, controlling hunters was not easy.

    The monsters that appeared were mostly E-rank monsters like small hellhounds, slimes, and werewolves, except for the fairies.

    The eager hunters who had come expecting D-rank monsters kept disobeying orders and moving forward, wanting to advance further quickly.

    I was frustrated that the fairies I needed weren't appearing, but I silently dealt with the small monsters alongside the other hunters.

    
      

    

    "Battalion Commander! Sectors B4 and C3 are in a stalemate! They're requesting support from B-rank or higher hunters!"

    "They have more personnel there, what nonsense are they spouting!"

    "A large number of werewolves and fairies have appeared!"

    The communications soldier looked unfairly treated as he got yelled at for something he didn't request.

    "Tsk... Ahem... Major, can we spare some personnel?"

    Upon receiving the communications soldier's report, the army battalion commander asked Major Baek Youngshin from the Awakened Management Bureau.

    "It seems high-level monsters don't come to this operation area often, so I think we can spare a few B-rank and C-rank hunters. I'll issue the orders."

    Major Baek Youngshin redeployed personnel from the command tent. In these subjugation operations, they moved together with the military, but the Awakened Management Bureau held the authority to command the hunters.

    "Huh? That guy's falling back? Aren't those B-rank and C-rank hunters?"

    "Isn't it better that they're gone? I was already frustrated with all the weaklings, the hotshots leaving means more for us."

    Other hunters murmured as they saw the high-ranking hunters falling back, but this line wasn't in a difficult situation, so there was no dissatisfaction, rather a welcoming atmosphere.

    Even though many high-ranking hunters had left, the monster levels were low compared to the hunters, so our line advanced steadily.

    "That's it for today! All hunters except those assigned to guard duty, please return to the barracks!"

    Following the soldier's command, most of the hunters left the front lines, except for those who would handle guard duty and the remaining lesser monsters. It would have been nice if there was a resort like during the hellhound incident, but this area was a dense forest. They couldn't stray too far, so this time the hunters had no choice but to sleep in temporary tents. However, the reward was worth it.

    I was assigned to the first guard duty, so I stayed behind instead of going to the temporary tent. In any case, guard duty wasn't about staring intently at the forest. It was more like a standby role where we just had to go and defend if the guard team discovered monsters, so I had time to help the soldiers building fortifications.

    "Oh, Hunter, are you going to help us?"

    "Yeah, I don't have anything else to do."

    When I rolled up my sleeves and helped the soldiers, they looked at me with surprise.

    In my past life, I had worked closely with soldiers in many battles. Soldiers died in greater numbers than hunters, so seeing them now filled me with a sense of pity, and I wanted to treat them well.

    "No other hunters have ever helped us before. Thank you."

    "Don't mention it."

    Inside a gate, electronic equipment becomes useless, and it's difficult to carry a lot of large-caliber ammunition, so they can't be used. But outside a gate, modern weapons are very helpful.

    Monster skin was tough, and even for C-rank monsters, most modern weapons were useless. However, deploying large-caliber machine guns and multiple rocket launchers could at least handle low-level monsters or buy time until hunters arrived.

    Still, in battles against monsters, the presence of hunters was the most important.

    "Does this go over there?"

    "Huh?! That's too heavy to lift... you lifted it..."

    The soldiers' mouths hung open when I lifted the entire machine gun and moved it to the designated location.

    "Wow... as expected of a hunter, isn't that thing over a ton?"

    Even a single ammunition box weighed dozens of kilograms, and I carried several boxes at once, moving them quickly.

    "Hunter, would you like some snacks?"

    Soldiers a few years younger than me shared their private snacks with me. Everyone looked happy because the work was finished much faster thanks to me.

    "Thank you, I'll enjoy them."

    I was craving something sweet anyway, so it worked out well.

    "Excuse me... how long have you been awakened?"

    The soldiers stuck close to me and asked me small things. They looked as excited as if a sports star had come.

    "Not even a few months."

    "A few months?! Aren't you D-rank?"

    "That's right."

    "Can you reach D-rank in just a few months?"

    "It worked out because I worked hard."

    "Your skills and stats... I shouldn't ask, should I?"

    "That's right."

    "Ah, I knew it. Sorry."

    Skills and stats felt like a company's trade secrets in this industry, so it was common sense not to ask or talk about them carelessly. Though, once you became famous, everything would be revealed online anyway.

    "It's alright. Still, since you saw me fight, you probably have a rough idea, but I simply have high combat power without any special skills."

    I picked up a cobblestone from the ground and crushed it.

    "Woahhh."

    Seeing the soldiers enjoy it made me feel good, so I chatted with them while eating dinner.

    
      

    

    "Emergency! Emergency! All units to combat positions!"

    The emergency siren blared in the middle of the night. There was no need to grab weapons or armor, so I jumped up and went straight outside the tent.

    "What is it?! What's going on?!"

    Hunters and soldiers also quickly put on their clothes and came out of their tents.

    Fairies were casting magic from the sky, and werewolves were charging in from the ground. Wind cutters and fireballs flew from all directions, turning the inside of the base into a chaotic mess.

    The soldiers responded with the large-caliber machine guns and rifles they had moved during the day. Even if a lucky shot from the dozens or hundreds of machine gun rounds hit, it was blocked by the fairies' barriers. If the enemy was stationary, they could break the barrier with continuous fire, but it was difficult to hit the small and fast fairies consecutively.

    Conversely, the fairies' magic destroyed the machine guns too easily.

    Thanks to the hunters and soldiers who returned to the front lines, they barely managed to create a defense line, but the fairies used fireballs and fire walls to encircle the base. The freshly cut trees used to build the base burned, spreading toxic smoke everywhere, and sparks flew into the ammunition boxes, causing explosions here and there.

    The soldiers tried to put out the fire with dirt and extinguishers, but it was like pissing on a frozen foot.

    "Damn it! We're going to burn to death like this!"

    A hunter screamed as he knocked down a werewolf.

    "Mages, prioritize putting out the fire!"

    The battalion commander frantically gave orders to the mages.

    The mages desperately tried to prevent the fairies' flames from spreading further, each in their own way, by drawing water, changing the wind direction, or dispelling the fairies' magic.

    "The rest of the hunters, go out and catch the fairies!"

    "Are you crazy?! You want us to go through that fire?"

    A hunter who was in the middle of fighting a werewolf yelled at the battalion commander's words.

    "We can't suppress this without high-ranking hunters! Where did the B-rank hunters from that day go?!"

    "Damn it... Communications! Did you request support?!"

    "Y-yes! Estimated arrival in 10 minutes!"

    "We'll all be dead before then!"

    The soldiers and D-rank hunters were slowly starting to panic.

    I watched the situation while smashing werewolves one by one. I could somehow survive, but at this rate, even if the hunters survived, all the soldiers would be dead in 10 minutes.

    I came here to catch fairies anyway, so it was time to start working.

    I threw myself towards the flames. Seeing me charge, the fairies fired fireballs at me. The firepower was weaker than the hellhound's flames for a moment, but my clothes and skin were completely burning from the continuous stream of fireballs.

    However, thanks to my Tough Body skill, I didn't burn to death immediately and passed through the flames as I regenerated from the damage.

    I sprinted through the flames, climbed a tree, and jumped towards a flying fairy.

    The fairy, not expecting me to approach like that, widened its large eyes even further, but its body couldn't react. I spread my hand and struck the fairy, barrier and all, knocking it down.

    Fortunately, these guys couldn't fly very high, so they were within reach of my jump from the tree.

    Because I was drawing their attention, more than ten fairies were firing magic at me instead of the base, and the attacks towards the base weakened accordingly.

    "The fairies' magic is weakening! Push forward!"

    While dodging the incoming magic as much as possible, I threw myself towards the fairies floating in the air. I could deal with the ones who were careless, but the ones who started being wary of me kept their distance and only fired magic.

    Thanks to that, I kept swinging at air and getting hit by magic.

    [Your Agility has increased by 2.]

    It wasn't a fatal wound, but my agility increased after getting hit by continuous attacks.

    With my improved agility, I used the strength in my legs to zigzag through the trees faster than a monkey, then leaped towards a fairy. The speed at which I jumped out was faster, and I approached the fairies faster than they could escape.

    "First Company, cease fire and start extinguishing the fire!"

    Since rifles couldn't inflict much damage anyway, the battle was left to the hunters, and the soldiers fell back to focus more on putting out the fire.

    As I slowly caught the fairies one by one, the tide of the battle, which had been leaning against us, gradually turned in our favor.

    "Support has arrived!"

    A helicopter was flying in from the distance, and the B-rank mage who had come as support unleashed electric magic on the clustered fairies from inside.

    "Kyaaaaaack!"

    Electricity spread widely, burning the fairies, and the surviving fairies scattered, letting out chilling screams.

    "Bastards, they're so damn late!"

    The commander and the hunters, and everyone at the base, shouted with a mixture of joy and anger.

    "Hoo..."

    After clearing the monsters around me, I noticed my appearance. My clothes were all burned off, and my whole body was charred black. I had regenerated, but the dead cells remained on my skin.

    "Healer!"

    "I'm alright. Just give me some clothes."

    I stopped the soldier who was calling for a healer because of my appearance and received a blanket to wrap around myself.

    "You're Hunter Lee Jisuk, right? Thank you for your hard work."

    The battalion commander approached me as I rested.

  

    "Just doing my job."

    I said to the battalion commander who was expressing his gratitude for me breaking through the fire and eliminating the fairies.

    "No, you saved us. If you need anything, just say so."

    "Ah, could you collect some fairy wings for me?"

    "We were planning to collect all the fairy wings Hunter Lee Jisuk obtained and give them to you. In addition to that, we will also purchase wings caught by other hunters and deliver them to you."

    "Thank you."

    "Then please rest. Second Lieutenant, please support the hunter with anything they need."

    "Yes, sir!"

    It was worth throwing myself in front of the flames.

    The battalion commander left, and I went to rest as well, but the barracks were also a mess, so it wasn't a comfortable situation to wash up and relax. I roughly wet a towel as best I could and wiped my body before changing into spare clothes.

    "Do fairies usually gather and move strategically like that? It's different from the information we received from the Awakened Management Bureau."

    "Fairies are a highly intelligent species, but we've never encountered them moving in such a coordinated manner. They even came in a group with werewolves, which are a different species. It was as if there was a commander."

    While I was resting, I overheard the battalion commander and Major Baek Youngshin talking with my keen hearing.

    "It's dangerous to push forward like this, so we need reconnaissance. Are there any available hunters?"

    "Hmm... we'd need to request at least a B-rank hunter, but we'll only know when they can get here after we send the request."

    The major said, looking troubled.

    "Didn't a B-rank hunter arrive as support earlier?"

    "That hunter is a mage, so they're not suitable for reconnaissance. Besides, if that person leaves, can we defend this place?"

    "I suppose you're right... If we get hit like that again here, it will be difficult to avoid heavy casualties."

    "A B-rank hunter did come, but considering that other areas might face the same situation today, we might have to retreat."

    "That's unacceptable. We've already gathered this many troops, there has to be some"

    The battalion commander seemed unwilling to allow a retreat, perhaps because his position was at stake.

    "Then what are you suggesting we do?"

    "Let's take volunteers and send them on reconnaissance."

    "...Are you planning to send a hunter to their death?"

    "We're just going to see if there are any hunters willing to go voluntarily. Of course, with the condition that they can return without completing the reconnaissance if it becomes too dangerous."

    "No, it's too risky."

    "Major, I have full command of this operation. And I'm not suggesting we send someone blindly. We're asking for volunteers."

    "Then, if there are no volunteers, we retreat?"

    "...Understood."

    The battalion commander went outside and picked up a megaphone. The major watched with a displeased expression.

    "All hunters, please assemble. There's an announcement."

    Hunters gathered one by one amidst the murmuring.

    "Everyone is in a difficult situation, so I'll get straight to the point. Two hours ago, fairies and werewolves attacked in coordination, so the current battle situation is not good. Before deciding on the direction of the next operation, we need to investigate the cause of these unusual monster behaviors. We will now take volunteers for the reconnaissance mission."

    "Sending a hunter into a forest that hasn't been cleared of monsters is sending them to their death, isn't it?"

    Just as I was about to volunteer, another hunter spoke to the battalion commander.

    "You are free to return immediately if it becomes dangerous. Your lives are more precious than reconnaissance. However, volunteers will receive a risk allowance commensurate with the mission and priority rights to acquire materials obtained by the military."

    I was going to go even without those things, so this worked out even better.

    "I'll go."

    I stood up from my spot.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk? I know you were active during the hellhound incident, but this is much more dangerous than that."

    Major Baek Youngshin recognized me and spoke.

    "During the hellhound incident, I fought head-on, but this time the goal isn't to fight, it's reconnaissance, right? If things get bad, I can get myself out of there."

    "Hmm..."

    He seemed hesitant, probably feeling like he was sending me to my death.

    "Come now, he volunteered himself. He was the most active hunter yesterday as well, so I believe he can return safely."

    The battalion commander stood in front of Major Baek Youngshin, blocking him.

    "Understood. But safety is the top priority. If it seems dangerous, abandon the reconnaissance and return here."

    Major Baek Youngshin reluctantly gave his permission.

    "Are there any other volunteers?"

    The battalion commander asked the hunters again, but no one volunteered. It was a dangerous mission, so much so that even if all the hunters gathered here went into the forest, there was no guarantee how many would come back alive. Asking a small group to go was naturally met with no volunteers.

    I put on the black military uniform worn by South Korean special forces and camouflaged my face and hands, making me almost invisible in the night forest.

    "Then."

    I nodded in acknowledgment and leaped into the forest.

    I deployed my keen senses to the maximum, taking in information from all directions. For warrior-type hunters, an increase in intelligence stats was also useful in this regard. As the senses become sharper, the amount of information acquired became enormous, and if intelligence was low, it couldn't be processed.

    Thanks to this, I could perceive my surroundings as if it were daytime, even in the pitch-black night.

    During the hellhound hunt, I deliberately made noise as I moved, but now I moved lightly like a cat, stepping on the ground and trees to suppress any sound.

    If I saw a monster while moving, I recorded its location and continued on.

    I moved north for an hour, but I didn't see anything particularly unusual, so just as I was thinking of turning back, I saw a large group of fairies gathered a few dozen meters ahead.

    'Why are they gathered? Is there a commanding entity?'

    I lowered my posture and approached to get a closer look.

    There, standing about my height, was a fairy with wings that looked to be four meters wide and long. It was a Fairy Queen.

    "Come out."

    The Fairy Queen looked straight at me, who was hidden in the bushes, and called out to me in a captivating voice.

    Some intelligent monsters learn human language. For a highly intelligent monster like the Fairy Queen, learning a language might be easy.

    Even though I thought I shouldn't go out, perhaps I was intoxicated by her appearance and voice? Without realizing it, I stood up and walked towards the Fairy Queen.

    As I stared at the Fairy Queen with dazed eyes, she smiled seductively.

    Up close, she looked like a naked human woman, the only difference being her translucent, rainbow-colored wings. Her face and body were as beautiful as a painting, but my gaze was fixed on her wings. With wings that large and of such high quality, I could create the item I wanted.

    The Fairy Queen approached me, gliding through the air without flapping her wings.

    "Human men are all the same. They all fall for me when they see me."

    The Fairy Queen said, caressing her voluptuous body.

    I was captivated by her wings, not her face or body, but she seemed to be mistaken. However, even though I was captivated by her wings, why did I approach like this? My head felt hazy.

    "You will return and kill your own kind. Until you die."

    A powder-like substance spread from the Fairy Queen's wings and enveloped me.

    [Your 'Steadfast Mind' skill has increased from D to C rank.]

    [Your 'Poison Resistance' skill has increased from E to D rank.]

    My slightly hazy mind cleared up. This damn moth was trying to mind-control me.

    If I hadn't raised my Steadfast Mind skill in advance through training with Nayoung, I might have been brainwashed like this, killing soldiers and hunters before being hunted down by the hunters myself.

    With my mind clear, I reached out like lightning and grabbed her by the neck.

    "Cough! Wh... how..."

    I strongly strangled the struggling Fairy Queen's neck.

    The Fairy Queen's beautiful face transformed into that of a hideous insect.

    The Queen gathered her fingers into a sharp point and thrust them towards my face.

    I grabbed one of the Fairy Queen's hands and broke it, and blocked the other hand by twisting my head and biting it.

    The Fairy Queen might have been excellent at magic, but her close-combat abilities were weak.

    I didn't know she had mind-control abilities. If I had known, I wouldn't have approached so defenselessly.

    "Kieeeek!"

    Fairies flew in from all directions, scratching and biting my body. Surrounded by fairies, only my hand holding the Fairy Queen's neck was visible.

    My whole body was being bitten, but the fairies' physical attacks couldn't do much damage to me.

    Even if the fairies tried to use magic, I was too close to the Queen. In fact, even the fairies' magic probably wouldn't have been very effective.

    Crack.

    I put strength into the hand holding the Queen's neck and broke it, causing the Queen to slump.

    [Your level has increased.]

    "Aaaaaaaah!!"

    "Kieeeeee!"

    The fairies let out chilling screams as they scratched me and used magic without regard for their own bodies.

    I threw the Queen far away so her wings wouldn't get damaged and tore apart the fairies clinging to my body one by one. It felt like all the fairies in the forest were flying towards me; no matter how much I swung my hands, I kept hitting something.

    It would be harder to catch them if they flew away, but the fairies, having lost their Queen, charged at me as if they had lost their minds.

    My whole body was covered in wounds from the sheer numbers, and my left eye was also injured, but I swung my hands madly like the blades of a giant mixer, slaughtering the fairies.

    [Your level has increased.]

    
      

    

    I wrapped the dead Fairy Queen in her wings, slung her over my shoulder, and arrived back at the base as the sun was beginning to rise.

    I had worn a black military uniform when I left for the mission, but I returned looking like a beggar again. I needed to make that item quickly.

    "The hunter who went on reconnaissance has returned! There's a casualty! Requesting a healer!"

    The soldier on guard duty spotted me and shouted into the radio.

    He probably thought I was injured again because of my appearance.

    As I slowly approached the front of the base, the battalion commander, the Awakened Management Bureau major, and a healer rushed out. They must not have slept.

    Thump!

    I dropped the Fairy Queen onto the ground.

    "No! How can you just drop a casualty like that! Heeik! A fairy?"

    The soldier said, startled. I thought he was calling me a casualty because of my appearance, but he must have mistaken this for a casualty. The Fairy Queen, who had seduced humans with her beautiful face yesterday, was no longer beautiful, having died with the face of a monstrous insect.

    "Yes, it seems this was controlling the surrounding monsters and fairies."

    "No... I told you to do reconnaissance... and you caught that?"

    The battalion commander said, looking dumbfounded.

    "It let its guard down because it was alone. And could you go to these coordinates and retrieve the fairies?"

    "Retrieve? Not hunt?"

    "Yes, there won't be any living ones. I caught all the fairies around here. I'm going to rest now."

    I was extremely tired after fighting all night and wandering through the forest. Thanks to my Regeneration skill, it only ended in fatigue; if I were a normal hunter, even a B-rank one, I wouldn't have been able to return.

    
      

    

    When I woke up and came out of the barracks, the base was in chaos, busy retrieving the fairies' corpses. Soldiers and the waste disposal personnel I had called were moving around busily, sorting the fairy corpses.

    "Be careful, the wings are important. Hey! Be careful there~ You can't just throw them like that~"

    CEO Yang was giving instructions to his company employees and the soldiers.

  

    "You're here?"

    I greeted CEO Yang, who was busily giving instructions to his employees and the soldiers.

    "Oh~ you're awake? Jisuk, following you around means non-stop work, haha."

    He had looked tired when we initially pushed through clearing many gates, but recently, since we'd been doing fewer gates, his complexion had improved. Nevertheless, he seemed to be earning much more money than before, as there was a smile blooming on his face.

    "Boss, could you just separate the wings first and send them to my house?"

    "Okay. I'll send the first batch of whatever's sorted out by today."

    I bowed my head in greeting and went to report to the Awakened Management Bureau's major.

    
      

    

    "Hoo... Hypnosis, you say?"

    Wrinkles formed on the major's forehead as he listened to my report.

    "I don't know if it was pheromones or wing dust, or both. Suddenly, my mind became hazy, and without realizing it, I was following the Queen's words. If I had been completely brainwashed, I wouldn't have recognized allies and would have attacked them. The fact that the werewolves attacked with the fairies must also be due to the Queen's ability."

    "This is the first time this ability has been discovered. We'll have to examine the corpse. Would it be alright if we purchased the Queen's corpse?"

    "Just give me the wings. I'll sell the other parts. Please discuss that with the waste disposal agency."

    After that, a heated negotiation took place between CEO Yang and Major Baek Youngshin for a while. This was why I didn't do it myself. I needed to secure my share, but getting into a financial argument with the Management Bureau wouldn't be good for my future actions.

    I gave the waste disposal agency the authority of my representative and allowed them to take a certain percentage of the sales amount, and they negotiated as if it were their own business.

    I left the two of them to negotiate and helped with the construction of the forward base. I cleared trees and rocks so that vehicles could pass.

    Because human hands hadn't touched the area for a long time, the trees were incredibly large. When I hugged a tree and applied force, my fingers dug into the wood. I then pulled upwards and uprooted it.

    My raw strength was comparable to an A-rank hunter. Uprooting trees was child's play.

    "Ooooooh~!!"

    Heavy equipment was doing work, but it was slow because of the narrow space. When I pulled out the trees as easily as pulling out radishes and threw them into the forest, the soldiers applauded.

    Thanks to my help, our line established a defense line at the target point faster than scheduled.

    After that, only a minimum number of hunters remained at this point, and the other hunters, including me, were incorporated into other units to help with the northward advance. Thanks to this, the overall schedule was greatly shortened.

    "Thank you for your hard work. I heard you helped the soldiers a lot too. Thank you."

    The battalion commander shook my hand as he spoke.

    "Don't mention it."

    My rank increased again in this subjugation, and I became a C-rank hunter. It was a very profitable subjugation in many ways.

    "I hope to see you again in the next subjugation operation."

    "I'll participate depending on the situation."

    Gates were more efficient, so unless I was coming to get items like this time, I didn't plan on participating in subjugations often.

    
      

    

    "How's the crafting going?"

    I asked Jaein, who was working in the workshop after returning home.

    "I haven't produced anything satisfactory yet."

    Jaein turned to look at me, and the circles under his eyes were dark.

    "...Why do you look like that? I told you to only work 8 hours a day?"

    Seeing his dirty clothes and complexion, it looked like he was working without proper rest.

    "It's fun once I get into it, and my competitive spirit kicks in, so I can't rest."

    I could see his researcher's tendency to not let go once he delved into something.

    "Take it easy. It's not that urgent. Just work 8 hours a day and rest for the rest."

    "That... I can't seem to do that..."

    I'd be happy if the item came out quickly, but I was worried about his health.

    "If you get tired, drink this while you work."

    I put potions in the refrigerator. Even low-grade potions cost hundreds of thousands of won each.

    "Yes, thank you. I've been practicing with the fairy wings you sent, but I haven't reached the specifications you requested yet."

    Fairy wings could be used for flight or camouflage through magical enchantment. However, they allowed attacks to pass through them, so they weren't usually used for defensive items.

    But what I requested was, first, to be in the form of clothing and to allow attacks to pass through as much as possible. It essentially had no function as armor. Still, that suited me better. My body was already tougher than most armors, and I became stronger the more I was hit.

    Second, it needed to be very elastic. I would be using Gigantification often, and the rate of Gigantification would gradually increase, so it was essential.

    Lastly, it needed the enchantment of levitation magic. The density of my muscles and bones had increased, and because I constantly stored energy, my weight had gradually increased. Now, if I ate a lot, my weight reached about 200 kilograms, and as heavy as I was, my energy consumption increased and my movement speed slowed down.

    If I could use levitation magic like the fairies, I could fight much more efficiently.

    "The attack penetration rate is about 80%. The elasticity can cover an increase of 50% in volume from the current size. As for levitation magic... I'm sorry, not yet."

    "I didn't expect it to be done that quickly anyway. I'll take this for now. Take it easy."

    What Jaein had made was a black suit created by layering thin, long materials about 5 centimeters wide, made from fairy wings. When I put it on, it was elastic, fit snugly, and was comfortable to wear.

    "Let me do a quick test."

    I also tried Gigantification. My height, which was 180 centimeters, increased to 250. The rate of Gigantification was also gradually increasing.

    As my body expanded, the suit also expanded, but it didn't tear or even become taut. It simply and naturally rearranged its material to fit my body size and stretched.

    "This is good, isn't it?"

    I moved my body around and said to Jaein.

    "It will be much less damaged than the clothes you wear now. But are you really okay with no defense?"

    "No problem. It's exactly the function I wanted."

    "Then, I'll continue. Once I'm more confident, I'll work with the Queen's wings."

    "Thank you."

    
      

    

    "What?"

    Lim Seongjun, sitting at a desk so luxurious it seemed excessive, listened to the report and doubted his ears.

    "So... someone else paid?"

    "...Yes. It seems to be a fellow hunter, and they prepaid for the elixir."

    Lim Seongjun's secretary, Tak Dongyeon, continued his report with his eyes lowered.

    "We confirmed through our contacts within the Awakened Management Bureau that she signed a contract prioritizing forming a party. It's not particularly... advantageous contract for that hunter. In fact, it's an overwhelmingly advantageous contract for Bae Nayoung."

    "I see... I see... So, what did you do?"

    "Yes?"

    "I!"

    Lim Seongjun stood up and threw the nameplate on his desk at Tak Dongyeon. Tak Dongyeon yelped in surprise, ducked, and covered his head with his arms, but the heavy nameplate struck his arm, and he fell.

    "That bitch! What is she doing! I told you to manage her?!"

    Lim Seongjun frantically threw things off his desk.

    "I'm sorry."

    Tak Dongyeon got up and stood at attention again, apologizing.

    "What's so great about that damn bitch that she rejects my contract and what? Another hunter? Accept a contract?"

    Tak Dongyeon could only listen silently, but knowing the viciousness of the contract Lim Seongjun had offered Bae Nayoung, he inwardly clicked his tongue. It was practically a slave contract.

    "So, is that hunter some kind of high-ranking hunter?"

    Lim Seongjun sat heavily back in his chair, his outburst seemingly over, and asked Tak Dongyeon.

    "No, sir. He's a rookie who hasn't been awake for long. His awakened skills were also low-grade."

    "Then? He had money to buy an elixir?"

    "His growth rate is terrifying. He went from F-rank to C-rank in just three months."

    "Three months? Is that even possible?"

    "His achievements are enormous. He's been constantly running subjugations and gates without rest."

    "Is that so? He's just a mere hunter. Go and get that contract transferred."

    "Yes?"

    "Damn it. Don't make me repeat myself. Get that contract switched over to our side. It won't be as good as contracting her directly, but if we hold her in debt, she won't be able to refuse us anymore."

    "I've reviewed the contract, and it can't be transferred in that way."

    "Am I not paying you hundreds of millions to make the impossible possible?! Consult with the legal team, bribe someone, threaten them, do whatever it takes!"

    Lim Seongjun started throwing things again.

    "Understood."

    Even though it was dirty and petty, Tak Dongyeon, who received an annual salary in the hundreds of millions as just mentioned, kept his mouth shut and bowed his head.

    
      

    

    "Shall I go run some gates for a while?"

    I had rested for a day after the subjugation mission, so I was fully rested. It was time to run gates again.

    Nayoung's mother's treatment was over, so I let Nayoung spend time with her. Today, I wanted to go wild on my own for the first time in a while.

    Ding-dong.

    I was looking through the hunter app to reserve a gate when a visitor arrived.

    "Who is it?"

    No one was supposed to come to this house.

    "Hello. Are you Hunter Lee Jisuk?"

    I opened the door to find a man in his early 30s wearing a suit standing there.

    "Yes, that's me?"

    "I'm Tak Dongyeon from the Hunter Management Agency."

    "Ah, yes."

    "Could I have a moment of your time?"

    "No, I don't need management."

    I wasn't in a good mood because some random stranger had come to my house without contacting me. As I tried to close the door, Tak Dongyeon grabbed it.

    "No, I'm not here to offer you a contract, Lee Jisuk. It's about Bae Nayoung."

    "Nayoung?"

    Hearing Nayoung's name, I let go of the door I was holding.

    "Could I come in for a moment?"

    "Yes, come in."

    I wasn't pleased, but the fact that he knew Nayoung's name was also a bit unsettling.

    "So, what's your relationship with Nayoung?"

    I asked, sitting on the sofa in the living room.

    "Ah, our agency has been trying to scout Nayoung, but I heard that she signed a contract with Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    Tak Dongyeon said, sitting on the sofa.

    "Did you hear that from Nayoung?"

    "Ah... no."

    "That's strange. I haven't said anything, and if Nayoung hasn't said anything, where would you have heard it?"

    "Haha, isn't it the job of an agency to find things like that out?"

    Tak Dongyeon said, sweating profusely.

    It was obvious he was lying. His heart rate, cold sweat, body temperature, subtle body movements, and decisively, my sixth sense told me so. In my past life, it had taken a long time to master, but now, with the memories of my past life, my heightened sensory skills allowed me to immediately detect lies.

    Of course, I couldn't read minds completely, but I could generally tell when someone was lying. And this guy had been lying from the moment I first saw him.

    "So?"

    I continued the conversation to find out more details.

    "Transfer that contract to us. We'll give you 20% more than the amount you paid Nayoung."

    He said, placing a thin contract on the table.

    Since I had spent billions on the elixir, transferring the contract back would mean a profit of several hundred million.

    I stared intently at Tak Dongyeon.

  

    "It's not a contract that can be transferred."

    I said, looking down at the contract Tak Dongyeon had offered.

    "Our legal team will take care of that. Hunter Lee Jisuk just needs to sign this transfer and waiver form and receive the money."

    "Hmm... So, where are you really from?"

    "Pardon?"

    "You're not from an agency, are you?"

    "N-no, I am. Please see my business card."

    "You're not even a hunter, yet you're fearless."

    I picked up the teaspoon in my cup and bent it in half.

    I bent it in half again and again. The metal spoon folded easily as if it were paper.

    Tak Dongyeon swallowed hard.

    "Where?"

    "...I'm from Shinwoo."

    "Shinwoo? That's a major conglomerate. Why would they send you to scam me?"

    "The contract offer is genuine. If 20% isn't enough, I'll give you 50% more."

    That part seemed to be true.

    "What do you want to do to Nayoung?"

    "That's not something Hunter Lee Jisuk needs to worry about."

    "Tsk tsk... You're making me angry again."

    The teaspoon, folded repeatedly, was now almost the shape of a bead. I held the metal bead I had made between my middle finger and thumb and flicked it.

    The metal bead left my hand, grazed Tak Dongyeon's ear, and embedded itself in the wall. The compressed, heated metal bead smoked as it lodged in the wall.

    "Kyak!"

    The tip of Tak Dongyeon's ear was slightly torn off.

    "Oops... Are you alright?"

    I stood up, handed him a tissue, and went to the kitchen.

    "D-do you really think you'll be okay after doing this?"

    Without answering, I brought a handful of spoons from the kitchen and scattered them on the table in front of the sofa. Then I picked one up and started making another bead.

    "So... what exactly are you planning to do to Nayoung?"

    I started folding the spoon.

    "I-I don't know either... My boss just told me to come here."

    Tak Dongyeon covered his ear with the tissue and said, sweating.

    "You seem to know something?"

    I could sense that this human didn't have direct hostility or murderous intent towards me, but I could detect him lying intermittently.

    "I'll be going now."

    Tak Dongyeon reached for the contract, so I pressed down on it firmly with my hand.

    "Leave this here."

    Tak Dongyeon looked troubled, but he glanced between the bead on my finger and the contract before letting go.

    If it were up to me, I'd want to detain him and interrogate him, but unless I was going to kill him and bury him in the backyard, it would be difficult to smooth things over beyond this. It was an issue I could investigate gradually.

    "I won't go far."

    Watching Tak Dongyeon flee from my house, I picked up the phone.

    "Hello."

    Nayoung answered the phone.

    "Nayoung, how is your mother?"

    "Thanks to you, she's completely recovered. My mother has thanked you countless times, Jisuk."

    The purchased elixir and the surgery had been performed simultaneously, and everything was successful. She seemed to have fully recovered now.

    "You're welcome. But there's something I wanted to ask. Did something happen with Shinwoo?"

    "Why do you ask?"

    Nayoung's bright voice became subdued.

    "Someone from Shinwoo came to me and asked me to transfer the rights to the contract Nayoung made to them."

    "...Did you transfer it?"

    "No. That would be a breach of contract. I keep my promises well."

    "Thank you. I didn't think they would go as far as to come to you, Jisuk."

    "What's going on?"

    "The son of the Shinwoo Group's chairman... he's been following me around for a while. When I rejected him, he kept sending people to follow me. After my mother became ill, he brought a contract, offering an elixir, but the terms were ridiculous. My mother's treatment wasn't even guaranteed, and I would have been completely bound by the contract."

    Anger and disgust were mixed in Nayoung's usually gentle voice. When I first mentioned the contract, she hadn't seemed particularly hopeful, and it must have been because of this.

    "The reason it was difficult to find a party was because he spread rumors about my skills. Still, if my mother's condition had worsened, I might have signed the contract no matter what happened to me. No... if Jisuk-ssi hadn't appeared, I would have signed it, grasping at straws."

    "You don't have to worry anymore. Your mother has recovered, and I won't transfer the contract."

    "Thank you."

    I could hear Nayoung sniffling over the phone.

    "Then, spend good time with your mother and come back slowly."

    "No, I'll work tomorrow."

    "Really? Then, see you tomorrow."

    After ending the call, I wasn't in the mood to go to a gate, so I rested for the day.

    
      

    

    "Are you Jisuk?"

    I heard the voice of an elderly woman from an unknown number.

    "Yes, who is this?"

    "I work at the restaurant with Seonok's older sister."

    It was someone who worked at the same restaurant as my mother.

    "Ah, hello. What brings you to call?"

    "Judging by you asking, you don't know what happened yesterday, do you? I thought it was strange when your sister went to work."

    "Yesterday?"

    "Yesterday, some thug came and caused a scene. He specifically yelled at Seonok's sister and threw things around. He threw a beer glass, and a broken piece scratched her face."

    My head spun with heat at the unexpected news.

    "Was she badly injured?"

    I suppressed my anger and asked calmly.

    "It wasn't a big wound. She was just very shaken up. The owner told her to rest today, but she still came to work. That guy yelled about raising his son well before leaving, so I called in case you knew anything."

    "Thank you for calling. I'll go to the restaurant right away."

    "I shouldn't meddle in other people's business too much, but Seonok's sister is like family to me, so I called."

    "Thank you."

    I hung up and headed to my mother's restaurant.

    When I entered the restaurant, I saw my mother working with a large bandage on her face.

    My head had already been spinning a moment ago, but seeing her injured made the world seem to turn red. I had been careless because there hadn't been any particular danger to my mother around this time in my past life.

    "Oh my, Jisuk, what brings you here without even calling?"

    "Mom... are you alright?"

    "This? It's nothing."

    "I'm sorry... Mom, because of me. But, can't you stop working now?"

    It was my fault, but I couldn't stay here all day to protect her.

    "We talked about this before? Let's talk again later, I need to work."

    "Unnie. Unnie. There aren't many customers right now, so why don't you go talk in the back room?"

    It was the voice I had heard on the phone. The woman forcibly led my mother into a private room and gestured for me to go in as well.

    "Thank you."

    I bowed my head deeply in greeting.

    "Mom, please sit down."

    When my mother reluctantly sat down, I told her everything that had happened with Nayoung so far. From the person from Shinwoo asking to transfer the contract to my refusal.

    "Mom, I'm sorry because of me."

    "No. We shouldn't listen to those who try to harm a young lady. You did well."

    "So, that's why, can't you stop working now? I think if Mom is safe, I'll be able to act correctly even when things like this happen."

    My mother listened to my story and remained silent.

    "Okay. Let's do that."

    "Mom, you made a good decision. Then, let's go together right now."

    "Right now? Today?"

    "The owner told you to rest today anyway, right? Let's go."

    "Hyeja's expression was strange earlier, did she call you?"

    "That's right."

    My mother went out and bowed apologetically to the restaurant owner.

    "I'm suddenly very sorry."

    "It's alright. It won't be easy to find someone as good at their job as Seonok, but it can't be helped."

    "Thank you for understanding."

    My mother politely greeted the owner.

    "Mom, I'll go change and get my things."

    "Okay."

    While my mother went to change, I went to the restaurant owner.

    "Boss, I'm sorry. I heard something happened yesterday because of me."

    "No~ we should have protected your mother better, I'm sorry. The police said they would look into it, but we haven't heard anything."

    "No, is anything broken? I'll compensate you."

    "Eh. No, nothing."

    "Really? Please contact me later if you think of anything. And I have a favor to ask. Could you please send me the CCTV footage from yesterday?"

    I handed over my business card.

    "Alright."

    I was relieved that he was a reasonable person.

    I went straight to my mother's house, packed all the immediately necessary belongings, and headed to my Hanam home. I could call a moving company for the rest.

    "Mom, this is Jaein. He's living and working in the workshop next to our house."

    "Please take good care of me~"

    My mother greeted him warmly first.

    "Please take care of me."

    Jaein also bowed politely.

    "Mom, go inside first and organize your things. I'll talk to Jaein for a bit and then go in. Oh, there's a lot of stuff from the gate in the refrigerator besides food. Don't open it. I'll move it later."

    "Okay~"

    After confirming my mother went inside, I turned to Jaein.

    "Jaein, from now on, please prioritize making defense and security items for this house. Don't spare any money or materials. Tell me if you need any help."

    "Are you alright? You look fierce."

    I thought I was handling things calmly, but it seemed to show on my face.

    "I'm fine. There are just some bugs buzzing around. Well then, please take care of it."

    "Yes."

    I left Jaein's workshop and called Nayoung, telling her what had happened to my mother.

    "I'm sorry... I didn't think they would go this far. My contract... please transfer it to Shinwoo. Then, they won't bother Jisuk anymore."

    "No, that's not why I told you. I have no intention of going back on my word because of such threats. I also called Nayoung and told her to bring her mother to our house. The house is big enough for two more people."

    "What? No, still..."

    "It would be inconvenient for me if anything happened to Nayoung-ssi or her mother. I'm going to install security devices in the house, so after that, even if only the mothers are at home, you can go out with some peace of mind. Of course, only until this issue is resolved."

    I didn't plan on dragging this out.

    "I'll talk to my mother."

    After discussing it, Nayoung and her mother moved into our house.

    "I'm so sorry. Because of us..."

    Nayoung's mother bowed her head so low it almost touched the floor, apologizing to me and my mother.

    "Oh my, please don't do this. It's those bad guys' fault, how is it your fault?"

    "Still, Nayoung has been a great help to your son. Thank you."

    Nayoung was polite, she must have taken after her mother.

    I let the two of them unpack and continued the construction work. I called a private security company to build fences and install cameras, while Jaein laid out magic items here and there.

    Initially, they were experimental, but later, more advanced items were newly installed, creating a double and triple layer of security.

    "What's this?"

    I asked Jaein, pointing to a bead on top of a pillar planted in the yard.

    "It's an item that electrocutes intruders."

    "Can I try it?"

    "How are you going to try it?"

    "I'll just get hit by it."

    As I walked towards the bead, lightning poured out and struck me.

    Zzzzzzt!

    Along with the sound of electricity discharging, the muscles in my body contracted. This felt about as painful as the fireball I was hit by from the fairy.

    The discharge continued for a few seconds.

    "Hoo... That's not bad, is it? Even a decent hunter wouldn't be able to withstand that. Please install more."

    "This used a lot of magic stones. It will cost a lot of money."

    "It doesn't matter. Please continue."

    After giving Jaein various requests, I went to Nayoung.

    "Nayoung, if anything happens, go into the panic room and use Blind while holding out. I'll be right there."

    With Nayoung's Blind, she could buy time even if I wasn't there.

    "Where are you going?"

    "I have some business to take care of."

    With the security measures somewhat in place, it was time to go find that bastard.

    Watching the video I received from the restaurant owner almost made the blood vessels in my head burst. He was yelling and causing such a scene that everyone's attention was drawn to him.

    Then, the bastard threw a cup, and it shattered on the floor. Seeing him flinch when one of the shards flew strangely and hit my mother's face, it seemed he hadn't intended to hurt her, but I had no intention of letting him off the hook.

    I had sent his picture to several private investigation agencies in the area, and I received a call today.

  

    According to the information I received, that bastard was working at a private investigation agency in Seoul, not far from here.

    It was quite ironic that I found another private investigation agency through one.

    I drove and arrived at the agency in 30 minutes. I had imagined a run-down place for a private investigation agency, but surprisingly, it was on the second floor of a neat building in a bustling area.

    I went up to the office and opened the door.

    "Welcome..."

    The face of the person who greeted me froze. It was the bastard I had seen on the CCTV.

    "Ah... hello."

    The guy greeted me with a stiff face.

    "You know me, right?"

    "Well..."

    "You told me to raise my son well, didn't you think I'd come looking for you?"

    "Sihwan, what's going on?"

    A man sitting at the largest desk stood up and said. He was about two meters tall and quite bulky.

    "Hyung, Hunter Lee Jisuk is here. That time a while ago..."

    The bulky guy, who was called Hyung, flinched. There were a total of five people in the office, and they all stood up at the same time.

    "So your name is Sihwan. What should I do with you?"

    "I'm sorry!"

    The bastard knelt down like lightning.

    "I absolutely, positively didn't intend to hurt her! I just wanted to scare her a little, but the cup broke strangely... I'm sorry."

    He began apologizing with his head on the floor.

    "It looked like it. I saw the video."

    "So you understand..."

    "Just because it wasn't intentional and you apologize doesn't erase the sin you committed."

    I slapped the cheek on the same side as my mother's injured cheek. If his attitude had been bad, I might have killed him, but he didn't seem like complete trash, sincerely apologizing as soon as he saw my face, so I hit him just hard enough not to kill him.

    Sihwan's body floated up and slammed into the wall.

    The other four bastards charged at me simultaneously. Judging by their speed, they were weak, but all awakened beings.

    One of them somehow pulled out a wooden club in that short moment and ran at me. I stared blankly at the wooden club falling towards my head. After the club hit my head and broke, I briefly looked at the surprised look on his face before kicking him.

    I then kicked the two bastards who charged at me next, sending them crashing into the wall.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, do you really think you'll be safe after this?"

    The remaining boss stopped charging and said.

    "If I'm not safe?"

    "If we report you, not only will your hunter license be revoked, but you'll definitely go to jail, you know that, right? You've vented your anger, so let's just pretend this never happened."

    "I know... Why did you mess with someone else's mother? There are lines you shouldn't cross. Lines."

    "...I'm very sorry. I found out later that she was Hunter Lee Jisuk's mother. If I had known from the beginning, I would have never touched her. Still, isn't this enough?"

    "Because I'm a C-rank hunter? Would it be okay to mess with an F-rank or a non-hunter because they're beneath you?"

    "That's not something Hunter Lee Jisuk needs to worry about."

    I've been hearing that a lot lately.

    "Who ordered you?"

    "I can't say."

    I approached the boss, who still didn't know my stance, and grabbed his hand, interlocking our fingers.

    "Wh... what?"

    I slowly increased the pressure as I closed my hand. His fingers instantly turned white, then purple.

    "Kuh... Kuaaaah!!!!"

    "You'll become crippled if you don't talk fast."

    "Drawer! There's a request form in the drawer!"

    The boss answered, his eyes bloodshot, snot and saliva dripping.

    "Get it out."

    I released his hand.

    "Kuh... yes..."

    I snatched the request form that the boss took out and read it.

    "Request details: Ruin the target's hunter activities and daily life. Requester... Unknown?"

    My information was written as an F-rank hunter who awakened two months ago. Were they planning to interfere with my hunter activities to make me financially strapped and bring the contract back? Or maybe they were planning to scare me and force me to sign the contract.

    "It's not exactly an honorable job, so who would give their real identity? And they paid extra for secrecy, so I didn't really ask."

    "Boss."

    "Yes!"

    "You have potions, right? Heal your subordinates and have them gather in front of me. Do it now."

    "Yes?"

    I glared intently at the boss who asked back.

    "Do it!"

    The boss took out potions from the safe and sprayed or fed them to his subordinates' wounds. Seeing him generously give expensive potions, he seemed to care for his subordinates in his own way.

    "Anyone here who has committed serious crimes like murder, rape, or aggravated assault, step forward. Including attempts."

    I asked after having the five of them kneel in a row, but as expected, no one stepped forward. However, judging by their heartbeats, they weren't exactly lying.

    "Boss."

    "Yes!"

    "Are you or any of your subordinates really not involved in anything?"

    "No, sir."

    Not a lie.

    "You surprisingly haven't committed any major crimes?"

    "Yes. We're just small fry. We mostly find people or collect debts."

    "Really? Bending the law a little?"

    "Just a little bit."

    The boss said, holding his thumb and index finger slightly apart in front of his eyes, which didn't suit his large build.

    "Besides going to my mother regarding my request, what else did you do?"

    "Well... we spread some bad rumors on the hunter app to make it difficult for you to find a party, and we also filed two or three complaints with the Awakened Management Bureau."

    "Wow... You've done a lot in just two days since receiving the request."

    Since I usually went solo, the party issue didn't affect me, and if I had left the Management Bureau alone, it might have caused problems later.

    "Haha..."

    "Take down the posts and withdraw the complaints."

    "Well... I can take down the posts, but the complaints were filed anonymously, so they can't be withdrawn. But there are only two or three, so they shouldn't have a big impact!"

    "We'll think about that again later."

    I flipped the overturned sofa back up with one hand and sat down.

    "You're all awakened beings, right? The boss seems like he used to be a hunter?"

    "Yes. I wasn't skilled enough, so I quit quickly."

    "What about the other four?"

    "...They awakened and then either dropped out of the academy or couldn't adapt to being hunters, so they ended up here."

    I pondered for a moment. These guys hadn't done anything good, and they weren't beneficial to society. However, the one who ordered them from behind was the bad guy, and as the boss said, these guys were just small fry. I could vent my anger by getting rid of them, but it wouldn't be particularly rewarding. However, I thought of a better way to use them.

    "From now on, you're going to work for me."

    I needed people to boss around anyway. Since these guys had wronged me, it was okay to make them work hard. I should also take this opportunity to rehabilitate them.

    "Yes?"

    "Keep doing what you're doing, and also do what I tell you. Of course, I'll pay you. I won't say anything about bending the law a little like you're doing now, but don't do anything that would make innocent people cry."

    "What kind of work..."

    "It varies from time to time. First, bring me all the information you have on the guy who requested my case. It's probably someone from Shinwoo."

    I said, pointing to the request form with my finger.

    "Shinwoo?? You mean the Shinwoo Group, the major conglomerate?"

    "Yeah. The Shinwoo Group, the major conglomerate. His name was Tak Dongyeon, but it might be an alias."

    "We're not on the same level as..."

    "Am I on the same level, so it's okay to mess with me?"

    "I'm sorry."

    "I'll handle the physical stuff, just do the background checks. Isn't that your specialty? And don't you have any grudges? You ended up like this because of bad information, right?"

    "That's right."

    "Give me your number, I'll send you an advance payment."

    "No, you don't need to give us any money."

    "You think you'll work hard without getting paid? Give it to me."

    "Here you go."

    The boss respectfully handed over his business card with both hands. It read "CEO Yoo Hyungbin."

    "CEO Yoo Hyungbin, please take good care of me in the future."

    I handed over the advance payment and a copy of the contract Tak Dongyeon had left behind.

    "Huh? This much?!"

    Even if I was going to make these guys work for me, they would obviously all run away in a day if I didn't pay them. What loyalty would they have towards me? They would definitely run away the moment I turned my back. I needed to use both the carrot and the stick appropriately to control them better. If that carrot was just money, then all the better.

    "If you just do my work well from now on, you'll earn more than you did before. It seems like a guy named Lim Seongjun ordered it, so dig up everything you can on Lim Seongjun and Tak Dongyeon: their residences, places they frequent, any dirty secrets, everything."

    "Yes."

    "Don't wait until you've gathered all the data to report. Report every single piece of information you get, every day."

    "Yes!"

    "If you run away..."

    "We won't run away!"

    Before I could even finish speaking, all five of them answered simultaneously.

    "If you work hard and live decently, I'll treat you accordingly. So, work hard and make sure I don't have to come looking for you again."

    "Yes!"

    I left the private investigation agency employees, who were now on high alert, and returned home.

    
      

    

    The next morning, I tried to book a gate, but the reservation button on the app was grayed out, and I couldn't press it.

    "What the... Aaron?"

    Even after turning it off and on and reinstalling it, it didn't change, so I asked CEO Yang to book a gate for me.

    "Jisuk, reservations under your name aren't working. It seemed strange, so I checked with the Management Bureau, and they said your hunter license has been suspended."

    Suddenly, I remembered the private investigation agency boss saying he had filed complaints yesterday.

    "I'll go directly to the Management Bureau now to find out."

    CEO Yang stepped forward to help me.

    "I'll go too."

    
      

    

    "Excuse me? Does that even make sense?"

    Sangheon's father asked  again, looking dumbfounded.

    "Well, if we receive a report, we have to investigate. You can return after the investigation is complete."

    "No... How many reports could have possibly come in?"

    The private investigation agency boss had said two or three yesterday, but the official was showing a much longer list. Reports had come in from various places, and there were also duplicate complaints.

    It seemed like it wasn't just one person who ordered it. Or maybe Tak Dongyeon had done it himself.

    "This is the first time I've seen a case like this."

    Looking at the documents the official handed me, it seemed to list every possible crime a hunter could commit: murder inside a gate, item theft, tax evasion, using abilities outside a gate, and so on.

    "How can you suspend someone based on such baseless suspicions?"

    "Because there's no evidence, we're not arresting you. And we usually don't suspend just two or three cases, but there are too many."

    The official said there was nothing he could do.

    "I'll try contacting Major Baek Youngshin."

    I picked up the phone. I had built a rapport with him during the two subjugation missions, so he might be helpful.

    "Yes? License suspension?"

    I explained the situation over the speakerphone, and Major Baek Youngshin asked back after hearing the story.

    "Does this even make sense, Major?"

    CEO Yang protested on my behalf as well.

    "That's strange. Just a moment. I'll check and call you back."

    After hanging up, I was drinking coffee at the coffee shop on the first floor of the Management Bureau.

    "Boss, has the number of employees at your company increased a lot?"

    "Thanks to you. But no matter how much we increase, it's never enough. Thanks to Jisuk, I'm enjoying work these days, hahaha."

    "Really? Then, shall we increase the workload a bit?"

    "Ah... no... Isn't it already enough? We can't even handle the post-processing, and there are still many materials in the warehouse."

    It seemed they didn't have the capacity to increase the workload much more yet. Actually, I was joking too. We were already doing enough gates, so there was no need to increase it further.

    While I was listening to CEO Yang's desperate excuses, Major Baek Youngshin came downstairs.

  

    "This... someone from higher up has put pressure on it. It's common for reports about hunters to come in, but it's unheard of to issue a suspension before even investigating. Moreover, since Hunter Lee Jisuk has cleared so many gates and grown so quickly, it must have been easier to suspend him."

    "Is clearing many gates a crime?"

    CEO Yang asked, dumbfounded.

    "Of course not. But clearing dozens of times more than other awakened beings, and mostly solo, is not normal. Besides, even if someone started with a high rank, no one in Korean hunter history has ever gone from F-rank skills to C-rank in just a few months. It probably wasn't difficult to suspend him."

    "Then what should we do?"

    I asked Major Baek Youngshin.

    "First, hire a lawyer. I'll also look into things internally. Since there's only suspicion and no evidence, it'll be resolved quickly."

    "How long is 'quickly'?"

    "Hmm... I'm not sure. This is my first time experiencing something like this."

    "I know someone who's a lawyer. But, it looks like I'll have to take some time off work."

    CEO Yang said, looking troubled, but I could see the smile of an office worker getting a vacation hidden beneath it. It wouldn't be bad to take this opportunity to rest and organize the house.

    "If you don't want to wait, I'm going on a subjugation tomorrow. Why don't you come with me?"

    Major Baek Youngshin suggested.

    "Can I go when my license is suspended?"

    CEO Yang asked, surprised.

    "The claims and reports are under a different department, so I don't have much power there, but subjugations are my responsibility, so I can exert some influence. What do you say?"

    "I'll go. Boss, you should come too."

    When I said I would go, CEO Yang, who had been planning to rest for the first time in a while, lowered his head.

    "Then I'll leave the details in an email."

    Nayoung and Sangheon also ended up going. Nayoung had just recovered from her mother's illness, so I told her to rest while I went, but she said she wanted to pay off her debt quickly and insisted on coming.

    I just told Sangheon to come along.

    
      

    

    "I would like to express my sincere gratitude to all the awakened beings who have participated in today's subjugation mission. I am Major Baek Youngshin, in charge of leading this subjugation."

    Major Baek Youngshin went up onto the platform and began to speak.

    "This Walking Tree hunt will proceed for seven days starting today. The mountain at night is dangerous, so if you don't have special skills, please rest today and start hunting in the morning. The frequently appearing areas and characteristics are listed on the status board and the hunter app, so please refer to them."

    Major Baek Youngshin pointed to a large scoreboard and a map next to it.

    The content of his speech was the same as during the hellhound incident. Having done several subjugations, it seemed there was a fixed script.

    "Nayoung, you can practice your newly learned skill by going around with me, and Sangheon, you move with the guild members and protect them."

    Sangheon couldn't go with Nayoung anyway because of her skill. And they needed a hunter to protect the guild members I brought for collection from being attacked by the Walking Trees, and Sangheon was more than capable of that.

    "Hyung, what's that outfit? It's too thin for armor, and it doesn't really look like clothes either."

    Sangheon asked, looking at my new armor.

    "My old one kept tearing, so I got a new one made. Something that doesn't tear easily."

    "It looks cool."

    Nayoung commented on my new armor. Now, Nayoung wouldn't blush anymore when she saw my bare body.

    "Thank you, then shall we go?"

    When I held out my hand, Nayoung naturally snuggled into my arms.

    "Huh? When did you two become like that?"

    When I picked up Nayoung, Sangheon's eyes widened like a rabbit's as he asked.

    "Huh? What? Oh, carrying her? I'm faster when I run."

    As I spoke, Nayoung's face turned red, as if she was finally feeling embarrassed.

    "No... still, do you just carry a woman like that while running?"

    "Quiet. Just focus on collecting and sending the locations after the hunt."

    Ignoring Sangheon's words, I leaped into the forest.

    I ran through the forest at a fast speed, but Nayoung seemed to have gotten used to it now, her eyes wide open and looking ahead.

    I ran comfortably, expanding my senses in all directions.

    "There."

    Found it.

    Walking Trees could change their appearance to resemble the surrounding trees, so they were generally difficult to find.

    Inside a gate, if there wasn't a hunter with detection skills, it was difficult to distinguish between trees and Walking Trees. You could try tearing off leaves one by one or scratching the trees with a knife, but approaching too carelessly would be dangerous and take too much time.

    Outside a gate, it was somewhat easier because you could use a thermal camera to identify them, but the progress was bound to be slow.

    I found them with my senses without needing any of that. If I felt a sticky killing intent as I passed by, I examined the area. I could identify Walking Trees by their smell and a subtly different texture.

    You might wonder if a tree could have killing intent, but a Walking Tree wasn't a tree. It was just a monster that looked like one.

    "Nayoung, your Corruption skill. Is it also a range skill?"

    "Yes..."

    Nayoung said, lowering her head.

    "Try focusing once. You should be able to use it on a single target too."

    "Does it work just by focusing?"

    "It's not easy. But there are rare cases of artificial skill evolution succeeding. Don't you think it's worth trying?"

    "Really? I'll try."

    Nayoung gripped her wand tightly and glared at the tree I pointed to. Nayoung desired the advancement of her skill more than anyone else.

    "Corruption."

    As Nayoung murmured the skill, the grass around her withered and the leaves fell from the trees.

    The effect began to reach me as well. It felt like my body was decaying or corroding; damage entered as if my skin was breaking apart, and at the same time, regeneration occurred.

    Blind was a mental drain, while Corruption caused physical drain.

    "Image is important. Instead of the curse spreading in a circle, imagine it flying straight towards the enemy."

    As I gave Nayoung advice, she nodded and focused forward.

    Since plants didn't have feet, they just withered under Nayoung's curse, and small animals and insects fled away from her.

    Crack.

    The tree we were staring at pulled its roots from the ground and began to walk. The face that had been hidden by camouflage was also revealed.

    It was a Walking Tree.

    "Krrr..."

    Whether Nayoung's curse had reached the Walking Tree or not, it writhed in pain.

    The Walking Tree, despite looking like a tree, approached at a fast speed.

    "Focus. You can do it."

    I stood right next to Nayoung and said,

    "Yes..."

    Cold sweat dripped from Nayoung's forehead. A Walking Tree much taller than three meters was approaching head-on, as if to devour her.

    Corruption was a terrifying skill, but it had the disadvantage of requiring prolonged exposure while standing still.

    However, if that wide range of the skill could be focused on a single target, its attack power would surely increase.

    Thwack!

    An arm that looked like a branch of the Walking Tree sharpened and stabbed towards Nayoung.

    I grabbed it. The sharp branch of the Walking Tree stopped one centimeter in front of Nayoung's eyes.

    "Good job. Now step back. Keep using Corruption."

    You can't expect to be full after just one bite. Sangheon had been beaten by me for over a week and only improved a little.

    Nayoung stepped back, and I kicked the trunk of the Walking Tree, tearing off the branch I was holding.

    A translucent, tree sap-like blood splattered on the ground.

    "Kuaaaaaah!"

    A monstrous scream erupted from the creature's mouth, and all its branches stabbed towards me.

    The Walking Tree's attack power and defense weren't particularly high for an E-rank, but unlike other monsters with only two hands, all of its branches were hands and means of attack.

    Since the branches couldn't pierce my body, I allowed the stabbing branches to hit me while striking the trunk.

    With a thwack, a part of the trunk flew off.

    "Kueh..."

    I landed another punch on the staggering creature, breaking its waist.

    "Are you alright?"

    I checked that the Walking Tree was dead and turned to look at Nayoung.

    "I'm fine."

    She seemed surprised that the Walking Tree's sharp hand had stopped right in front of her eyes, but she was now somewhat accustomed to combat and had faith in me, so her fighting spirit hadn't died.

    "Then shall we continue?"

    We spent about two hours finding Walking Trees, having Nayoung use Corruption, and me saving her just before she was stabbed. After continuously regenerating while being hit by the Corruption skill, the newly regenerated parts no longer took significant damage from it.

    While training Nayoung, my own abilities were also definitely improving.

    We found another Walking Tree, and Nayoung cast her skill.

    "Nayoung..."

    "Yes?"

    "Look around you."

    The Corruption that had been spreading in a circle around Nayoung was now extending like a path straight to the Walking Tree. Its range was clearly longer than when it was circular, and the damage to the Walking Tree seemed greater.

    Because it wasn't circular, it didn't affect me.

    "Oh... my goodness..."

    Her concentration broke for a moment, and the skill dissipated.

    "Step back and rest for a bit."

    I stepped forward, easily dealt with the approaching Walking Tree, and returned to Nayoung.

    "I'm sorry... I actually doubted if this would work."

    It was natural to have doubts. Even Sangheon hadn't trained with me full of faith.

    "It's alright. I didn't expect to see results this quickly either."

    There was a reason why I was a villain who terrified hunters in my past life. I didn't expect to see results in just two hours.

    Only a very small percentage of people awakened, and even fewer of them could barely raise their skill levels after a long period of training. Yet, seeing results in just one day was extraordinary talent.

    "Yes. It's not perfect yet, but I think I've gotten a feel for it. I think... I just need a little more."

    Nayoung, who had been stressed because her curse harmed people, seemed to have forgotten her fatigue in her hope and elation.

    "Let's go quickly. I want to try more. Please don't stop me until the very, very end now!"

    Nayoung, full of enthusiasm, stood up and started walking first.

    "There's another one over there."

    I pointed to where the Walking Tree was with my hand.

    Nayoung cast her skill, and the path of Corruption leading to the Walking Tree became even narrower than before.

    I wondered if she might succeed in just one day.

    "Kuaaaaaah~!"

    The Walking Tree, hit by Corruption, was approaching us, but its speed was clearly slower than the others as it writhed in pain.

    The small branches and leaves that had grown for camouflage began to fall off in droves.

    Sensing its death, the creature screamed as if trying to overcome the pain and charged at Nayoung.

    When the branches stabbed right in front of Nayoung's eyes, I knocked them away and kicked the Walking Tree's trunk, breaking it.

    "That's amazing! I didn't think it would work this quickly either."

    "More... more!"

    "Calm down. We should rest a bit. Your mana is almost gone, isn't it? Your face is pale."

    "But I want to do it now while I have the feeling."

    Her face had turned white, but her will was extraordinary.

    "Then, drink this. It's a potion that helps with mana recovery and a healing potion."

    "Isn't this... expensive?"

    "Nayoung's health and time are more expensive. Just drink it. It's a gift for Nayoung’s skill development."

    "Thank you. I'll definitely repay you later."

    "Nayoung living happily is repayment enough for me."

    Becoming a villain would make many people unhappy, including Nayoung herself.

    Nayoung's face turned red. She seemed to have misunderstood my words a bit, but it wasn't meant in a bad way, so it should be fine.

  

    As time passed, Nayoung's control over her Corruption skill steadily increased. Now, the surrounding vegetation no longer dies at all.

    Before, a path would form on the ground, but now, with my heightened senses, I could only feel a dark aura emanating from Nayoung and extending in a straight line towards the Walking Tree.

    The Walking Tree was neutralized before it could reach Nayoung, collapsing before even touching her.

    This was possible because, compared to other monsters of the same rank, Walking Trees were unintelligent and slow. If it had been a monster that used tactics like quick attacks and retreats, it wouldn't have been this easy. Even so, it was remarkable.

    "My level went up!"

    "Congratulations. Did your skills go up too? Did Corruption become A-rank?"

    For her skill level to increase in just a single day was extraordinary.

    "No! All of them."

    "Huh?"

    What was she talking about?

    "My awakened level also went up, and all my skill levels increased. Blind, Nightmare, and Corruption are all A-rank."

    I thought my Regeneration skill was cheating, but it seemed there were many other monsters besides me in this world.

    Seeing Nayoung's rate of development, the image of Nayoung who had terrified many hunters in my past life came to mind, sending a chill down my spine.

    If I hadn't met Nayoung beforehand and formed a good relationship, I would have been instantly defeated when I encountered the villainous Nayoung in the future.

    "Nayoung."

    "Yes?"

    "Let's continue to be close in the future."

    "Huh? Of course."

    Nayoung looked at me with an expression that asked what I was talking about.

    Naturally, the hunting speed increased more and more. If it was just one, I would run while carrying Nayoung and destroy it with a side kick, and if there were multiple, I would take care of the rest while Nayoung dealt with one.

    Nayoung's skill level also increased, and her proficiency improved. My skill didn't change in numbers, but the fact that I developed resistance to Corruption was a great gain for the day.

    "The sun will be setting soon, won't it? Let's go back."

    "Yes."

    Nayoung replied with a pale face. She followed my demanding pace without complaint. Despite her gentle appearance, she had tenacity.

    On the way back carrying Nayoung, I saw the waste disposal agency employees.

    "Alright!! Hurry, hurry! Hey! Don't carry it whole, separate it and carry it! Haven't you been working for a day or two?!"

    I saw Manager Kim Seonho of the waste disposal agency, who had been promoted from Deputy Manager Kim, yelling at the new recruits.

    "Shall I help you?"

    I put Nayoung down and approached Manager Kim to ask.

    "Oh my, no. You've worked hard, go and rest."

    I didn't think I had ever acted high-handed, but the CEO and Manager Kim both seemed quite wary of me.

    "Let's work together and rest quickly. The hunt is over for today anyway."

    "I love you, Hyung!"

    Sangheon, who was working, ran over, but I subtly dodged him.

    "Nayoung, you can go to the base camp first in the truck."

    "No, I'll help too."

    "You really don't have to..."

    "Hyung... if Hyung does it, can I go comfortably? If the boss orders jjajangmyeon, the subordinates eat jajangmyeon too. That's how social life is."

    Sangheon chimed in from the side. At Sangheon's words, Nayoung just smiled faintly without saying anything and started working.

    "Sangheon, not everyone is like you."

    Sangheon's face turned sullen.

    "Alright, alright, let's finish quickly and go back to grill some meat. My treat."

    I said so that all the employees could hear.

    "Did you hear that?! Move quickly! Leave the heavy stuff to the three of them and take care of the easy stuff!"

    Manager Kim, hearing about the early end of work and the meat, didn't refuse any longer and gave instructions. That was easier for me too.

    Since I was strong, I could do with one hand what would require equipment, and naturally, the speed increased.

    I slung the heavy items over my shoulders and loaded them onto the company truck on the nearby road. The employees took care of dismantling and organizing the magic stones and byproducts.

    As I moved quickly, everyone was stimulated, and the work speed gradually increased.

    "Huff... huff... Is he helping... or grinding us down..."

    I heard one employee complain.

    "Take it easy."

    I said to the employee as I passed by.

    "Yes?! No, sir! I'm sorry!"

    He, not knowing I had heard him, was startled and apologized before rushing off to work.

    I felt like I might have just added pressure, but if I hadn't helped, they would have had to work much longer even after sunset. I knew because I had worked as a porter for a long time. It was easier on the body to work hard quickly now and rest in the evening.

    Besides, even though all the Walking Trees in the vicinity had been cleared, the employees could be in danger once it started to get dark, no matter how Sangheon was there.

    Thanks to me and Nayoung joining in, the work finished just before sunset, and we returned to base.

    "Thank you for your hard work!"

    Arriving at the base camp, I exchanged greetings with the employees for their hard work. Everyone was in a good mood because they finished early.

    "Lee Jisuk, delivery!"

    The company I had called in advance unloaded a mountain of meat, a grill, food, and alcohol from the truck. It was perfect timing.

    Originally, the resort's food was prepared for the hunters, so the porters and collectors had to eat separately. Not liking that, I had called the waste disposal agency and prepared a lot of meat and alcohol.

    "Thank you for your hard work. Eat and drink a lot, and please take care of tomorrow as well."

    "To Hunter Lee Jisuk!"

    Manager Kim shouted when I addressed everyone. Then, everyone raised their glasses, saying, "To you!"

    It was a bit embarrassing to be praised so much, but as long as everyone was having fun, it was fine.

    
      

    

    "Sub... subjugation? I thought they suspended his license?"

    Veins popped out on Lim Seongjun's forehead as he received the report. The photos Tak Dongyeon had brought showed Lee Jisuk grilling meat with Bae Nayoung and talking to her affectionately.

    "Well... it seems he has connections in the Management Bureau. The major in charge of subjugations took him, saying he would take responsibility. He's such a stubborn man that our pressure didn't work, and he didn't take bribes, so we couldn't touch him."

    Tak Dongyeon said, bowing his head.

    "Can't we charge him with assault for what he did to your ear?"

    He had used a potion after being attacked by Jisuk, and the wound had healed, but the lost part hadn't been restored, leaving a dent in his ear the size of a bean.

    "If I come to the surface, the contract issue might come up, so it's more harmful than beneficial."

    "Why did you go there yourself and cause a fuss! Are you an idiot?!"

    Lim Seongjun threw the book on his desk.

    "I'm sorry."

    Tak Dongyeon said, straightening his head after being hit by the book.

    "What about that bastard's parents?"

    "One of the private investigation agencies we hired threatened Lee Jisuk's mother. However, the mother quit her job the next day and moved into Lee Jisuk's house. And Lee Jisuk's house has such tight security that we couldn't approach it again."

    "So, he's going to be there with Nayoung for a week?"

    "Yes..."

    "Damn it... I can't stand to see that. That... the guy we contacted before, contact him again."

    "Who are you referring to?"

    "You know, that guy who takes care of things like this."

    "Are you serious?"

    "Am I joking with you? Kill that bastard and bring Nayoung to me."

    "It's about time you gave up on Bae Nayoung..."

    "You damn bastard! Shut up! Just do as I say if I give you money! Should I kill you too?! Huh?!"

    Lim Seongjun lost his temper and threw things, causing Tak Dongyeon to fall. Still not satisfied, Lim Seongjun went closer and stomped on Tak Dongyeon.

    "Huff... huff... Just do as I say! Or I'll kill you first!"

    
      

    

    As my and Nayoung's teamwork improved, the hunting speed increased more and more. Unlike the last subjugation when I was alone, the waste disposal agency was collecting the materials for us, so I ran through the mountains without worry, hunting Walking Trees.

    Naturally, our score was overwhelmingly in first place. Later, feeling guilty about monopolizing it, I deliberately searched for places that were difficult for other hunters to go. It didn't really affect me even if the path was a bit rough.

    Instead, the waste disposal agency employees worked harder, but they didn't complain much, probably because I fed them well every evening.

    I saw a Walking Tree ahead and put Nayoung down.

    "Nayoung, from now on, please use Corruption as a range skill without targeting. I need to train too."

    "Yes."

    Nayoung nodded and cast Corruption. Before, it would just wither the trees and grass, but now, the surrounding grass instantly turned black and died. It looked like a land of death where undead would appear.

    "Whoa... just a moment. The damage to the surroundings is too great. Did the power increase as your skill level went up?"

    "It seems so. What should I do?"

    "Hmm... It's not really necessary, so there's no need to dry up the whole forest while using it. Please target and shoot one Walking Tree at a time again."

    "Yes."

    The two of us poured out attacks and easily shredded the Walking Tree. The cursed creature crumbled even more easily like dry wood.

    However, if it continued like this, the meaning of going around with Nayoung would greatly diminish. Just giving her a free ride? Even before, I had been very considerate so that Nayoung would benefit while also increasing my resistance to the curse, which was a win-win, but this was a bit disappointing.

    "Let's have Sangheon come with us starting tomorrow. Since it turned out this way, let's just raise both of your levels a lot."

    I needed to raise their levels so it would be easier to take them anywhere.

    "Thank you."

    We spent half the day hunting Walking Trees like that.

    "Hmm?"

    While traversing the mountain carrying Nayoung, I saw a large number of Walking Trees ahead. Roughly looking, there seemed to be dozens of them.

    "Is it a swarm? If we catch all of those, we might level up. This time... use Corruption as a wide-area attack. It might affect the surroundings a bit, but the gain will be greater than the loss."

    "Yes!"

    As I put Nayoung down, the Walking Trees discovered us and approached.

    However, as Nayoung's Corruption spread and reached them, they writhed in pain, and their approach speed noticeably decreased.

    At that moment, I felt a chilling killing intent and turned my body back.

    Wham!

    I received a huge impact on my head and fell backward.

    My body wouldn't move.

    A bullet? For it to break my skull and cause this much impact, it wasn't a normal modern gun and bullet. This was definitely a mana bullet fired by a hunter. There were hunters who could imbue mana into bullets, but I never thought I would be hit by one today.

    Moreover, even though I was somewhat tense because we were in the middle of combat, I didn't feel the killing intent until right before it was fired. Whoever it was, they were clearly high-ranking hunters.

    "Jisuk!"

    Nayoung was surprised and ran towards me.

    Thwack!

    The bullet that followed hit Nayoung's chest.

    For a moment, my eyes widened, thinking Nayoung had died, but what hit Nayoung's chest was a tranquilizer bullet.

    The swarm of Walking Trees approached Nayoung and I, who had fallen.

    I hadn't recovered yet, so my body wouldn't budge. This was the danger of relying on my head.

    Thwack thwack thwack thwack!

    A man with a black hood covering his head fired a rifle indiscriminately at the Walking Trees and approached Nayoung.

    The power of those bullets and the speed at which he ran down the hill—he was definitely not a normal hunter either.

    "You damn things, do you know how much I ran around this mountain because of you?!"

    Rat-a-tat-tat!

    The gunman, having reached Nayoung, fired several more bullets at me lying on the ground, and the bullets pierced my skin and lodged in my body. I was just barely recovering, but blood spurted out again, soaking the ground.

    The gunman, not interested in the Walking Trees, fired suppressing shots while slinging Nayoung over his shoulder and left the scene.

    The Walking Trees surrounded me, my body still immobile, and thrust their branches into my body. When my skin wouldn't break, they dug into the wounds the gunman had created with their branches.

  

    The Walking Tree's branches dug into my body, sucking blood. Dozens of Walking Tree branches wrapped around my entire body, making it feel like I was buried in a swamp of wood.

    Perhaps because my blood was being sucked out, my regeneration wasn't working well.

    My consciousness was fading.

    [Skill: Venomous Blood (A) acquired.]

    [Regeneration skill level increased from D to C.]

    [Tough Body skill level increased from D to C.]

    My eyes snapped open at the series of status window notifications.

    Regeneration C-rank allowed me to absorb the life force of surrounding beings and use it for my regeneration. I reached out and plunged my fingers into the trunk of a Walking Tree.

    I could feel the Walking Tree's life force being sucked away through my fingers. Conversely, the Walking Tree withered like a mummy.

    My blood, which had changed into the Venomous Blood skill, melted the Walking Tree's branches that had dug into my body. It wasn't just acidic; it was highly poisonous, causing the poisoned Walking Trees to collapse like rotten wood.

    Lost in a daze, I smashed every Walking Tree that came within reach.

    [Level increased.]

    After annihilating dozens of Walking Trees, my level increased. My level hadn't increased since coming on this subjugation, but it rose just when I needed it.

    I absorbed the life force from the few remaining Walking Trees and turned my body in the direction Nayoung had been dragged. Thanks to my keen senses, the footprints of the bastard who had run off were clearly visible.

    The wounds on my body gradually regenerated with the life force I had taken from the Walking Trees, and my running speed increased accordingly.

    I ran through the mountain, gnashing my teeth so hard they felt like they would break.

    I tried to make a call while running, but my phone was smashed, whether by the Walking Tree or the gunshot earlier.

    "Damn it..."

    A curse escaped my lips involuntarily. Too much time had passed to recover from the head injury and start tracking. He was a fast-moving hunter; I didn't know how far he had gone.

    I propelled myself forward, putting so much force into my leg muscles that they felt like they would burst.

    Had it been about ten minutes of running? I saw the bastard ahead, running with Nayoung slung over his shoulder.

    I followed, suppressing my footsteps as much as possible.

    He didn't seem to have any immediate intention of harming Nayoung, but I couldn't attack recklessly while she was captured. I kept my distance and followed him.

    I saw a black sedan parked in an empty lot by the roadside. The bastard threw Nayoung into the back seat and hid the rifle under the trunk floor.

    Holding my breath, I waited, and the moment the trunk closed, I sprang out.

    "Huh?!"

    The bastard was startled and stepped back, but I closed the distance and threw a punch.

    Despite being surprised, the bastard easily avoided my punch. Seeing him evade my attack, which had an Agility stat of over 50, he was likely at least B-rank, possibly even A-rank.

    I swung my fists relentlessly, but annoyingly, the bastard was faster than me.

    The bastard retreated and pulled out a handgun he was carrying at his waist, shooting at me. I couldn't keep up with his agility as he retreated and fired in rapid succession.

    Since my Tough Body level had also increased, even mana-infused bullets only pierced my skin.

    "He's supposed to be C-rank, this is insane!"

    The bastard shouted in frustration and anger, seeing that his bullets weren't piercing my body.

    "Who sent you?"

    "Just die, you bastard!"

    The bastard aimed for my head, so I watched his muzzle and persistently followed, avoiding only the shots aimed at my head.

    But the damn bastard was too fast, and I kept getting minor injuries on my body. If I collapsed again like this, he would surely fill my head with bullets. And then he would disappear with Nayoung.

    Now it was a race of whether my regeneration ability would reach its limit first or if the bastard's mana would run out first.

    I dodged another bullet and approached, but a bullet that had already been fired curved and flew towards my temple.

    Time seemed to slow down for a moment. I saw a smile on the bastard's face, as if he had finally caught me. If that bullet hit my temple like this, my head would be concussed, and I wouldn't be able to avoid the next bullet.

    [Agility increased by 2.]

    My Agility increased at the crucial moment. My speed increased instantly, and I turned my head to avoid the bullet.

    However, I moved too late, and the bullet grazed my temple.

    My brain rattled, and I knelt down for a moment. It wasn't the same damage as when I was hit by the rifle earlier, but I lost my balance for a moment.

    "This bastard is giving me trouble... Let's finish this."

    He approached me, pointing his handgun.

    There was still a considerable distance, but I swung my fist at the approaching bastard.

    "Where do you think you're swinging?"

    Blood splattered from my fist and landed on the bastard's clothes.

    "Huh? Huh?! Kuaaaah!"

    My blood melted the bastard's clothes and began to melt his skin. If he had been wearing thick armor, this amount of blood wouldn't have been enough.

    The bastard's breathing became ragged, and his eyes lost focus as he was poisoned. If he had been a low-ranking hunter, he might have died instantly, but he seemed to have high vitality, as he didn't die immediately.

    I shook my head to clear my mind and stood up. The bastard also raised his handgun and shot at me, but his aim and power were terrible.

    Dodging the bullets, I charged in, blocked the muzzle with my palm, and kicked his stomach.

    His stomach caved in, and the bastard collapsed.

    "Hoo..."

    I didn't know how many crises I had faced during this subjugation mission that I had come on with a relaxed attitude.

    I went to the bastard's car and checked if Nayoung was safe. Her breathing was steady, and her complexion was good, so she seemed fine.

    I took out a recovery potion and an antidote from Nayoung's pouch and poured them into her mouth.

    She didn't regain consciousness immediately, but this was somewhat reassuring.

    I took the antidote to the gunman who had just collapsed and fed it to him. This bastard couldn't die here. There was something I needed to find out.

    After slapping him a few times, he groaned and woke up.

    "Who sent you?"

    "Who do you think sent me?"

    I grabbed the index finger of his right hand.

    "Last chance."

    The bastard seemed to hesitate, looking at his index finger, which was his livelihood.

    "Let me help you decide."

    I squeezed his finger as it was, and the sound of bone breaking echoed.

    "Kuaaaaaah!!!"

    "It might still be treatable with potions or elixirs now, but you know it's over if your finger disappears completely, right?"

    "Shinwoo!! Shinwoo sent me!"

    "You should have said so sooner."

    I let go of his finger.

    "Evidence?"

    "I recorded a video as insurance when I received the request..."

    When I checked the video on his phone, Tak Dongyeon was indeed in it. I finally caught him.

    I restrained the bastard and returned to Major Baek Youngshin in the car.

    "Ah... an assassination attempt?"

    Major Baek Youngshin, who was at the base camp, looked at me, Nayoung, and the killer with wide eyes.

    "He's the same guy who blocked me from entering that gate last time. There's evidence, and this guy will testify."

    "This is a bigger deal than I thought. This isn't something that can be resolved just at the Awakened Management Bureau level. I'll report this upstairs, so please wait a moment."

    The Awakened Security Division, the higher department of the Awakened Management Bureau, was the most influential government agency in the current era.

    It might be possible for a large corporation like Shinwoo to cover up economic crimes with bribes, but they couldn't stop the Awakened Security Division's audit in cases involving awakened beings.

    Treating high-ranking hunters or talented awakened beings like Jaein poorly, causing them to go overseas, was a direct hit to national security, so it was an independent agency with formidable power.

    While waiting for Major Baek Youngshin to handle things, I put the information from my broken phone into the new phone the Bureau had given me, and a call came immediately.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, this is Yoo Hyungbin from Hyeonseong Private Investigation Agency. Urgent information has come in. Tak Dongyeon hired a killer and sent him after you."

    He spoke quickly.

    "I know, he already came."

    "Yes?! Are you alright?"

    "You're really worried, aren't you?"

    "W-well, yes."

    "I'm fine. I caught him and handed him over to the Bureau. Next time, do your work a little faster."

    "I... I'm sorry."

    After that, things proceeded smoothly.

    The killer testified that Tak Dongyeon had orchestrated it, and Tak Dongyeon endlessly rambled on, as if he had a grudge against Lim Seongjun.

    Tak Dongyeon had even installed cameras in Lim Seongjun's office and recorded their conversations, fully intending to betray him.

    When the video of Lim Seongjun assaulting Tak Dongyeon was released, Lim Seongjun lost his temper once again.

    Thanks to Tak Dongyeon's testimony, much more corruption was exposed than what he had done to me and Nayoung.

    The private investigation agency also surprisingly dug up a lot of information, greatly helping to catch them. The agency was more useful than I thought.

    Lim Seongjun was sentenced to life imprisonment for murder, attempted murder, bribery, tax evasion, and assault, while the killer received 20 years, and Tak Dongyeon was sentenced to 10 years for actively cooperating with the authorities.

    If they had been monsters, I could have just killed them, but I couldn't just kill the heir of a major corporation, so it took much longer than I thought. But now, it was truly over.

    
      

    

    "Thank you so much. I don't know how many times Jisuk has helped me. During the hellhound incident, saving my mother, and even this case."

    Nayoung said, sitting next to me after everything was over.

    "It just happened that way."

    "I'll work harder to repay Jisuk. Speaking of which, shall I curse you?"

    I knew she meant to help, but her words were a bit strange.

    "It's alright for now. Just rest for a bit. Jaein called me, so I'm going to the workshop for a moment."

    "Can I come too? I haven't been there yet."

    "Sure."

    Jaein's workshop was getting more and more cluttered. It hadn't been long since it was built, but it already seemed to need expansion.

    "Jaein, where are you?"

    "Over here."

    Jaein, with dark circles under his eyes, emerged from a pile of materials. Jaein bowed to Nayoung, and Nayoung returned the greeting.

    "Boss, all the items are done."

    Jaein handed me a box.

    "No... I told you you could take your time, why did you push yourself so hard..."

    Even the Fairy Suit I wore during combat was more useful to me than regular armor or clothes, so I didn't have any major complaints.

    "I kept getting ideas, and I couldn't stop thinking about it when I lay down, so I couldn't stop."

    "I'm grateful, but please take it easy."

    "Yes. Please try it on."

    Jaein casually brushed off my words about resting.

    "But the color?"

    When I opened the box Jaein gave me, the translucent, rainbow-colored Queen's Wings were exactly as they had been.

    "Isn't this too flashy?"

    "Just try it on."

    "This... how do you wear it?"

    It wasn't clothes, just a pretty piece of fabric lying in the box, so I asked, picking it up.

    "Huh?!"

    At that moment, the fabric went inside my clothes and began to wrap around my body.

    "Ooh..."

    As I took off the shirt I was wearing, a new, tightly fitting suit appeared. I really liked the feel of it being very thin and not hindering movement.

    "But, the color is still a bit..."

    "Imagine the color you want while infusing it with mana."

    "Hmm... black..."

    I didn't usually use mana, so it was a bit difficult, but as I concentrated, the beautiful rainbow color changed to a matte black.

    "It changed!"

    Nayoung, who was watching, was even more surprised than me.

    "It can cover your head too. It changes to a similar color, so if you hide somewhere, you'll be hard to see."

    This wasn't even something I had requested, but he had included it. It seemed like it would be useful later.

    "What about the levitation magic?"

    "I incorporated it using wind magic. The activation method is the same. Infuse mana and imagine it, and you'll float."

    When I infused mana, the fabric fluttered long around my body, and I felt lighter. My body bounced as if I were walking in a place with very low gravity.

    "It works. I'll need some practice with this."

    "The attack penetration rate is 95%. 100% was impossible after all. But it has a self-repair function, so it will automatically repair itself with your mana over time. And the item rank is only B-rank. The specifications are so unique."

    "Rank doesn't matter. You did a great job in such a short time."

    Since it was clothing without defensive capabilities, it would be treated as an accessory. Among accessories, there were many with better specs, so it received a B-rank.

    "That... cost a lot of money. The CEO of the waste disposal agency gave me the materials first, so you'll have to work a bit later to repay him."

    He must have poured money into it to gain speed.

    "I can always earn more money. You worked hard."

    My body was itching to try out the item quickly.

  

    "By the way, what's that? A wand?"

    Nayoung asked Jaein.

    "Ah, it's one of the items I bought a bunch of to study magic imbuing. It had a curse on it, so I bought it for cheap, but I can't touch it because the removal hasn't worked."

    "A curse?"

    "The person who sold it said it makes you lose your mind, but I don't know exactly what kind of curse it is."

    I had been touching the new suit for a while and turned my head at the sound of their conversation.

    Something looked familiar, so I examined the wand closely. It was longer than a typical wand but shorter than a staff. It looked like a snake was coiling around it, and even without getting close, I could feel a sinister aura.

    "Ah!"

    Realizing what it was, I exclaimed involuntarily. It was the wand Nayoung used when she was a villain in my past life.

    Did she become a villain because of the curse on that thing? Nayoung's life was so tumultuous that I couldn't even guess what kind of incident led to that.

    "Boss, have you seen this before?"

    Jaein asked when I was lost in thought.

    "Yes. I've seen something similar before."

    I walked towards the wand and reached out my hand.

    "Huh?! You shouldn't touch it! The curse..."

    "It'll be alright. Jisuk can resist curses."

    Nayoung stopped Jaein.

    As I lifted the wand, a ripple went through my mind, just like when I faced the Fairy Queen. And I heard someone whispering.

    'Lim Seongjun, you're just going to forgive that bastard by sending him to prison? He's the kind of guy who will come out and mess with your mother again! Go to the prison and kill him. I'll help you.'

    'Jaein is looking down on you. He told you to take your time, right? But he probably spent billions because he wanted to finish quickly himself. You've already gotten the items you need anyway, kill him.'

    The voice wasn't just talking to me; it was interfering with my mind. Even though I knew in my head that it was a curse and not the truth, anger and anxiety swirled within me.

    I slapped my own cheek hard.

    "...This seems to make people evil. Nayoungs Blind barely works anymore, and seeing how potent this is, it's probably a curse above A-rank."

    I said, wiping the blood flowing from my mouth.

    "Then put it down quickly!"

    Jaein fidgeted beside me.

    "No, this is good. It's not uncontrollable, so I'll take it for training."

    "No, what kind of training uses something cursed!"

    I told him it was okay and left the workshop as it was. Jaein had a look of bewilderment.

    
      

    

    I also tested the new suit while going through gates with the wand from the next day. When I saw an ogre, I struck it with the fist holding the wand. Thanks to that, the wand kept colliding with the ogre.

    I thought I heard something cracking, but it was incredibly hard and didn't break. At this rate, I could use it as a blunt weapon.

    Every time it collided, I heard screams from somewhere far away.

    When moving using the suit's levitation magic, I made my body light. Thanks to this, my movement speed increased, and when attacking, I deactivated the levitation magic to plant my feet firmly on the ground and attack the monster.

    Thanks to the suit, hunting efficiency noticeably improved.

    The problem was the wand.

    'That woman is annoying, isn't she? Just because her face is a little pretty, she's always causing trouble. Kill her. We're inside the gate. No one will know. You've gotten everything you need now, haven't you?'

    'Aren't you going to mine magic stones? The Huagok Collection Agency? CEO Yang? They're stealing your money. Who in this world can you trust? Kill them all! You have the power to do it now, don't you?'

    Even though I knew the words the wand whispered in my ear were lies, the curse made anger surge within me. I poured that anger onto the monsters, going through gates with Nayoung.

    "Jisuk, are you really alright?"

    Nayoung worriedly asked, seeing the dark circles that had formed under my eyes due to stress. Hunting while being cursed for several days had mentally worn me down a lot.

    "Don't worry. You have to do this much to raise your skill level. It's better to train beforehand than to get caught off guard in a real fight. I'm starting to get used to it, so let's use Blind extensively together now."

    "Really?"

    Nayoung asked worriedly, and I nodded.

    [Level increased.]

    [Level increased.]

    ..

    ..

    [Tough Mind skill level increased from C to B.]

    After going through gates for several days without rest while enduring two curses, both my awakened being level and skill levels increased.

    "Hey, hey. Say something."

    As I gradually adapted, the wand spoke less and less. And when my Tough Mind skill increased, it almost stopped talking.

    "Try harder. Hey. Hey."

    I slammed the wand against a rock repeatedly.

    'Th... that's enough... enough!!'

    For the first time, something other than a curse came out.

    "Huh? It can talk besides cursing. Did it have a self?"

    'Stop it now! I'm not a toy!'

    "You're not a toy, but you are a cursed item."

    'How much energy have I poured into you, and you haven't even killed one person! I'm getting nothing in return! If you're not going to use me, give me to someone else!'

    "Ah, the curse was gradually weakening, so it needed some kind of compensation."

    Weak acidic blood seeped out onto my palm instead of sweat.

    'Kuaaaah! Stop! Stop!'

    The surface of the wand melted from my acidic blood.

    "Hey, try harder. More. Curse me."

    I said, slamming the wand against the rock repeatedly.

    'I will curse you! My kin will kill you! Kuaaaaa….'

    Along with the words of the curse echoing in my head, a layer of the wand's surface crumbled off like dust.

    The shape itself didn't change, but the color of the wand itself changed. Before, it felt like it was enveloped in a dark aura, but now it was a glossy purple.

    
      

    

    "Jaein, I think the curse on this is gone. Can you check?"

    I returned to the workshop with the wand.

    "Yes? How? It was an item that was difficult to remove the curse from, and we didn't know what was used..."

    Jaein put on his monocle and examined the item. Jaein had continued to create items and recently acquired an Appraisal skill. With this skill, he could check not only curses but also item properties and stats. There were many people around who easily raised and acquired skills, but it was actually rare. It was just that there were many talented monsters like Nayoung and Jaein around me.

    "It really... is. I don't see any curse. Where..."

    Confirming that the wand was safe, I picked it up.

    "It's definitely gone. How did you do it?"

    "It just disappeared as I kept enduring the curse?"

    "Is that... even possible...? This level of curse usually doesn't go away even if you pour expensive holy water on it. Anyway, the curse is gone, and the item itself was good from the start, so you saved a lot of money. This is an A-rank item. It greatly enhances magic-related abilities."

    It was indeed a high-rank item.

    "Nayoung can use this."

    "....That's worth billions if you sell it."

    "Nayoung will repay me later when she makes a lot of money."

    
      

    

    "I don't want to accept it..."

    When I handed the wand to Nayoung, she unexpectedly refused.

    "Why?"

    "I've received so much already that I don't have the confidence to repay it, so how can I accept more here? This is very expensive, isn't it?"

    "No. He said it was a cursed item, so he bought it for cheap."

    "Still, now that the curse is gone, can't you make a lot of money if you sell it?"

    "Just take it. It'll help me a lot if Nayoung and Sangheon grow quickly."

    I casually placed the wand in front of Nayoung and left.

    
      

    

    The power of the wand was considerable. The range, speed, and power of Nayoung's curse all improved at least twofold compared to before. Item power was this terrifying.

    "Wow! This is so great!"

    Nayoung, who had cast Blind on an ogre, jumped up and down in delight.

    "I'm glad you like it."

    "Hey! I know you're in a good mood?! But I'm going to die like this!"

    While Nayoung and I were talking about the wand, Sangheon was struggling in a fight with an ogre.

    "Don't exaggerate. That ogre is blind and can't even see."

    As I said, the ogre was swinging its club wildly.

    "My attacks barely work!"

    Sangheon's sword, enveloped in light, lacked the attack power to do more than scratch the ogre's body.

    "Concentrate more. If you don't want to die."

    Sangheon's skills weren't enough for a one-on-one fight with an ogre yet, but with Blind applied and some of its strength depleted, it was a decent sparring partner.

    I tore off a piece of jerky, watching Sangheon fight with a desperate look. Nayoung couldn't take her eyes off the wand, ignoring Sangheon and the ogre.

    "Does the curse not dissipate even if I don't concentrate now?"

    "Ah, yes. It's fine if I just focus a little."

    "Aren't you going to help me?!"

    Sangheon screamed, but I didn't help.

    Nayoung had become strong enough to catch an ogre on her own, so Sangheon's level-up and skill improvement were more important.

    Whether he had gained some knack for it after hundreds of attacks, the scratches began to grow slightly larger. In the end, there were no fatal wounds, but the ogre collapsed from blood loss.

    "See? You can do it."

    "Huff... huff..."

    Sangheon had no energy to reply and just lay there, panting heavily.

    "At this rate, it'll take a week. You and Nayoung go around by yourselves now."

    "Yes? Will we be alright on our own?"

    Nayoung said, surprised.

    "Actually, Nayoung alone is strong enough that I wouldn't worry too much. Give Sangheon plenty of opportunities to fight, and if it really gets tough, Nayoung, you step in. Then I'll see you later."

    Leaving the two of them behind, I sped through the gate, wiping out every ogre I saw. As my level increased, my stats also increased a lot, so even twin-headed ogres were no problem now.

    With the continuous forced march through the gates, all three of us leveled up considerably. If the goal was just to level up, it would be safer to catch monsters slightly stronger than oneself, but that wouldn't improve skills. Skills improve more during moments of crisis.

    Thanks to that, Sangheon's level also increased a lot, and his Light Sword skill level went up a rank, allowing him to inflict meaningful damage on ogres.

    Moreover, perhaps thanks to repeatedly dodging for his life, he gained the Acceleration skill as he leveled up. If I was an infighter who attacked while taking hits, Sangheon was an outboxer who attacked sharply while dodging quickly.

    "I don't know how many potions I drank."

    "Are you short on potion money? Shall I give you some?"

    "Nah, Hyung and Nayoung are giving me a gate bus ride, I should be the one giving you money. And I earn a lot helping my father, so I'm alright."

    Sangheon declined my offer, holding out both hands. Sangheon and Nayoung had become close while hunting together, acting like older sister and younger brother. Even though they were only a year apart.

    "Alright then."

    Coming out of the gate and handing the collection trackers to the Huagok Collection Agency employees, CEO Yang's expression wasn't good.

    "CEO, did something happen?"

    "Jisuk, I'm so sorry about this. It seems like the payment might be a little delayed."

    "You can give it to me slowly. I'm not in a hurry for money right now. But did something happen?"

    The payment had never been delayed before, so something felt off.

    "Well, you see... There's a small issue with the material purchasing company. There's no problem with the materials themselves, but they're nitpicking. And they're not paying for the goods we've already delivered, giving ridiculous reasons."

    "Can't you sell to other companies?"

    "It's like they've colluded or something; other companies won't even start doing business with us. They're probably trying to squeeze more money out of us since we've grown so much recently. It would be okay if it was just a small loss, but it's been quite severe lately."

    "Really? Shall I go with you sometime?"

    "Oh my, no need to trouble yourself. I'll go and talk to them properly."

    CEO Yang, who had said that, had an increasingly worse complexion day by day. It seemed like the power harassment was worse than I thought, with funds tied up and materials just piling up in the warehouse.

    "CEO, don't do that, let's go together sometime."

    We had already formed a bond and become close, so I didn't want to pretend I didn't know.

    "Jisuk, I'm sorry. But some major corporations have a tight grip on material distribution, so I'm not sure if it will go well."

    I visited the material purchasing company with the CEO.

  

    "No, Manager Park, why are you only offering this much for this?"

    CEO Yang said, pointing to the ogre hide on the payment representative's desk.

    "CEO, I told you last time. This has a wound here. Naturally, the price will go down."

    The man called Manager Park pointed to a tiny scratch that you'd need a magnifying glass to see.

    "But these kinds of flaws don't matter once it's processed, do they?"

    "I don't know about that. It's written in the contract that damaged goods are half price. If you don't like it, go somewhere else. Why waste time?"

    Manager Park turned his body away behind his desk and sat down.

    "No, so are you saying other companies deliver goods without even this much of a scratch? Let's take a look."

    "Why would the CEO look at that? It's someone else's goods."

    "Isn't this blatant power abuse?"

    "No, I told you to leave if you don't like it, why are you being like this? I have no power."

    Watching quietly, he was very confidently throwing his weight around.

    "CEO, let's go."

    I pulled the CEO's arm, his face red as he argued with the payment representative.

    "No, I need to sell this to get funds..."

    "It's alright."

    I calmed the CEO down and took him outside.

    "Is it just that guy who's like that?"

    "No. I've tried contacting his superiors, but it seems like the higher-ups have ordered a crackdown on several collection agencies. They've even colluded with other places, so we can't even get in as a new vendor."

    If that representative was just trying to extort money on his own, I would have considered using force, but it didn't seem to be that kind of situation.

    "What should we do... Our warehouse is already full. I think the payroll will be delayed soon too."

    The CEO's face fell.

    "If they don't buy our goods, we can just use them ourselves."

    "Yes?"

    "You know Jaein, the crafter I work with? We can work with Jaein to directly craft items with the materials we've collected and sell them to hunters."

    "Our funds will be tied up until we can execute that."

    "I'll cover it with my own money for now. You don't have to pay me back the money you owe me until the business gets on track."

    "It's not that easy."

    "Let's just try it once."

    Without wasting any time, we went to buy a building. There was a warehouse-type factory for sale not far from my house, so I bought it.

    "No, you're buying such a big place without even thinking about it much? Are you sure it's alright?"

    The CEO fidgeted, seeing me buy a multi-billion won factory like it was everyday groceries.

    "It's alright. It's alright."

    And I finished registering the business. I named the company Regen, thinking about my regenerated life. Even then, CEO Yang still looked worried, his face etched with anxiety.

    "Then, please call all the employees here. Oh, and bring all the materials we couldn't sell here too."

    "Sigh... Alright."

    People and materials came into the empty factory, and I also called Jaein.

    "Jaein, I'm planning to use these materials to mass-produce useful items for new hunters? I'll get more of what's lacking. Just tell me."

    "No... CEO, how am I supposed to craft so many materials by myself? It'll take years."

    Jaein said, looking dumbfounded at the mountain of materials.

    "Jaein will only be in charge of supervision, instructions, and essential processes. We'll hire people for the rest."

    Usually, artisans don't like having other people in their workshops. There's the issue of their skills being stolen, and it also affects the quality of the finished product. However, if we thoroughly divide the labor, skills won't be stolen, and for mass-produced, entry-level items, the quality won't be a big issue.

    "CEO, you always tend to talk about impossible things too easily."

    "I don't pressure you, do I? Just try it. Tell me whatever you need."

    "Alright."

    Jaein scanned the materials, opened his laptop, and started working. Leaving Jaein to work, the CEO and I discussed hiring more people.

    "Since we have the most ogre hide, we'll make the most in-demand entry-level and mid-level armor with it. Please procure the things on this list. And we'll need about 30 people to work."

    About an hour later, Jaein handed over a list of necessary items.

    "Then I'll start designing the products and processes. Sigh. Another late night."

    Jaein scratched his head with a pen and checked various parts of the factory.

    "Sangheon, please do some market research on where new hunters buy items and how much they cost."

    "Got it."

    A few days later, the items Jaein had requested arrived. Among them were many pieces of equipment that looked like they weighed tons.

    "CEO, I've made the factory floor plan, so please move the equipment according to this."

    Following Jaein's instructions, I easily lifted the equipment and moved it to its respective locations.

    "CEO, you're better than a machine. Preparation time will be greatly reduced."

    As he said, the factory took shape in just a few hours.

    "Roughly... I think we're ready. This probably cost a lot of money again because we rushed it, right?"

    Since everything was urgently ordered, the prices were correspondingly high.

    "It's alright. We can make that much back later."

    Our investment had already easily exceeded 10 billion won, so everyone except me was very worried. CEO Yang became increasingly anxious every time money went out, but it was important to just get started.

    Under Jaein's direction, the Huagok Collection Agency employees learned how to operate the equipment and work, and they produced prototypes.

    "With this level of armor, it should be able to get D and E grades. It can block goblin daggers, arrows, and the teeth of hellhounds bred on Earth."

    When I tapped the armor Jaein handed me, I could feel the hardness of the hardened ogre hide.

    "Look at this."

    Jaein slashed the armor on a mannequin with a dagger, but it only left a slight scratch, without causing significant damage.

    "Not bad?"

    "Um... just a moment. Are you going to sell it like this?"

    Nayoung, who had been watching from the side, asked.

    "Why?"

    Jaein asked, looking puzzled.

    "Can't we change the design a little?"

    What Jaein had brought was very crude, so it was hard to say he had paid much attention to the design.

    "I'll try drawing something. Like this... like this... and make the colors a bit cleaner."

    Nayoung quickly sketched a drawing. Even for me, who was insensitive to design, it looked better than Jaein's design.

    "Oh... it definitely looks better. Let's try making it like this."

    By adjusting the design and process according to Nayoung's design, the newly created armor retained its practicality and also looked good. Most hunters would buy it if the price and performance were good, but if the appearance was also good, it would undoubtedly sell even better.

    After finishing the factory preparations to some extent, I called daily-wage awakened beings and F-rank hunters to the factory.

    "What you will be doing today is not going to the gate. You will be processing materials and crafting items according to the instructions of Factory Manager Park Jaein over there."

    The CEO and Jaein told the new people what to do. The work had little danger, required less strength, and paid the same daily wage, so everyone started working without complaint.

    It was expensive to hire awakened beings for simple repetitive tasks, but they were more useful than ordinary people because they had a strong grip, fine motor control, and stamina.

    Thanks to that, the work progressed enough that the money paid didn't feel wasted.

    Even on the first day, they produced dozens of prototypes. We could increase the production volume slowly from now on.

    "Thank you all for gathering today. Is there anyone who would like to stay on as a permanent employee?"

    I asked after paying the dozens of porters their daily wages. Everyone got up from their seats and headed for the exit, seemingly not very interested.

    "Starting annual salary of at least 70 million won. Four major insurances. Guaranteed vacation."

    The feet of the daily-wage porters who were leaving stopped.

    "Why don't you sit down and at least hear what I have to say?"

    "Ahem..."

    Many people reluctantly sat down again, and most of them converted to permanent positions.

    In addition, I received a list of people who had awakened but wanted to live ordinary lives and find employment from Major Baek Youngshin of the Management Bureau and started making calls.

    Awakened beings with high agility but extremely low strength and stamina, making them unsuitable even as porters, were perfect for jobs requiring fast hands. They could just sit and move their hands, so low stamina didn't matter, and they didn't need much strength.

    A mage who was too scared to graduate from the academy went under Jaein and started an apprenticeship.

    In this way, I found talent and placed them in the right positions.

    Thanks to that, my savings visibly dwindled.

    "I can just earn more."

    I frantically went through gates alone, collecting magic stones and byproducts. Only some of the byproducts were processed and the rest piled up in the warehouse, but there were many places to sell the magic stones. Thanks to that, my level also increased quite a bit.

    "I think we can sell these now."

    Jaein said after finishing the quality inspection of the items coming out of the factory.

    Since we directly procured the materials and produced them in our own factory, even with a considerable profit margin, the price was only half the market price. I could see how much profit the distributing companies and large item factories or workshops were making.

    "Alright, let's start selling!"

    Sangheon, who was in charge of marketing, posted promotional articles about the products on hunter communities.

    Nayoung created Regen's promotional homepage and photos. I had noticed when she designed the armor, but she had talent in this area.

    "But, we have no sales record, will they sell even if they're cheap?"

    CEO Yang expressed his concerns. We had managed to get by for the past month with the money I had invested and the magic stones I had earned, but CEO Yang was worried that all that money would be lost if this business failed.

    As he worried, they didn't sell at all at first. Hunters had to risk their lives to enter gates, so they probably didn't want to buy something made for half price by a place they had never heard of called Regen. Of course, if we kept at it, one or two people would eventually buy, and word would spread, but as time passed, money kept going out, so we had to do something.

    "Alright, shoot."

    I put on the armor and stood at the back of the factory. Then I had an employee who knew how to shoot an arrow at me.

    "CEO, are you really going to shoot? What if you misfire?"

    He seemed quite anxious.

    "I won't die from an arrow like that. Just shoot."

    With a 'what the heck' expression, he released the tightly drawn bowstring.

    Thwack

    The arrow should have hit the armor, but it flew towards my head, and I snatched it with my hand.

    The face of the employee who shot the arrow turned pale.

    "Again~ A little lower."

    After that, the arrows kept falling far from my body, and after shooting dozens of times, we finally managed to film a video of an arrow hitting the armor.

    As Jaein had guaranteed, the arrow did pierce the surface of the armor but didn't penetrate it. If this level of arrow could be blocked, the survival rate of novice hunters would increase dramatically.

    Besides that, we filmed videos demonstrating the safety of the product, such as stabbing it with a dagger to prove its defense, which Nayoung edited and uploaded, and thanks to that, dozens of sets of armor were sold.

    Only a few days after they were sold, hunter reviews appeared on hunter communities, and after word spread, all the stock we had made was sold out. And within a few weeks, production couldn't keep up with demand, and the waiting list began to grow longer and longer.

    "Jisuk... you're amazing. Really. I never thought it would go this well."

    We still had a long way to go to recoup the investment, but the profit margin was huge, so it wouldn't be long. CEO Yang had no choice but to acknowledge it now.

    "Ah, CEO, please spend less time in the field and take over the CEO position here now, okay?"

    "Me?"

    "I'm always going to be outside anyway. Let's do this concurrently with the Huagok Collection Agency."

    "No, I've never done anything like this before..."

    "The annual salary will be around this much..."

    I whispered the annual salary in his ear.

    "Chairman. I will work hard."

    The CEO bowed deeply.

  

    CEO Yang bowed to me, half-jokingly and half-seriously, at the suggestion of him concurrently holding the CEO position of Regen.

    "Please don't do this. What Chairman? Please just call me like you always have," I said, pulling him up by the shoulders.

    After that day, the factory workers started calling me Chairman.

    Regen needed a lot of ogre hide as a material for its items, so as soon as the ogre gate opened, I rushed in and hunted relentlessly. This caused a shortage of ogre hide in the market. Other hunters came too, but they couldn't keep up with my hunting speed. Hunters above B-rank might be able to catch them faster than me, but there's no reason for them to go to a D-rank gate.

    Due to this, a sales representative from the material purchasing company, who now had a fire under their feet, came to see me. They needed to secure deliveries immediately, but they had no materials.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk. Could you possibly sell just a little bit to us? We'll buy it at the highest market price."

    They used to be so arrogant, but now they even brought gifts and bowed deeply, trying to get their hands on some materials.

    "You used to turn me away so coldly, and now you're here?"

    "We did?"

    Looking like a startled rabbit, he asked again, seemingly unaware of what I was talking about.

    "Go back and ask Manager Park at your payment department."

    "No, I..."

    "Go on."

    I sent the sales representative who came to the factory away. The representative himself might not be at fault, but this was the company's doing due to their power abuse. You reap what you sow.

    However, it's not like a company of that size would be greatly shaken by me and Regen.

    But the Regen and Huagok Collection only had growth ahead of them. As the scale grew, I planned to buy magic stones and byproducts from other hunters to continue expanding. That way, even companies like that wouldn't look down on us.

    "CEO, the training for the new recruits is finished, right?"

    "Yes, everyone has settled in now."

    "Then, please have Manager Kim and the Huagok Collection staff return to collection duties. Now that things are stable, we need to hit the gates harder."

    "Understood."

    I had been so focused on materials that I hadn't paid attention to my own development. Now, I need to focus on growth again.

    Two months had passed since I established and started running Regen. However, while collecting materials, I had reached level 30, and considering the money that would come from Regen in the long run, it wasn't a loss but a time of great income.

    
      

    

    Just as Regen was stabilizing and I was hunting comfortably, I spotted a villain I had seen in my past life inside a gate, and then he disappeared.

    When I first saw him, I doubted my eyes. I didn't know he would be active as a hunter from such an early stage.

    A hunter who used a sword that shone like Sangheon's Light Sword in my past life. An A-rank hunter who wore silver full plate armor with a shining sword. He was skilled and did a lot of good deeds, making him a model hunter—until his crimes were revealed.

    This psychopath kidnapped and confined civilians, playing with them like toys before killing them.

    His crimes were revealed seven years later from the present. It was an incident that brought even more despair to people during a chaotic time. An A-rank hunter, the envy of everyone, was a serial killer.

    They couldn't even catch him. Since the world had become full of monsters anyway, he probably died when Earth was destroyed a few years later.

    The problem now was whether this person became a villain due to some incident, like Nayoung, who was a normal human, or if he was a born psychopath like Choi Miran.

    "Hello. Would you like to team up? I'm C-rank," I approached him first to confirm. Just like with Choi Miran, I might be able to catch him in the act, and since I could now discern lies, figuring out what kind of person he was wouldn't be difficult.

    He hadn't made as much money as he would later, as he was wearing light armor suitable for a D-rank, not the flashy armor he would eventually have.

    "Really? We'd be grateful, but are you sure? We're all D-rank..."

    "It's alright. I get anxious going alone too. Let's split the rewards based on the number of people."

    The ogre gate was a suitable level for a D-rank party, but they could still face unexpected threats like the appearance of a Twin Head. However, with a C-rank hunter joining, their safety would be guaranteed, and since the income wouldn't change, there was no reason for them to refuse. And judging by their appearance, they seemed to have been wandering inside the gate for quite some time.

    "We'd be grateful if you would!"

    So far in the conversation, I hadn't sensed any malice or any attempt to deceive me.

    "Then shall we go?"

    "Yes."

    "Ah, I'm Lee Jisuk. I'm a fighter. What are your names?"

    "I'm Seo Gyeonghyeon, a warrior."

    "I'm Yoon Hye-eun. I'm a mage."

    "Ahn Hyeju. Close-range dealer."

    Ahn Hyeju said it curtly without even looking at me.

    "Haha... Hyeju is a bit shy."

    Seo Gyeonghyeon actually shielded Ahn Hyeju.

    As we fought together, he skillfully wielded his light-infused sword. Humanity aside, his technique was something I wanted to show Sangheon. The size and power of his light were greater than Sangheon's. He was strong even among D-ranks, so it seemed like he would be promoted to C-rank soon.

    "What kind of skill is that?"

    I asked Seo Gyeonghyeon after the fight.

    "It's the Justice Sword."

    "The Sword of Justice?"

    "It's embarrassing, but that's the name. This is a secret, but the power of this skill increases when you do righteous deeds and weakens when you do unjust ones."

    There were no lies here either.

    At least so far, he didn't seem to have committed any crimes.

    "Hye-eun, Hyeju, please have these."

    "I'll keep watch, so the three of you can rest a bit."

    Throughout our time in the gate, Seo Gyeonghyeon showed not only excellent combat skills but also kindness and leadership, taking care of the party even though he himself was tired.

    No matter how I looked at it, he seemed like a good person. With Choi Miran, my senses weren't as sharp as they were now, so I didn't realize it immediately, but it was different now. No matter how I looked at him, this guy didn't seem like a villain. Was he a case like Nayoung?

    However, something felt off. Unlike with Nayoung, this unsettling feeling didn't go away.

    I thought I should keep an eye on him, so after clearing the gate, I asked for his phone number.

    "I'm grateful. If we ever go together again, please take care of me. Thanks to you, it felt like I was on a bus ride today while hunting," Seo Gyeonghyeon said with a good-natured smile.

    "Sure. Please take care of me too."

    "Aren't you going to exchange numbers with the others?"

    "No. It's alright."

    I didn't feel the need to exchange numbers with those women.

    "Then, let's call it a day and contact each other again next time we go."

    I took out my phone and left, leaving behind the two women who were looking at me with dumbfounded expressions.

    "Director Yoo, how are you doing?"

    After returning from the gate by car, I called the Hyunsung Detective Agency.

    "Yes. I'm doing well, thanks to you."

    "Not doing anything bad?"

    "No. I'm just doing things like finding families for people in need or tracking down debtors."

    "Good. Are you short on money? Take down one person for me."

    This unsettling feeling just wouldn't go away.

    "What's his name?"

    "Name is Seo Gyeonghyeon, D-rank hunter, about 180cm tall. Slender build. Phone number is..."

    "Yes. It doesn't seem too difficult to find him with that information."

    "Find him and investigate if he has any dirty secrets. Of course, don't get caught, and don't approach him and do anything unnecessary. Just gather information."

    "Have I been doing this for a day or two? Leave it to me."

    "Then, I'm counting on you."

    
      

    

    Several weeks had passed since I commissioned the investigation.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk. I'm calling about the Seo Gyeonghyeon investigation."

    I received a call from Director Yoo of the detective agency.

    "Did you find anything?"

    "This is the first time I've seen someone so clean during my background checks. He has a good reputation among fellow hunters, volunteers on his days off, and donates a lot. Based on the investigation so far, he doesn't even do drugs, drink, or smoke."

    "Really?"

    "Last time, he even brought a homeless person home to feed him. And judging by the fact that he didn't come out, I think he gave him a place to sleep too."

    "...He hasn't come out? He went in a few days ago, right?"

    "He went in four days ago, and I haven't seen him come out yet."

    "Are you watching 24 hours?"

    "We've installed cameras all around the detached house where Seo Gyeonghyeon lives and are keeping watch. We would have known if anyone came out."

    "I'm going there now, let's meet at the office."

    "Yes? Why are you doing this? Hello?"

    I hung up the phone and immediately headed to the detective agency's office. The fact that the homeless person who went in hadn't come out bothered me too much.

    "Good day!"

    As I entered, the detective agency staff jumped up and greeted me loudly.

    "Oh yeah, hello."

    I waved my hand at the five respectfully bowing detectives and told them to sit down.

    "Director Yoo, I need to get inside that house. How can I get in without being detected?"

    "There are sensors installed on the fence, and there are many cameras around the perimeter. If you approach carelessly, the private security company will be called."

    "Is it just a matter of getting over the fence?"

    "No. Once you're over the fence, there are motion-detecting cameras in the yard. It will take some time to figure out where it's safe. Right now, the only way is to drop from the sky."

    "Then that'll work. I'll just go down from the sky."

    "Yes? Can you use flight magic?"

    "I can do something similar. What's next?"

    "If you can get down onto the roof without being detected, our youngest, Minwoo, can pick the lock and get inside."

    "He's good at picking locks?"

    "My skill is a transformation type."

    The guy named Minwoo made his finger into the shape of a key.

    "That's amazing. Can't you transform into a weapon?"

    "I can, but the strength is only a little harder than bone, so if it clashes with a real weapon, it'll just shatter."

    Well, if he had a good skill, he wouldn't be working at a detective agency.

    "Alright. Just make sure you can pick the lock. What's his schedule?"

    "He's going out to volunteer at a homeless meal service tonight and will come back late. But is this really necessary?"

    "Just do as I say."

    After the sun had completely set, I went up to the rooftop of a building in Seo Gyeonghyeon's house.

    "Did you figure out where the homeless person is inside the house?"

    "No. He hasn't come close to a window in the past few days. Do you perhaps think that homeless people are dead?"

    Director Yoo, who had come up to the rooftop with me, asked.

    "Maybe. I have a bad feeling. Minwoo, come here."

    I hugged Minwoo, who was covered in a black suit from head to toe like me, in a princess carry.

    "Hyung... are you sure this is alright?"

    "It's not like I'm doing this because I like holding you. Shut up. You'll bite your tongue."

    I lowered my stance and put strength into my legs. My thighs bulge, and the moment I pushed off the ground, I flowed mana into my suit and activated levitation magic.

    "Eek!!"

    I soared dozens of meters into the night sky as if tearing through it.

    "I jumped too hard. Hold on tight."

    "Y-yes... yes..."

    Minwoo tightly gripped my neck.

    We reached the peak, and the descent began. I adjusted the levitation magic to descend at the speed of a parachute.

    "Down."

    I landed on the roof and dropped Minwoo, who had been clinging to me, onto the ground.

    "Alright, can you get in now?"

    "Yes, we can go in through that door. There are no security devices there."

    Of course, they wouldn't have prepared for someone coming down from the sky.

    "Let's go."

    Jung Minwoo transformed his finger into a key and inserted it into the keyhole, and the door quickly opened.

    We carefully opened the door and went down to the first floor. It was a well-decorated and clean house, but I felt an eerie aura.

  

    "You're saying you don't know where the homeless man is?"

    I asked Minwoo after going down to the first floor.

    "Yes. He hasn't come to the window. Wouldn't he be in one of the bedrooms?"

    We opened each door one by one, looking for the homeless man who had supposedly come in a few days ago.

    "Huh... he's not... anywhere?"

    We searched the entire house, but the homeless man was nowhere to be seen.

    "I really didn't see him leave."

    Minwoo's complexion also turned pale, as if he was starting to get goosebumps.

    "The smell of blood..."

    My sense of smell, which had developed with my heightened senses, caught the scent of blood and chemicals. I followed the smell to the kitchen. The scent was coming from behind the food storage shelves.

    "What kind of smell is that?"

    Minwoo sniffed, but naturally, he couldn't smell anything. My sense of smell was already more sensitive than a dog's.

    "I think there's something behind here."

    I grabbed the shelf and pushed it slightly. The shelf slid smoothly to the side, revealing an iron door.

    "Hyung, what's this?"

    Minwoo asked, swallowing hard.

    "Can you open it?"

    I said, pointing to the keyhole in the iron door.

    "Break it if you can't open it."

    At this point, not getting caught wasn't the issue. At first, there was only a slight suspicion, but when I heard about the homeless man, it became half suspicion and half certainty. And now, seeing the smell and the iron door leading to the basement, suspicion had turned into conviction.

    "I can open it."

    Minwoo bent his finger and inserted it into the keyhole. It seemed more difficult than the upstairs door, as he struggled a bit, but he soon opened it.

    The stairs leading down to the basement were dark because there were no lights.

    I could see well even in the dark, but Minwoo couldn't see at all, so he took out his phone and turned on the flashlight.

    As we went down the stairs, the sight of the basement came into view.

    "Ugh!"

    Minwoo vomited what he had eaten onto the floor.

    There was a refrigerator and a large, sturdy-looking work table. The table was stained with black marks, and tools like saws, hammers, and axes hung on the wall. On the shelf next to them were severed human body parts submerged in liquid.

    Leaving the vomiting Minwoo behind, I opened the refrigerator, and there were more severed body parts inside. They all had expressions of pain, as if they hadn't died peacefully.

    Having seen many disgusting things in my past life, I didn't vomit like Minwoo, but it was a nauseating sight.

    "Is this the homeless man?"

    I pointed to a head in a container that smelled of relatively fresh blood.

    "...Hic... hic... Yes... Ugh!"

    Minwoo glanced at it, confirmed it, and then vomited again.

    I took the phone from Minwoo's hand as he vomited and took pictures.

    Since we had trespassed and discovered this underground dungeon, I had to report it anonymously. It was obvious that they wouldn't investigate properly without photos.

    "Clean that up."

    "Yes?"

    "The vomit, I mean. Are you trying to leave evidence that you were here? They're going to investigate this place thoroughly, you know?"

    If the police found the vomit, they might suspect Minwoo.

    "Go get a bucket and detergent and wipe it up."

    "Ah... yes..."

    I waited quietly as Minwoo cleaned up his vomit.

    "Let's go."

    We went up the stairs, closed the iron door again, and slid the food storage shelf back into place. Just then, I heard someone behind us.

    "Huh? I wondered who came into the house, and isn't that Hunter Lee Jisuk?"

    Seo Gyeonghyeon was standing behind us. The sound from the basement must have been blocked, so we hadn't noticed him arriving.

    "Why did you kill these people?"

    "For justice. Isn't it my duty to get rid of trash that's not beneficial to society? Everyone I killed was like a poison to society."

    "Who are you to decide who's poison to society?"

    Justice is like a nose ring or an earring; it can be interpreted in many ways. What is justice to me might be injustice to someone else.

    "My skill is the Justice Sword, isn't it? My sword gets stronger the more righteous deeds I perform. The fact that my sword has become stronger is proof that I have executed justice."

    Light swirled around his sword. It was a light that couldn't even be compared to Sangheon.

    "Even just killing evil people is hard to definitively call justice. But what kind of justice is it to mutilate humans like this? You've only twisted justice to your liking to strengthen your skill."

    "Our thoughts differ."

    The smile disappeared from Seo Gyeonghyeon's face, and a moment of silence flowed.

    After staring at each other for a few seconds, Seo Gyeonghyeon instantly thrust his light-covered sword forward.

    I thought he would aim for me, but he aimed for Minwoo's heart.

    Even so, there was no way I wouldn't be able to react to the movements of a mere D-rank hunter. I reached out and grabbed the blade.

    "Huh?"

    Surprised that I had blocked it, he tried to pull his sword back, but I held it firmly and struck his head with my right hand.

    Thwack! His head shattered with the sound.

    "Hyung, are you alright?"

    Minwoo, who had collapsed in surprise, asked.

    "Yeah. I'm fine. Just a small cut."

    The skin on my palm was slightly cut. Even though I hadn't specifically reinforced it, for a D-rank to wound my body, he was a talented guy. If he had grown stronger, I wouldn't have been able to catch him so easily.

    A few drops of blood fell to the floor. I could freely control the toxicity of my blood. Usually, I kept it non-toxic and only changed it when needed, so it didn't melt the floor, but I didn't want to leave evidence that I had been here, so I wiped the blood off the floor.

    After cleaning up, I covered my face and left the house through the front door. The security had been disarmed when Seo Gyeonghyeon came in, so no alarms went off.

    When I went out to the front, two cars had collided, and Director Yoo was lying in front of them.

    "Hyung!"

    Minwoo ran over.

    "Ugh... I thought I was going to die."

    As Minwoo shook him awake, Director Yoo shook his head and got up.

    "Hyung, what happened?"

    "After you two went in, that bastard suddenly came back. He was trying to go in, and you weren't answering your phone, so what could I do? I rammed my car into his to buy time. He apologized and said we should call insurance, but that bastard attacked me without even hesitating. But why weren't you answering your phone?!"

    "Ah... I was in the basement, so I guess the signal didn't reach."

    "Director Yoo, make an anonymous report to the police. Include the photos on Minwoo's phone."

    "What photos are you talking about?"

    "You'll know when you see them. Maybe look at them in the bathroom so you can throw up comfortably."

    
      

    

    We watched Seo Gyeonghyeon's house from the rooftop of a nearby building. Local police soon arrived, followed by several police cars and what looked like forensic vehicles arriving in a line. Police tape was put up around Seo Gyeonghyeon's house.

    We left after seeing that.

    Later, the news reported that Seo Gyeonghyeon had dismembered and murdered homeless people, and the person who killed Seo Gyeonghyeon had not been found.

    "The police suspect that the person who killed Seo Gyeonghyeon was not a victim but an accomplice, given the circumstances that Seo Gyeonghyeon only targeted the weak. What are your thoughts on this?"

    A news anchor on television asked a crime expert.

    "There was nothing at the crime scene to prove the existence of an accomplice. In my opinion, it's highly likely that Seo Gyeonghyeon acted alone. And the person who killed Seo Gyeonghyeon was probably a vigilante."

    "Since he killed a serial killer, could he also be called a messenger of justice?"

    Seo Gyeonghyeon kept talking about justice but became a serial killer himself, and I, who killed him, was being called a messenger of justice.

    I had written down things to do based on my past life's memories, but I solved a case in an unexpected place. I opened my notebook and crossed out the line written about Seo Gyeonghyeon.

    
      

    

    "Hyung, why are you staring so intently at your phone?"

    "Sangheon, I think there's something wrong with my eyes. Why is the button gray again?"

    I kept looking at the gate reservation button, but it was still gray.

    "Didn't it get unlocked after you caught Nayoung's stalker?"

    "It did."

    What did that bastard do again? Did I let him go too easily?

    Just then, the phone rang.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk? This is Park Taegwan from the Gate Division of the Awakened Being Management Bureau."

    "I was actually about to contact you because I can't make gate reservations again. I thought the claim issue was resolved."

    "Ah, it's not because of the claim, but because you didn't comply with mandatory requirements, so general gates are blocked for you."

    "Mandatory requirements?"

    "E and D-rank hunters are required to clear a certain number of undead gates, but you went straight to C-rank without doing that."

    "Undead gate..."

    "You don't want to go, do you? Everyone's like that, so we created the mandatory requirement."

    My voice must have betrayed my feelings.

    There's nothing to gain from undead gates. And people who don't have skills to fight ghost-type monsters have to buy holy water, so it costs more money, which is why hunters don't like them.

    Since my death in my past life was in a battle with the undead, I felt even more aversion. Now that my Regeneration had reached C-rank, I could absorb vitality after hunting and fight again in an endless battle, but undead have no vitality, so that wouldn't work.

    "Usually, we notify hunters a few months after they obtain their qualifications, but we didn't expect you to reach C-rank in the meantime. Thanks to you, we're completely revising the regulations. Anyway, I've sent you an email with the details, so please check it."

    I opened my inbox, and there was an email from the Awakened Being Management Bureau.

    "We believe that someone of Hunter Lee Jisuk's caliber will quickly fulfill the mandatory requirements. Goodbye then."

    The representative from the Awakened Being Management Bureau hung up.

    "Hyung, are you going to the undead gate?"

    "I guess I have to."

    In my past life, as Regeneration rose to B-rank, my attack methods diversified. Since things had turned out this way, I should not only clear the Awakened Being Management Bureau's requirements but also raise my skill level.

    "I'll go with you."

    Sangheon asked.

    "Alright, let's take Nayoung with us too."

    Since Nayoung and Sangheon also had to clear the undead gate as a mandatory requirement, the three of us headed to the gate together.

    "Noona, the time has finally come for me to show my skills," Sangheon said, enveloping his sword in light. As a light attribute user, Sangheon's sword was the best skill against the undead.

    "I'm against it. I don't really have any attack methods besides Mana Ball."

    Nayoung's curse was significantly less effective against the already dead and decaying undead.

    "Since it's E-rank, Mana Ball should be enough."

    I walked past Sangheon and Nayoung, who were chatting, and stood in front of the undead gate. The memory of my last battle in my past life clouded my mind.

    "Let's go."

    I steeled myself and entered the gate.

    The inside of the gate appeared like a gloomy cemetery. Even the ground had a peculiar purple hue.

    As soon as we entered, a large number of skeletons rose from the ground to greet us.

    Sangheon and I charged forward first.

    E-rank skeletons were no match for me, and I crushed them like crackers.

    Sangheon also excitedly smashed the skeletons.

    "This is too easy, isn't it?"

    Sangheon said, swinging his sword in the air.

    "Since you two are taking care of everything, there's nothing for me to do."

    Nayoung was a bit idle since I only used Mana Ball to deal with the ones that slipped past me and Sangheon and approached her.

    "Let's abandon the magic stones and move quickly."

    Magic stones are like crystals of vitality and mana. The more vitality or mana a monster has, the larger they become, and their color also changes depending on whether they have more mana or higher vitality.

    Skeletons, with almost no vitality or mana, only dropped very small magic stones, and finding those tiny magic stones attached to bones was a waste of time.

    That's why I didn't call the Huagok Collection Agency today either. Today, the sole purpose was to fulfill the Awakened Being Management Bureau's requirements and level up our skills.

    I led the two of them, crushing skeletons as we continued our search.

    "There it is."

    Sangheon swallowed hard as he saw the monster that was ranked number one on the list of undead gate avoidance.

  

    One by one, ghouls crawled out of the ground, forming a horde.

    Ghouls weren't strong, only E-rank. The reason hunters avoided them was their filth. Their rotting flesh emitted a stench so foul it could be smelled from afar, a smell you wouldn't encounter in everyday life.

    Getting close made it worse, and even a small attack could lead to poison. Furthermore, if you accidentally hit a ghoul and its flesh splattered, you'd be poisoned again.

    Unlike skeletons, ghouls didn't drop any significant magic stones. They had no nutritional value and were just disgusting monsters that were incredibly troublesome to deal with. Still, if they weren't stopped, a break would occur, so the Awakened Being Management Bureau had no choice but to push hunters in with the promise of rewards and promotions.

    Sangheon hesitated to step forward.

    "It's my time to shine this time."

    Nayoung created multiple Mana Balls in the air and fired them simultaneously. Each one accurately burst a ghoul's head. After obtaining an A-rank wand, Nayoung's magic power, control, and efficiency had improved overall. On top of that, I had taken her with me and leveled her up a lot, so it was like a tiger getting wings.

    We easily dealt with the ghouls, but before we could even catch our breath, another monster appeared over the hill.

    "Over there."

    I pointed over the hill.

    "A ghost? That's much better than ghouls. Let's take it down quickly."

    Sangheon showed enthusiasm.

    "No, leave this to me, and the two of you go right from here and circle around. I'll go left."

    I could entrust this much to the two of them, whom I had personally trained, without worry.

    And I also needed to train against ghosts to raise the level of my Regeneration skill. Once Regeneration reached B-rank, I would be able to release vitality externally for offense and defense.

    In other words, I would be able to use Aura, which was the minimum requirement for an S-rank hunter. However, while S-rank hunters could use a lot of Aura, I could only use as much as my limited vitality allowed. Still, it was much better than nothing.

    "Yes."

    "See you later, Hyung"

    Knowing my abilities, the two of them agreed to my suggestion without complaint.

    Watching them move away, I put the bag containing holy water down on the ground.

    Whoooooosh...

    A ghost approached right in front of me, letting out its unique gloomy wail.

    I swung my fist at the approaching ghost. Its body rippled, but naturally, there was no damage, and the ghost passed right through me.

    As the ghost passed through me, I felt a chill and sensed my vitality being drained. It was only a little, but my body felt heavier.

    No matter how many times I swung my fist, it just passed through the ghost's body.

    About ten ghosts took turns passing through my body, gradually stealing my vitality. Since my vitality was higher than that of an average hunter, I didn't collapse, but if they had been higher-ranked ghost-type monsters instead of E-rank, even I would have taken considerable damage.

    When the ghosts realized I couldn't attack them, they attacked me more fiercely.

    However, after realizing that no matter how much they attacked, I wouldn't fall, they simply hovered around me and then gave up, trying to go somewhere else.

    I couldn't just let them go. I followed and swung my fist at the ghost's body. It still only rippled, but the ghost seemed to dislike it. It passed through my body again and started attacking.

    And when they still saw that I was fine, they fled again. And this continued to repeat.

    As time passed, the number of ghosts increased. At first, there were about ten, but now about thirty were flying around me.

    Even though the damage was small and my vitality was abundant, receiving attacks from thirty ghosts without any additional supply of vitality made my body quite heavy.

    Gasping for breath, I recalled the feeling of releasing vitality from my past life and swung my fist. But it still had no effect.

    Seeing that their numbers were increasing and I was getting more and more tired, the group of ghosts no longer fled and continued to pass through my body.

    The feeling of dozens of ghosts passing through my body was not pleasant, to say the least. It felt like something disgusting and cold was flowing into my body, melting my vitality.

    Slowly, it became difficult to move my body.

    It should have leveled up by now, but the skill wasn't improving. Even if it leveled up now, I wasn't sure if I would have enough strength left to deal with all of them.

    Had I become too complacent because my level and skills had been rising so quickly lately?

    Eventually, my mind became hazy, and I knelt down on the ground.

    Thinking I was really going to die like this, I took out a small potion I had put in my waist pouch and drank it. As expected of a high-grade potion, I felt a significant amount of vitality surge back.

    I continued to drink potions and endured the attacks. I drank the last remaining potion I had on me, and when there were no more potions left, the ghosts gave up and left one by one.

    The color had drained from my face, and my hands had turned white. If I had endured a little longer, it might have been dangerous.

    I flopped onto my back and rested for a while, then returned to where I had put down my bag earlier and replenished my stamina by eating potions and food.

    As expected, it wasn't easy to gain the same level of skill in just half a year as I had in ten years in my past life.

    My body recovered with a short rest, so I dusted myself off, got up, and started hunting again.

    Skeletons and ghouls were easy, but whenever ghosts appeared, I was invariably attacked and had my vitality drained repeatedly.

    I only recovered with potions when I felt like I was about to lose consciousness.

    My Regeneration skill should have evolved when I was in danger, but it didn't level up, whether it was because it needed more experience points or because it didn't consider me to be in enough danger.

    A doubt filled my mind that this method might not work.

    I decided to slowly give up on the method of just letting the ghosts hit me and instead sprinkle holy water on my body to attack them. I steeled my resolve and moved towards the bag I had put down, but a horde of ghosts appeared.

    Even now, it was difficult to move because my vitality was being drained, and if so many joined the attack, my vitality might run out in an instant.

    I gulped down the potion in my pocket and ran with all my might, but I couldn't even reach half of my usual speed.

    Due to the continuous attacks, I couldn't even maintain that slow speed and gradually slowed down.

    I knelt on the ground and reached out my hand to the ground to keep from falling over.

    I lost consciousness, thinking that by now, the alarm signaling that the skill I had been waiting for had leveled up should have sounded.

    
      

    

    "Oh, Sangheon! You're awake!"

    "Hyung! Are you alright?"

    "Ugh..."

    My head was heavy.

    "What happened? The ghosts?"

    "There were a lot of ghosts gathered, so I thought it was strange and came over, and Hyung collapsed in the middle of the ghost horde."

    Thankfully, I hadn't died. Quite some time must have passed, but the ghosts hadn't managed to steal even the minimal vitality remaining in the core of my body. Was that why my skill level hadn't increased?

    "Did you two take care of them?"

    "Noona did most of it. She was so scared of attacking to save Hyung. She was pouring out Mana Balls like rain."

    Sangheon whispered.

    "Don't push yourself too hard."

    Nayoung said with a tearful face.

    "I'm sorry. I didn't think it would turn out like this."

    I genuinely didn't.

    "But we have to keep going."

    I had to raise my skill level. Now that I knew ghosts couldn't kill me, I had to push myself harder.

    "No way."

    "Yes?"

    I involuntarily asked Nayoung's firmness.

    "Then, let's go around together. We'll save you if it looks dangerous."

    "It won't level up like that."

    "That's how I leveled up too. Let's try it together."

    Nayoung held my hand tightly, looked me in the eyes, and said.

    "Alright."

    Overwhelmed by her gaze, I unconsciously agreed.

    "Let's go to the next gate."

    I said as we left the gate.

    "Rest today. Let's do it again tomorrow."

    "No, I'm alright now."

    "No. Sangheon, can I ask you to drive?"

    Smiling and speaking firmly, she pushed me into the back seat and got in on the other side.

    "Hyung, you're really wrapped around her finger."

    Sangheon's words didn't seem wrong at all, so I couldn't reply.

    
      

    

    "Oh my, Jisuk eats so well~"

    Nayoung's mother piled food high on my plate and watched me eat.

    "I was so surprised at first, my goodness. He was so skinny, but he eats so well."

    "He eats too much. It wasn't easy preparing meals alone anyway, but thanks to Nayoung's mother, I've been saved."

    Our mothers sat me down and started chatting.

    After the Im Sungjoon incident, Nayoung and her mother had returned to their own home, but whenever Nayoung and I had a gate appointment, they would come over like this to talk with my mother and help with housework.

    "I'm so glad the two of you are doing well."

    Nayoung said, sitting down next to me.

    "My mother was suddenly left alone in a remote place, so she was bored. Let's bring her over to hang out often when we don't have gate schedules."

    "I will."

    Nayoung and my gazes met.

    "You two are really lovey-dovey. How is a single person supposed to live?"

    Sangheon grumbled from the side.

    "Oh my, is it already this late? I'll get ready to enter the gate."

    "Let's get ready to leave if you're done eating."

    My stomach was full, so today was another day to head to the gate to improve my Regeneration rank.

    Unable to win against Nayoung's insistence, I gave up on going alone.

    We decided to go together, and if ghosts appeared, they would prioritize letting me handle them, and if I was in danger, they would come to help.

    "It'll definitely work today!"

    Nayoung cheered me on.

    "Hyung, fighting!"

    "Thank you. Sangheon, thank you too."

    We dealt with the skeletons and ghouls at lightning speed and searched for ghosts.

    "Found them. About... ten in front."

    They were far away and so translucent that it wasn't easy to count them.

    "I'll go first, so keep your distance and don't help unless it's really dangerous."

    I left those words for the two of them and rushed towards the ghosts.

    The horde of ghosts also discovered me and charged me.

    My fists still couldn't damage the ghosts. Conversely, as the ghosts simultaneously passed through my body, my vitality was drained.

    "I ate a lot today. Let's see who wins."

    The fact that my skill hadn't leveled up yesterday meant that my body and skill had determined that ghosts couldn't kill me. If that was the case, rather than hoping for it to level up at once in response to a life-threatening situation, I should aim for the skill to level up through consistent exposure.

    To do that, I ate until I reached my limit.

    The fierce battle with the ghosts continued, but the skill didn't level up, and my vitality only slowly decreased.

    I had lost so much vitality that it became difficult to move my body anymore.

    The moment I knelt on the ground, Nayoung and Sangheon rushed over and quickly cleared out the ghosts.

    "Are you alright? Drink this potion."

    Nayoung said, worried about me.

    "Thank you."

    I drank the potion, and some of my vitality was restored.

    "Do you really think it will level up like this? You look like you're having a really hard time."

    "If this doesn't work, we'll have to find another way. But since we don't know the conditions, we have to try various things."

    I racked my brain, trying to remember when it had leveled up in my past life, wondering if I had missed anything.

  

    I recalled when and how my Regeneration skill had risen to B-rank in my past life.

    It was a day when my condition was good. I took out holy water to hunt low-level undead, but a ghost approached before I could even sprinkle it. Since it wasn't dangerous and just annoying, I swung my arm without thinking. At that moment, vitality burst forth, shattering the ghost, and at the same time, my skill leveled up. I racked my brain to see if I had done anything else special, but I couldn't remember anything in particular.

    It was certain that it leveled up while catching ghosts.

    
      

    

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, has your gate entry suspension been lifted yet?"

    A call came from the Awakened Being Management Bureau.

    "Yes, it has."

    "Oh... according to our records, the suspension has been lifted, but you keep going to undead gates, so we were calling to confirm if it was still in effect."

    "It's lifted. I'm going in because I need something."

    "Could you tell us what that is? If we let other hunters know, it might reduce the avoidance of undead gates in the future."

    His voice brightened with the hope that they might be able to make undead gates even slightly more appealing.

    "I'm going there to train against undead, so I don't think it will be helpful to other hunters."

    "Ah... training... I see."

    He hung up the phone with a tone that suggested he didn't quite understand.

    It wasn't strange that the Awakened Being Management Bureau had called. I had been going to several undead gates a day for over a week.

    I was struggling after being attacked by ghosts, but Nayoung and Sangheon were also very tired from following me around.

    "I'll go alone now, the two of you should rest a bit."

    "Then... just a short rest..."

    "I'll go. I'm not tired."

    Sangheon started to say he would rest, his face brightening, but before he could finish, Nayoung said she would go.

    "No... then what about me?"

    "Oh, you can rest. I can just go with him."

    "Yeah, take a break. Go help your father."

    It didn't matter if just the two of us went. Now, Nayoung could clear E-rank gates by herself, so she was more than enough as support.

    "Are you really not going?"

    I left Sangheon, who was grinning at the thought of resting, and headed for the gate.

    I didn't have many potions left today, so I replenished my vitality with magic stones. Potions were cost-effective, so I used them, but I had quite a lot of magic stones piled up at home anyway.

    It was a method I had figured out in my past life as well, but back then, I didn't have as many magic stones as I did now, so I hadn't used it often.

    After enduring the ghosts' attacks for a long time, I absorbed a vitality-filled ogre magic stone until it crumbled to replenish my vitality.

    I had been unilaterally attacked for quite a while. Based on my past life's memories and experience, I should have been able to release vitality very easily, but since I couldn't, it was incredibly frustrating.

    As my mind started to blur, I gripped a magic stone in my fist and absorbed its vitality.

    However, at the same time, I was attacked by dozens of ghosts, and my vitality was being drained, so I barely felt any replenishment.

    'Let's see who wins.'

    I got annoyed and stubborn. I grabbed all the magic stones I had brought with both hands and sucked them in with all my might.

    In an instant, vitality surged through my body as if it would explode. My vitality overflowed, starting to leak out of my body.

    [Regeneration skill level has increased from C to B.]

    "Huh?"

    I looked down at my fist, and a mass of vitality was pulsating there.

    I stared at the mass of vitality surrounding my fist for a moment, then swung that fist at a ghost.

    "Kkyaaaaaaaak!"

    The ghost let out a chilling scream and disappeared into smoke.

    It works.

    I surrounded my fist with an aura of vitality and easily dealt with the ghosts that tried to flee.

    "Jisuk! Did it work?"

    Nayoung, who had been watching from afar, ran over, looking happy.

    "I guess I needed to overcharge my energy."

    You need to have a high level of vitality to have surplus vitality to release. It seemed obvious now, but I hadn't thought of it at all until just now. The skill probably leveled up in my past life simply because my total vitality had reached the necessary amount for release.

    Suddenly, my legs gave out, and my body tilted.

    "Jisuk! Are you alright?"

    Using vitality as aura wasn't efficient. Having already used up a lot of vitality, using aura made all the strength drain from my body.

    Still, while my level hadn't increased from catching ghosts, my stamina had increased by 3, but it was still not enough. Until I level up more, I should refrain from using aura as much as possible unless it is absolutely necessary.

    "I'm still not used to it, so I must have put in too much force."

    "Rest a bit."

    Nayoung sat me down and took out jerky from her bag, cutting off small pieces for me. At the same time, I also replenished my vitality from the magic stone.

    "Thank you."

    I looked at Nayoung's face as she sat beside me. If it weren't for the undead gate, the atmosphere would have been nice, but the floor was a rotten purple, and undead monsters were scattered everywhere, so the atmosphere wasn't great.

    "The world is purple, it's pretty."

    I involuntarily turned my head sharply to look at Nayoung.

    She thinks this is pretty? Is it because she's a witch? Her senses are different.

    "Isn't... is it pretty? Is it weird?"

    Nayoung asked, looking at my expression.

    "No. Purple is pretty. Ah, you went through a lot of trouble helping me. Let's rest for a while starting tomorrow."

    "Sounds good. What are you going to do?"

    "I'm going to run gates?"

    "Okay."

    Nayoung sighed.

    
      

    

    Slap!

    Mom smacked my back.

    "Ouch! My hand!"

    I felt the sensation of being hit, but there was no way it would hurt to be hit by my mother's hand. Rather, only my mother seemed to be in pain.

    "Mom... what's wrong?"

    "Hey! Don't you feel sorry for Nayoung?"

    "Nayoung? Why?"

    "No, you've been having her help you for over ten days, haven't you? Aren't you going to repay her?"

    "I've helped her a lot before too."

    "Is your lack of consideration inherited from your father?"

    "Why are you talking about my deceased father?"

    "I don't know. Nayoung is going shopping today, so go be her porter or something."

    "How did you know that?"

    "I talked to Nayoung's mother. I told Nayoung that you need to buy clothes too, so keep that in mind."

    "No, Mom, how can you just decide that?"

    "Quiet. I need to see my grandchild too, you know."

    Actually, I had feelings for Nayoung too, but with the world possibly turning upside down, marriage was out of the question. Maybe if things settled down later.

    "Dress a little nicer too. You make so much money, why don't you take care of your own clothes? This is perfect timing. Go and have her pick out clothes for you."

    Under Mom's pressure, I got dressed, and when I went to the living room, Nayoung was waiting.

    Judging by how red her face was up to her ears, she had clearly heard everything.

    "Ahem... shall we go?"

    Feeling awkward, I quickly left the house with Nayoung.

    "Sigh... I'm sorry. My son is so slow."

    "Oh my, no. Nayoung is also so dense, it's frustrating."

    Even after leaving the house, our mothers' voices rang clearly in my ears.

    Nayoung's senses weren't as good as mine, but they were better than an-awakened person's, so she must have heard everything too.

    "I'm sorry. You're being forced because of me."

    Nayoung said, bowing her head.

    "No. I was planning to buy clothes. I really was."

    "Really?"

    "Yes. I just didn't buy them because I didn't have time and I'm not good at picking out clothes. Please choose some for me."

    "Trust me!"

    I got Nayoung into the car and went to a department store, heading straight for the luxury brand section. In my past life, I had no interest in them, or rather, they were things I couldn't have, but now that I had plenty of money, they were just things that would make my life comfortable.

    "Not here, let's go up a bit."

    Nayoung grabbed my arm and led me upstairs. We arrived at a mid-to-low-priced men's clothing corner.

    "The stuff downstairs is a waste. It's also hard to take care of."

    Both Nayoung and I had lived in financial hardship until recently, so we actually felt more comfortable with these kinds of things.

    "Alright."

    I tried on clothes, pulled along by Nayoung's hand.

    "Oh my, Jisuk, that looks really good on you. Try this one on too."

    "Oh my, your boyfriend is such a great hanger~"

    A shop assistant with a nasal voice said, tapping Nayoung's arm.

    I silently tried on each of the clothes that Nayoung and the shop assistant brought. Nayoung definitely had a better sense for choosing clothes than I did.

    "But aren't we trying on too many?"

    The number of clothes they brought was just too many.

    "We need to try a lot to figure out Jisuk's style."

    Nayoung brought various kinds of clothes without resting. I had to try on dozens of outfits for two hours. I was confident that my stamina was excellent even among hunters, but I felt completely drained, as if I had received a mental attack.

    "Can't we... just buy some and leave now?"

    "There are still a lot of clothes to try on... Alright."

    Nayoung still wanted to bring more clothes, but she gave up when she saw how tired I was. Looking disappointed, she put the clothes we had chosen on the counter.

    "No way, are you going to buy all of that?"

    "Yes."

    After paying for the mountain of clothes, even the shop assistant from the next store was mobilized to pack them.

    I went to the car, covered in shopping bags hanging all over my body.

    "Now let's go buy my clothes."

    "Ah..."

    I had forgotten. We had come to buy Nayoung's clothes.

    "Let's go quickly."

    Nayoung grabbed my hand and pulled me along.

    It was enjoyable to watch Nayoung, whose beauty would make people turn their heads on the street, change into and show me various outfits. For the first hour, that is.

    But including the time we spent choosing my clothes, we had already been going around the department store for six hours.

    When we were choosing my clothes, I could roughly pick some and suggest leaving, but when Nayoung was choosing, I couldn't bring myself to say let's go, so I just had to stand there and wait.

    "Let's go look at other places too."

    She pulled my arm, not even looking tired.

    With my stamina, I could carry heavy luggage and run non-stop for a week, but in just one day, all my energy was completely drained.

    "Oh my... I'm sorry. Were you tired from following me around?"

    Nayoung asked, seeing how exhausted I was.

    "No. Are you done choosing everything now?"

    "Yes, let's go now."

    The number of her own clothes that Nayoung bought was much smaller than the number of clothes I bought.

    On the way to the parking lot, we passed by a luxury brand store, and a dress displayed in the shop window caught my eye.

    It was a long dress with a green background and understated white floral patterns, and it showed off the shoulders.

    "Nayoung, try this on."

    "This? I don't think it would suit me..."

    It was definitely different from the clothes Nayoung usually wore. Nayoung preferred simple designs in dark and muted tones. Of course, those suited her very well too, but since she wore a lot of black when she was a villain in my past life, I hoped she would wear a lot of bright clothes this time and live a bright life.

    "Please."

    I grabbed Nayoung's hand and pulled her into the store.

    "I'll try this on."

    I pointed to the dress for the shop assistant, and she immediately led Nayoung to the fitting room.

    A little time passed, and Nayoung came out.

    Contrary to Nayoung's worry that it might not suit her, it looked very good on her fair skin. Actually, with her looks and figure, any clothes would probably look good on her.

    "I'll take this one."

    I handed my card to the shop assistant.

    "I'll buy it."

    "No. It's a gift."

    Feeling good, I finished shopping with Nayoung and returned home.

    "What about mine?"

    Mom held out her hand.

    "Ah..."

    I had forgotten.

    "Mother, here you go."

    Nayoung handed a shopping bag to Mom. I didn't even notice when she bought it, but Nayoung also took out clothes for our mothers.

    "Tsk tsk, what would you do without Nayoung?"

    Well, she didn't even ask me to buy anything.

    As we were having a relatively peaceful time, I received a call from Major Baek Youngshin, asking me to come to the Awakened Being Management Bureau.

  

    I entered the room on the top floor of the Management Bureau headquarters.

    "Please wait here."

    The secretary guided me to an inner door.

    Knock knock.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk has arrived."

    "Come in."

    "Hello," I said as I entered.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, thank you for coming," Chief Baek Youngshin greeted me, standing up.

    "It's been a while, Chief Baek Youngshin. Oh, you're the Director now?" I said, pointing to the nameplate that read "Director."

    "Haha, being cooped up sitting after being in the field is still quite uncomfortable," Director Baek chuckled.

    The former Director had been dismissed after being caught taking bribes from Shinwoo, and Baek Youngshin had taken over as his successor.

    Director Baek had achieved many unexpected successes in several subjugations, and capturing Shinwoo's son and the assassin were also credited to his record. Since most of the significant reasons for his promotion were related to me, he was quite favorably inclined towards me.

    "But what brings you to look for me?"

    "Please have a seat first. Would you like some tea?"

    "Yes."

    I sat on the sofa, and Director Baek Youngshin followed suit.

    As soon as we sat down, the secretary came in, placed tea in front of us, and left.

    "You've been clearing gates at an incredible speed lately."

    "Yes, there are quite a few things I need. And I have the energy to spare."

    "Ordinary hunters don't usually run that many gates."

    "Is that a problem?"

    Having been nitpicked by the Awakened Being Management Bureau so often, I felt uneasy.

    "No, no. Quite the opposite. I called you because there's a favor I'd like to ask."

    "A favor?"

    "Currently, anyone who meets the minimum qualifications can enter a gate. Since no one usually goes in wanting to die, most people end up clearing them. However, there are times when gates approach their entry limit but aren't cleared."

    "You're talking about gates that are on the verge of a break?"

    "Yes. When a break is imminent and there are only a few entry slots left, we have no choice but to pay A-rank hunters a large sum to ask them to clear it."

    "That's better than a break occurring."

    "That's right. That's why I have a favor to ask of Hunter Lee Jisuk. Before we resort to using A-rank hunters as a last resort, could Hunter Lee Jisuk clear the gates that are on the verge of breaking and rescue any survivors?"

    "So I'll be the first line of defense, and A-rank hunters will be the second?"

    "Exactly. Looking at Hunter Lee Jisuk's past clearing records, we've confirmed that you've cleared many C-rank gates solo, and in a very short amount of time. We believe your abilities are more than sufficient."

    Even without being asked, I had been paying close attention to future events since my life had been reset. One of those things was preventing breaks.

    I had been periodically clearing gates that seemed dangerous on my own and gates that had caused breaks in my past life. However, things had already changed slightly from my past life, and I needed more information, but gathering information alone was proving difficult. If the Awakened Being Management Bureau provided it, it would reduce my workload and make things easier.

    "Ah, of course, we plan to offer appropriate compensation for this."

    Seeing that I didn't respond immediately, Director Baek Youngshin, thinking I was reluctant, offered me a carrot. There was no need to refuse if they were offering.

    "Alright. If you send me the schedule and gate information, I will clear them."

    "Well, it's a bit urgent, but it's a case that needs to be cleared within three days at the latest."

    As if he expected me to agree, he immediately handed me a paper with the gate information. It was a C-rank golem gate.

    "I'll go right now."

    I finished the remaining tea in one gulp and stood up.

    "Yes? Are you sure you're alright?"

    "I was planning to go to a gate today anyway, so I can just go there first. And there might be survivors, right?"

    "That's right. Thank you. I'll have your necessary equipment moved to your car."

    Director Baek Youngshin called his secretary again and gave instructions.

    
      

    

    After an hour's drive, I arrived at the gate, where a larger number of Management Bureau officials than usual were stationed.

    Several hunters were also there, preventing unauthorized personnel from entering the gate.

    "Stop right there!"

    As I approached, the hunters menacingly blocked my path.

    "I have the order. I'm going in for rescue."

    I held out the information I had received from Director Baek Youngshin. Only after confirming it did the hunters relax. There was always the possibility of some crazy person running in, killing the hunters inside, and committing suicide, which could cause a gate break.

    "Ah, I'm sorry."

    I walked past the hunters who had lowered their guard and approached the gate.

    "Good luck."

    Even the hunters currently on guard duty were not low-ranked. They were B and C-rank, but even so, they didn't go to clear gates alone. That's how dangerous it was. And failure would bring a break one step closer.

    As I passed through the gate, a rocky mountain range appeared. It was the typical terrain of a golem gate.

    Without wasting any time, I shouted loudly, "Is there anyone alive!!!"

    My vocal power exceeded that of a non-awakened person, and my voice echoed through the mountains as if I were using a megaphone.

    My shout could bring survivors or golems.

    Not even a few seconds passed before the stones on the ground began to vibrate.

    And then, the rocks in front of me gathered together, forming a three-meter-tall orangutan figure.

    Since rock golems had no mouths, there was no roar, but it pounded the ground with both hands, approaching me menacingly.

    I also ran towards the golem.

    With each step I took, my body grew larger. When I was almost close to the golem, I had grown to four meters tall.

    As I approached and my size increased, the golem actually slowed its pace.

    However, I, on the contrary, increased my speed and slammed my fist directly into the golem's head.

    The rock that corresponded to the orangutan golem's head shattered, and a loud crash echoed through the rocky mountains. The headless golem collapsed to the ground in a prone position.

    It would be nice if it died with just that, but rock golems don't die unless their core is destroyed.

    As expected, other stones rolled over and replaced the shattered head.

    However, its body remained still while it was reforming its head.

    I mercilessly struck the largest rock in the center of the fallen golem's torso.

    If you don't know where it is, destroying the largest rocks first in order increases the probability of finding the core.

    It was a crude but sure method.

    As I destroyed the golem's body parts, smaller stones repeatedly filled the empty spaces.

    Crash!

    And when I shattered one of the rocks in its torso, the stones that made up the rock golem crumbled down.

    From within the last rock I broke, the golem's core was visible. It was an item even more valuable than a regular magic stone. I had heard that many companies were trying to create golems with it. Of course, no company had succeeded at this point.

    "Hoo."

    I straightened my back and took a breath.

    In the meantime, three more golems were running towards me.

    "They don't give me a break."

    I rushed at the one in the lead, kicked its chest with a flying kick to dismantle it, and then immediately jumped and smashed the head of the second one with a hook.

    The last one stopped right in front of me.

    The first two golems weren't completely dead yet either. They were gathering surrounding rocks again to rebuild their bodies. However, seeing their two leading companions fall helplessly, the last golem's feet stopped.

    Seeing golems exhibit such behavior often made me wonder if they had emotions.

    Whether they had emotions or not, I had no intention of letting them live.

    
      

    

    I shattered the three golems into pieces and then explored the gate. The scent of hunters was scattered everywhere, so it seemed like it would take some time, but since I had to clear it anyway, I turned every golem I saw into dust.

    Thanks to that, I collected a good number of golem cores.

    I faintly heard a groan from a distance. It was so quiet that other hunters probably wouldn't have even heard it.

    Following the sound, I discovered three hunters huddled in a hollow in the ground that looked like a cave.

    "It's a go-golem!"

    The male mage shouted at me.

    "It's a person."

    He must have thought I was a golem because of my enlarged shadow.

    "Oh... oh?! A p-person. I-I'm alive!"

    "I came from the Awakened Being Management Bureau. I'll treat this gentleman first, so take out what you need from my bag."

    I shrunk back to my original size and entered the place where they were hiding. One, who looked like a male warrior, had both legs shattered, and the male and female mages weren't in good condition either. To have survived such injuries and still be hiding, they were incredibly lucky.

    Sweating profusely, I slowly poured potion into the mouth of the warrior who was unconscious.

    "Where are the other hunters?"

    The male mage asked me as he rummaged through my bag.

    "I came alone."

    "Hoo... alone? What's your rank?"

    "C-rank."

    "...Looks like we'll just have more corpses."

    The man stopped rummaging through the bag and slumped to the ground.

    "Why?"

    "Because there's a giant golem."

    "A giant golem? We're really unlucky."

    Giant golems were extremely rare and something you wouldn't encounter easily. So that's why they couldn't clear it; the hunters who went in first must have all been killed by the giant.

    In my past life's memories, this gate didn't break at this point. So perhaps an A-rank hunter cleared it later.

    "Isn't a follow-up rescue team coming?"

    The female mage asked.

    "Wouldn't they come in if we don't get out for a day?"

    "A day... can we hold out...?"

    "What are you doing? Where is it? I'll go get it."

    I asked, pouring the remaining portion on the warrior's broken legs.

    "What?"

    "The giant."

    "Are you crazy? You're going to take on something that even a group of C-ranks can't defeat, all by yourself?"

    The female mage looked dumbfounded.

    "I won't ask you to come with me, just tell me where it is."

    "Instead of that, let's wait for rescue together here. If we don't get caught, there's a chance."

    "I'll go look for it alone."

    Having finished the first aid, I got up.

    "It's outside, on the hill to the right. Do whatever you want if you want to die. But if you're going to run, go the other way. Don't drag us into it."

    I left without a reply.

    
      

    

    "It's a go-golem! Wake up!"

    The male mage was startled by my shadow again and shook his companions.

    "Are you going to do that every time?"

    "Ah! You're back."

    The man cautiously poked his head out and looked around to see if the giant was gone.

    "Whew... good job. No need to throw your life away for nothing."

    He mistakenly thought I had run away without fighting the giant.

    "Didn't you see the sky? I cleared it. Let's go."

    I slung the still unconscious warrior over my shoulder.

    "Really?"

    The woman poked her head out, looking unconvinced, and looked outside.

    Outside, all that could be seen were scattered pieces of rock, and of course, no monsters.

    "Aren't you coming?"

    I asked as I went out first.

    "Le-let's go! Together!"

    The two of them hurriedly followed.

    
      

    

    After that, I went around several gates, rescuing survivors and clearing the gates.

    The gates I entered were limited to C-rank and below, but surprisingly, accidents didn't happen often in B-rank and higher gates in the first place. High-ranking hunters prepared thoroughly before entering.

    Like with the golem gate, it would have been good if the hunters who went in beforehand were rescued, but most of the hunters who had entered were already dead by the time I arrived. Inevitably, there were more cases where I just recovered their belongings and returned.

    What was a bit unexpected was that there were quite a few precarious gates. The number of monsters suddenly increased after a gate reset, unlike before, or rare monsters appeared, and these kinds of things happened much more frequently than the average of the previous year. Thanks to that, I cleared the gates without rest, and my level also increased by 2.

    And I was recognized for my contributions and achievements, and my hunter rank was also upgraded to B-rank.

    I was comfortably leveling up and doing rescue activities when a break occurred in an unexpected place.

  

    The gate where the break alarm appeared on the hunter app was a place where a break hadn't occurred in my past life. The year before I died in my past life, breaks happened frequently, so my memory is hazy, but I remember this period accurately.

    I don't know the cause, but the cause isn't what's important now. I have to stop it first.

    "Nayoung, let's go."

    I put an in-ear device connected to the hunter app in one ear. With this, the hunters deployed for the break prevention operation could communicate with each other and receive instructions from the control room.

    "Yes."

    Nayoung, who knew the seriousness of the break situation, nodded with a grave expression.

    Sangheon, who wasn't with us today, was to join us at the scene.

    "Let's run."

    "Yes?"

    "Transportation won't be very helpful in a break situation. It's not far, so let's run."

    I donned my suit and picked up Nayoung. Then, I propelled myself in the direction of the break.

    Cutting through the wind, I ran through the tightly packed cars on the road. To go straight to the scene, I leaped over building rooftops and crossed mountains.

    After running through the wind for about 15 minutes, I started to hear people's screams. Unfortunately, the gate that had broken this time wasn't far from the city.

    "Damn it..."

    I arrived 15 minutes after the alarm, but many monsters had already come out.

    I saw a citizen about to be attacked by an orc right in front of me. Without stopping, I kicked the orc's head with my foot, sending it flying. And I continued running towards the gate.

    "Jisuk, what about those people?!"

    Nayoung asked as I ran past fleeing citizens towards the gate.

    "Stopping the gate is the priority! Trying to stop them here is endless!"

    Even if I ran around catching monsters, they would keep pouring out and spreading in all directions, making it meaningless. That's why I had to first block the gate entrance to prevent more monsters from coming out.

    And finally, a 20-meter-tall red gate came into view. The gate, which had dyed even the sky around it red, boasted its eerie presence. To someone who didn't know, it might even look beautiful, but to anyone who had experienced it even once, it was nothing but a nightmarish sight.

    Hundreds of monsters were pouring out in front of it. Unlike normal gates with only one or two types of monsters, various monsters were swarming out, from F-rank goblins to C-rank cerberuses.

    At the forefront, a hunter wielding twin swords was blocking the enemies with his entire body. He showed quick sword movements, but seeing him struggle against the C-rank cerberus, he was probably only C-rank at best.

    It would have been good if he had other party members, but the surrounding hunters were also struggling against ogres, so they couldn't help him.

    Several military helicopters were firing machine guns and missiles at the goblins and werewolves near the gate, smashing the low-rank monsters, but the number of monsters newly pouring out of the gate far exceeded the number killed. And modern weapons weren't very effective against large monsters above the ogre level.

    Just one A-rank hunter would be a great help, but unfortunately, they hadn't arrived yet.

    "To the commander! I'm using a wide-area control magic right in front of the gate entrance! And I'll block the front, so please support the hunters accordingly!"

    I pressed the in-ear button and sent the message. When the operator in the Management Bureau's command and control room received the hunters' messages, they would relay only what was appropriate for the situation to the commander. Now it was up to the commander and the operator.

    "Nayoung! Wide-area blind right in front of the gate!"

    I placed Nayoung on top of a building.

    "Ye... yes!"

    The blind spread out widely in front of the gate, blinding the monsters coming out. The numerous monsters became tangled and collided with each other, and some even attacked other monsters, creating chaos. The blind didn't cover the entire wide battlefield, but just blocking the area right in front of the gate was a huge help.

    "Nayoung, stay here!"

    I put Nayoung down and gripped a magic stone, absorbing it. With the absorbed energy, I grew to a height of 5 meters and jumped into the monster horde. It was the largest I had ever been. My suit couldn't fully cover my 5-meter-tall body, so my shoulders and arms were exposed.

    I landed, stepping on monsters, and immediately sent an ogre in front of me flying.

    I left the small fry to the other hunters and soldiers and only targeted the medium-sized monsters above D-rank. It went without saying that the monsters in my path to the medium-sized monsters were crushed by my charge.

    I saw the twin-sword hunter struggling in the front. I jumped high, slammed down on the ogre next to him from above, and kicked the cerberus next to it in the torso, sending it flying.

    [Hunter Lee Dongbin! From now on, take charge of the left side based on the gate. Hunter Lee Jisuk, who has just grown in size and charged in, will take the right side.]

    "Yes, understood!"

    The twin-sword hunter, Lee Dongbin, replied energetically. Lee Dongbin's expression, which had been weary, brightened at my appearance.

    I cleared out the large monsters around Lee Dongbin and moved to find my next target.

    "Commander, I don't need healing! Have the healers support the other hunters!"

    Healing magic came towards me, so I relayed this to the commander through the in-ear.

    Under the command of the control room, a defensive line was finally formed in front of the gate. Now that the monsters couldn't get out, all we had to do was keep blocking this area and deal with the ones that had already escaped.

    "It's working!"

    Hope filled the hunters who had thought they would die here.

    Gate breaks ended after a certain amount of time. I thought that with more hunters continuing to arrive, we would be able to stop it.

    "...Wh... what's that..."

    A hunter who had been casting magic from behind the defensive line pointed a finger towards the top of the gate.

    A giant head protruded from a height of about 10 meters.

    It was much higher than where Nayoung's blind was cast.

    "...T... Troll!"

    The troll, a 10-meter giant dragging a large tree, tilted its head as the monsters at its feet were in disarray, then kicked the monsters out of Nayoung's blind area with its foot.

    The small monsters were crushed by that, but many monsters escaped the blind's area with that kick.

    Helicopters poured missiles at the troll.

    "Kroooaaaar!"

    Modern weapons didn't work on the B-rank monster troll, but they definitely angered it.

    The troll swept the ground, grabbed a handful of small monsters and dirt clods, and threw them at the helicopters.

    The helicopters couldn't avoid the goblins, dirt clods, and rocks flying widely at them. The goblins and rocks ground against the rotors, breaking them. The helicopters lost control and crashed into the monsters.

    "Damn it..."

    The defensive line we had barely formed was about to be breached by a single troll.

    The control room also grasped the seriousness of the situation. They mobilized all the mages and poured magic on it, prioritizing it over the other monsters. C-rank magic only left minor scratches on the troll's tough skin, and even those quickly healed.

    To that, even I, enlarged to over 5 meters, probably looked like a small fry, as it didn't even pay attention to me. It headed straight for the temporary command and control center where the hunters and soldiers were gathered.

    If I left it alone, our allies would be annihilated. I pushed aside the obstructing small fry monsters like a tank with my shoulders and followed behind the troll.

    Then, I kicked off the ground and leaped, latching onto its neck. It was like a small child clinging to an adult's back.

    "Kroo?"

    The troll turned around, feeling a heavy sensation.

    I created a blade of red-glowing vitality aura in my fist and stabbed it into the troll's neck.

    "Kroaaaaaar!"

    The troll thrashed in pain. However, I couldn't create a blade large enough to sever the troll's thick neck. I still didn't have enough vitality.

    I pulled my fist back to stab again.

    A hand, surprisingly quick for its size, grabbed me and slammed me to the ground, crushing the monsters beneath me.

    Before I could even get up, the troll's foot stomped on me and the monsters around me. Enraged, the troll stomped on me repeatedly, as if trying to bury me in the ground.

    Amidst the daze, the stomping stopped.

    "Kroooooooar!!"

    And then I heard the troll's scream.

    When I lifted my body from the ground, the troll was writhing in pain.

    Seeing the skin peeling off the troll's face, I knew it was Nayoung's Corruption.

    Its face was also affected by Corruption, but the troll, synonymous with vitality, quickly healed the wounds on its face. And then it found Nayoung, who had cast the curse. Enraged beyond comparison to when it was hit by the helicopter's missiles, it ran towards Nayoung.

    "No!"

    I raised my body and gathered an aura in my fist, slamming it into the troll's knee. If I couldn't pierce it, I could shoot energy to destroy the inside. But shooting it consumed more energy than creating a blade. I had already used a significant amount of vitality, but there was no time to calculate.

    The troll's knee bent in a direction it shouldn't have, and it braced itself on the ground.

    "Alright... I got it!"

    A hunter made a hasty conclusion.

    The still-alive troll, kneeling on the ground, slammed a huge fist down at me.

    I dodged the troll's massive fist and burrowed into its chest. I swung my aura-covered fist at the nose of the kneeling troll.

    The troll's nose burst, and its head snapped back. I had hoped it would die this time, but I still didn't have the power to kill a B-rank monster in one blow.

    The troll thrust its head, which had been snapped back, forward and opened its mouth wide.

    Avoiding its mouth, I jumped upwards, spun my body in a circle, gathered aura in my heel, and slammed it down on the top of its head.

    The troll's head cracked, and its head was buried in the ground.

    [Your level has increased.]

    There was no time to rejoice in the level up. There were still too many enemies.

    I plunged my fingers into the neck of the fallen troll and absorbed its vitality. It was good that I had defeated it, but the consumption was too great.

    "This time I really got it! We won!"

    The hunter who had made the hasty judgment earlier shouted again.

    And at the same time, trolls walked out of the gate one after another.

    "Shut up!"

    The surrounding hunters shouted at him resentfully.

    It took this much just to catch one, but five more had come out. Moreover, there was no guarantee that five was the end.

    I had raised my level this much in less than a year, but was that the best I could do? I regretted not raising it more.

    However, I couldn't give up. I continued to absorb vitality, preparing for the battle to come.

    It didn't take long for the trolls that had just emerged from the gate to discover their fallen comrade and me next to it.

    The horde of trolls wielding clubs and running towards me exuded a pressure I had never felt even in my past life.

    "Alright. Let's go all the way."

    I stopped absorbing and ran towards the troll horde as well.

    The leading troll raised its club high. Before the club fell, I kicked off the ground and flew up, delivering a dropkick to its nose.

    Even if I was smaller than them, I was heavy and fast enough. The one hit by my dropkick fell backward.

    The troll that followed swung its club at me, who was on top of the fallen one.

    I quickly rolled my body to dodge, and the club landed on the chest of the troll beneath me.

    "Kroooaaaar!"

    The troll, unexpectedly hit by its own kind and with half its chest crushed, roared in agony. It would have been best if it had died, but with such severe injuries, it would take some time for it to recover.

    The remaining four glared at me as if they would kill me and tightened the encirclement.

    In a state where my size was ambiguously large, I was actually an easier target. I released my giant form and weaved through their legs, gathering aura in my feet and kicking their ankles. One of them had its leg broken and collapsed.

    When there was only one, it would have been easier for them to catch me, but with four trying to catch the small and fast me, they ended up getting in each other's way.

    In the chaos of the trolls' rampage, monsters coming out of the gate were trampled.

    I was somehow preventing the trolls from going towards the control room, but I couldn't deliver a decisive blow. To make matters worse, even the one that had fallen got up, making it five again.

    "Damn it..."

    A curse escaped my lips involuntarily.

    At that moment, a flash of light occurred, and a hairline crack appeared on the neck of one of the trolls.

  

    Something flew in from the direction of the control room, drawing a white line across the troll's neck.

    The troll with the hairline crack in its neck didn't realize what had happened to it until its head fell off.

    The giant body of the headless troll spewed blood like a fountain and fell backward like a toppling giant tree.

    Thump!

    [Hunter Lee Jisuk, fall back now! Hunter Jung Minki has arrived!]

    I turned around at the words I heard through the in-ear.

    A man in sleek-looking silver armor, holding a longsword, stood there.

    Jung Minki. The only S-rank hunter in Korea at the present time had arrived. He looked to be in his late twenties, but he was actually much older. He was a first-generation Awakened Being who awakened before the first gate opened and had countless achievements in the gate crisis.

    I had seen the direction of the attack just now when the troll's head fell, but it was so fast that my body couldn't react at all. Moreover, the power to cleanly sever the troll's neck from a distance.

    It was the ability of an S-rank hunter, of which there weren't many in the world.

    [You've worked hard on your own. Fall back now.]

    Hunter Jung Minki's voice came through the in-ear. I nodded to him in the distance and moved out of the line of fire between the troll and Jung Minki.

    The troll didn't even notice me retreating and kept its gaze fixed on Hunter Jung Minki.

    He lightly gripped his longsword and pointed it forward.

    As if it was a signal, the remaining four trolls charged at Hunter Jung Minki.

    "Kroaaaaaar!"

    Loud roars befitting their size erupted from the mouths of the four trolls. An ordinary person would probably have a heart attack just standing in front of them, but Hunter Jung Minki remained calm.

    And then the sword was swung. Focusing intently from the side, I could barely follow his movements with my eyes.

    Each time Jung Minki swung his sword at high speed, a crescent-shaped aura shot out and flew towards the trolls.

    And without fail, the trolls' heads fell off with a thud. He was dealing with B-rank monsters as if they were goblins.

    If that came at me, could I really dodge it? If it was a surprise attack, probably not. But head-on? Either way, it was clear that he was an opponent I couldn't possibly defeat right now.

    With Jung Minki's appearance, the situation was completely reversed.

    He quickly dealt with the trolls and turned his attention to the other monsters. The crescent-shaped aura bisected hundreds of monsters vertically and horizontally.

    [Hunter Lee Jisuk, you've done well. Now, move out of the defensive line and participate in the operation to eliminate the escaped monsters.]

    Instructions came through the in-ear.

    Following Hunter Jung Minki, an A-rank mage poured flames from the sky, turning the area in front of the gate into a sea of fire. B-rank and A-rank hunters who followed successively arrived and strengthened the defensive line.

    "Jisuk! Are you alright?!"

    Nayoung ran over.

    "Yes. I'm fine."

    Thinking about it, I had been too reckless. Fighting a troll while surrounded by hundreds of monsters. It wouldn't have been strange if I had died.

    My mind had been filled with nothing but the goal of stopping the break.

    "Let's go rescue people in the rear now."

    Nayoung grabbed my arm and pulled me. She seemed worried that I would go back into that monster den.

    "Alright."

    After that, I focused on catching the escaped monsters. Catching the small fry was easy compared to what I had been doing just moments ago.

    A while later, I heard news that more trolls had appeared along with a troll king, an A-rank monster. Still, unless an S-rank monster appeared, Hunter Jung Minki and other famous hunters in Korea would be able to stop them.

    As I expected, the troll king was the last monster to appear, and the gate shrank back to its original size.

    The long gate break had finally come to an end.

    Most of the escaped monsters had also been dealt with, and soldiers and firefighters were treating the injured and recovering the bodies of the deceased.

    It would have been best if there were no casualties, but many hunters, soldiers, and civilians had been sacrificed.

    Monsters didn't discriminate by age or gender, so there were children among the casualties.

    Nayoung's complexion was deathly pale as she looked at the dozens of bodies covered in white sheets.

    "Are you alright? Let's go back now."

    "What's your name there?"

    As I was about to go back with Nayoung, a voice came from behind. Turning around, I saw Hunter Jung Minki covered in blood.

    He seemed to have struggled quite a bit while dealing with the troll king. He already had a dark complexion and deep dark circles, making him look constantly tired, but now it was even worse.

    "I'm Lee Jisuk."

    "You're B-rank, right? Good job. Thanks to you, it ended like this. If it weren't for you, there would have been many more deaths."

    "I'm the one who survived thanks to you."

    "Young people these days don't usually throw their lives away to stop breaks, but you're very commendable. Ah, my younger colleagues told me not to sound like an old man when I say things like this, but I did it again."

    Jung Minki scratched his head.

    "Anyway, go and rest now, and let's see each other again if we get the chance later."

    He seemed to have just wanted to say those words, as he finished speaking and left leisurely.

    "Jisuk-hyung! Nayoung-noona!"

    Sangheon ran over from afar.

    "Are you both alright?"

    "We're fine, what about you?"

    "I arrived late, so I only caught the small fry. Just right for my skills. I heard you fought trolls, Hyung?"

    "I did."

    "Are you crazy?"

    "What, you punk?"

    "No, I know you're good, Hyung, but how could you jump into a horde of trolls all by yourself?"

    "Shut up. Let's go home now."

    I was too exhausted. I wanted to go and rest a bit.

    For a long time, the news was noisy about the break incident.

    The entire nation mourned the victims. But there wasn't much interest in the cause. There was a strong perception that gates were incomprehensible anyway.

    The media, on the contrary, praised the Awakened Being Management Bureau and the military's response, saying it was a gate break incident that was contained with minimal damage. My face also appeared a lot on the news thanks to it.

    However, I simply couldn't accept that the cause was unknown. There must be a reason. It could have been someone's mistake, a mutated gate, or someone might have deliberately caused it.

    I vowed to find out the cause of this incident.

    
      

    

    "It's piled up too much."

    I said, looking at the monitor in the factory.

    "What is?"

    Sangheon asked at my murmur.

    "Money."

    "This... how are people without money supposed to live?"

    "The balance was almost gone because of the investment in establishing Regen, but it's selling incredibly well these days, right? Money's just pouring in."

    "I heard you're also supplying to the academy?"

    "The price difference isn't that big compared to the previous protective gear, but the performance is far superior."

    "Ah, I saw your name listed as a recommended item by the Awakened Being Management Bureau?"

    "I saw it. Director Baek Youngshin must have taken care of it. He seemed happy that the survival rate of new hunters had increased."

    If fewer rookies died, the higher the probability of them growing into veterans. Having more combat power to fight monsters was something to welcome.

    "I'm going to the bank to open an account. I should invest a bit."

    "Yes, go ahead."

    Sangheon sighed and said with an expression of giving up on understanding.

    
      

    

    I went to a nearby bank, took a number, and waited.

    I roughly knew which companies would become famous in the future. Of course, I planned to diversify my investments since I didn't know how the future would change.

    "Customer number 39."

    It was my turn, and I went to the counter.

    "Hello. How may I help you?"

    "I'd like to open a stock account."

    "Ah, yes. Could I see your ID? Do you bank with us?"

    "Yes."

    I gave my ID and inserted my bank card into the terminal.

    "Ah... oh my! J-just a moment!"

    The female employee looked at my information and quickly approached the branch manager sitting behind her.

    At first, the branch manager's face seemed to say, "What's all the fuss about now?" but when the employee whispered something to him, he jumped up from his seat.

    "President, hello. My name is Ye Hee-eun, and I'm the branch manager. Please allow me to escort you to the VIP room instead."

    A well-dressed, experienced-looking female branch manager came and greeted me. Seeing her call me "President," she must have seen the founder information for Regen.

    "Alright."

    Actually, I didn't mind the regular counter, but since I had already attracted people's attention, I silently followed her to the VIP room on the second floor. The bank was mostly a single-story building with high ceilings, but a portion inside was divided into a first and second floor. Climbing the stairs by the wall, I reached the VIP room on the second floor, which overlooked the entire first floor.

    "Would you like coffee? Tea?"

    "Coffee, please."

    The branch manager held up two fingers to an employee who had followed.

    "You said you wanted to open a stock account?"

    "I will assist you. While I'm opening your account, would you mind if I introduce you to our investment products?"

    "Yes, go ahead."

    I wasn't particularly curious, but I listened quietly while waiting for the coffee, in case there was information I didn't know.

    The branch manager opened promotional materials and enthusiastically explained, showing past performance.

    I listened for about ten minutes while drinking my coffee, but there wasn't anything particularly interesting.

    "I'll think about it. So, the account is open now, right?"

    "Yes. You can now invest online as well. If you need anything at all, please don't hesitate to contact me. Even if it's not related to banking, I'll help you with anything I can."

    I didn't know what I would ask a bank branch manager for besides banking matters, but I could appreciate her enthusiasm.

    I said goodbye and stood up.

    "Everyone, get down!"

    Bang bang bang!

    Gunshots and people's screams rang out.

    Peeking at the first floor through the window, I saw three figures threatening people.

    One was holding a gun, another was a mage spewing flames from his hands. And the biggest problem was the one with what looked like a magic stone bomb strapped to his body.

    He was holding a deadman's trigger that would detonate if released. That handle wasn't pulled to detonate; it detonated the moment it was let go. In other words, if you sniped him and he dropped the handle he was holding, it would explode, and it would also explode if he pressed the detonation button with his thumb. I never thought I'd see something I'd only seen in American Hollywood movies here.

    "If this goes off, this whole building will be blown up! Security! Drop your gun!"

    It was a magic stone bomb with magic stones floating in a red liquid. It was made by deliberately tampering with the magic stones' energy to make it erupt all at once. It was so difficult to control that there were many duds, and the power was inconsistent. However, if it unfortunately detonated with great force, everyone in this building wouldn't be safe, just as the guy said.

    As they burst in and thrust gun barrels and flames, the security guard had no choice but to drop his gas gun and lie down on the floor.

    "You! You! You! Lower all the window blinds! Move quickly!"

    The mage pointed at hostages and ordered them to cover all the windows.

    The gunman shot the ceiling cameras one by one, and each time, the hostages flinched in fear.

    "Oh... oh dear!"

    The branch manager checked the situation outside the window and pressed a button under her desk.

    "P-President, h-hide under the desk."

    The branch manager trembled so much that she stuttered, but she still looked after me and pulled my arm.

    If I went out, taking down three guys of that level would be instantaneous, but hostages could get caught in the crossfire, so I couldn't move recklessly. I hid behind the desk as the branch manager told me.

    Just then, the gunman came upstairs to check the second floor.

  

    The armed bank robber came upstairs to check if anyone was on the second floor. The guy who opened the door and came in was thankfully dim-witted enough not to check behind the desk. After glancing around the room, he lowered the window blinds and went back downstairs.

    "Huh? Branch Manager, my phone isn't working?"

    I tried to contact the outside, but there was no signal.

    "I've heard that robbers sometimes use signal jammers."

    "There's all sorts of things these days. Then, what about that button from earlier?"

    "It's connected by landline in case of signal interference. The security company will be here in three minutes, and the police in five."

    The robbers made the bank employees fill bags with money.

    "Hurry up! You wanna burn to death?!"

    The fire mage threatened, raising flames, but it backfired. The employees' legs gave out, actually slowing them down. Then the mage's yelling started again.

    At this rate, it would take all day. If they just took the money they had now and ran before the police came, there might not be any casualties, but judging by his constant yelling, he didn't seem to have any intention of doing that.

    It seemed inevitable that the police would soon block the exits and the hostage situation would become prolonged.

    I assessed the situation. If I tried to subdue them, the gunman and the mage were manageable. The problem was the crazy guy with the bomb. He was so nervous that his face was pale, he was sweating profusely, and his eyes were darting everywhere. He looked mentally unstable and seemed like he might accidentally press the button even now.

    "Let's get a better grasp of the situation."

    I watched as they opened the vault and swept the money into bags.

    "Sigh... talk about bad luck. Even when I come to the bank, I get caught up in something like this."

    Am I someone who brings misfortune?

    "I... I'm sorry."

    "No. Why are you apologizing? It's not your fault, Branch Manager."

    "J-just because."

    The branch manager's face also turned pale with tension. It was understandable, as someone who wasn't an Awakened Being or a hunter was in this situation.

    In the meantime, the police arrived. They were even faster than the branch manager had said.

    "You are surrounded! Drop your weapons and surrender!"

    "Shit! Why are you so fast?! Who pressed the button?!"

    The gunman pointed his gun at the hostages.

    "Kyaaa!"

    The hostages lowered their heads and screamed.

    No one said they pressed it. Because they weren't there.

    "Damn it!"

    Fortunately, the robber didn't shoot any hostages out of frustration.

    He slightly lifted the window blind and looked outside.

    "I'm coming out!"

    The bomber shouted at his accomplice and opened the door.

    "I have a bomb! If you approach or kill me, this whole area will be blown up!"

    He swung the bomb and the deadman's trigger so the police could see them clearly.

    "Calm down! What do you want?!"

    A police officer with a megaphone tried to negotiate with the robber.

    "Clear the way! Everyone back off!"

    "We'll see what we can do! We need time!"

    Of course, there was no way they would actually meet his demands. The principle was not to negotiate with terrorists.

    "Open the way right now! Do you want to see hostages die?!"

    "Are there any injuries? If there are any wounded, send them out first!"

    "Damn pig bastards!"

    Frustrated that the conversation with the police wasn't working, he went back inside.

    Judging by the situation, I couldn't expect help from outside. There was no way the police would let these guys go easily, and if they made one mistake outside, everyone inside could be blown up. It was safer for me to handle it.

    "I'll have to take care of it inside. Branch Manager, stay here."

    "P-President. It's dangerous."

    The branch manager grabbed my sleeve. Even in this situation, her dedication to the customer was amazing.

    "You know what my job is, right? Don't worry and just hide here quietly. I'll take this."

    There was a commemorative coin on the branch manager's desk, so I broke the frame and put the coin inside my pocket. I expanded my sensory perception to locate the robbers. As my sensitive senses improved, I could clearly perceive the situation behind most doors and walls. Currently, there was no one guarding the stairs leading downstairs.

    I silenced my footsteps and went down the stairs.

    The bomber was near the main entrance, the mage was standing in front of the vault, and the gunman was wandering around the bank.

    I had to subdue all three at once.

    Holding my breath, I took out the commemorative coin from my pocket and held one in each hand. Watching their gazes and positions, I waited for the perfect moment.

    And finally, the moment when the gunman and the bomber simultaneously looked outside.

    I wedged the commemorative coins between my thumbs and index fingers and flung them at the gunman and the mage while running straight towards the bomber.

    The commemorative coins pierced the robbers' heads, and the bomber turned around. I was already right in front of him and grabbed the bomber's thumb on the deadman's trigger.

    "Huh?"

    The bomber looked dumbfounded at my suddenly appearing face. I then twisted his thumb backward to prevent him from pressing the detonation button.

    "Kroaaaaaaak!!!!! You bastard!!"

    Thinking he would die if caught, the bomber tried to press the detonation switch with his other hand. But to me, it looked like slow motion, so I grabbed his wrist and broke it.

    "Aaaaargh!!!"

    I grabbed the screaming bomber's neck and choked him unconscious. I stood up, holding the collapsing bomber by the collar. Since I didn't know how to disarm it, I didn't want to move him too much.

    "Everyone, get out!"

    I shouted at the people inside.

    The people just stared blankly, dazed.

    "Hurry up and get out! Call the police!"

    One or two people moved first, and then the crowd rushed out of the building.

    "P-President, you should go too."

    The branch manager came and asked. She still hadn't recovered from the fear even though the situation was over.

    "I need to deal with this guy, so go ahead."

    "B-but..."

    "It's okay. Hurry up and go."

    While the branch manager hesitated, worried, the police came in.

    "Come out here!"

    A police officer practically dragged the branch manager out. Since she took such good care of me, I should buy one of their investment products later.

    "Are you alright?"

    The police officer who had returned asked.

    "I'm fine, but can you disarm this?"

    "The bomb disposal squad will be here soon."

    "Then stay back. If this goes off, you'll die for sure, even if I don't."

    The police officer nodded, saluted me, and left.

    Not long after he left, a bomb disposal squad in what looked like spacesuits came in.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, please stay still for a moment longer."

    The expert slowly approached and examined the bomb, his expression gradually worsening.

    "This crazy bastard."

    He then cursed.

    "Why?"

    "The capacity is larger than I thought. How did he get this? If we're unlucky, the surroundings could be blown away."

    "This building?"

    "No, even the area around the building will be gone. The shrapnel from the bomb will be dangerous even further away. Just a moment. Team leader, we need to evacuate the surroundings. A radius of 30 to 50 meters will be completely wiped out."

    He reported the situation outside and sent warnings over the radio.

    "Can't you move it somewhere else?"

    I asked.

    "No. It would be more dangerous if it detonated during transport."

    "I can hold him, so please take your time."

    "Thank you."

    Sweating profusely, he opened a small box at the center of the bomb.

    Looking at the complicated and messy wiring, I could see the personality of the person who made it. Definitely not a meticulous person.

    "Fortunately, the structure isn't too complex. I think I can disarm it."

    He took out tools from his waist and moved a wire, checking the inside.

    "Hoo... if I just cut this..."

    And the moment he cut one of the wires, the number 00:03:00 appeared on the screen on the criminal's chest and quickly decreased.

    Not 3 hours, not 3 minutes.

    3 seconds.

    As soon as I confirmed the time was decreasing, I grabbed the bomb disposal expert by the collar and threw him towards the main entrance.

    2 seconds.

    I tripped the bomber's legs, making him fall to the ground, and enlarged my body. I saw the bomb disposal expert break through the glass door and fly outside.

    1 second.

    And then I covered the bomber's body as much as possible. I hardened my face and chest and surrounded the front of my body with aura, doubling my defense.

    Kwakwakwang!!!

    With the feeling of the world shaking, I lost consciousness.

    
      

    

    When I opened my eyes, I saw a white ceiling and bright fluorescent lights. Looking down, I had all sorts of unknown wires attached to my body.

    My mother, Nayoung, and Sangheon were dozing off beside me.

    It was dark outside the window. I had gone to the bank in the morning, so quite a bit of time must have passed.

    I sat up and detached the wires attached to my body.

    Beeeeep~~~~~

    The machine made a sound, and thanks to that, my mother and Nayoung woke up.

    "Jisuk!"

    They both jumped up and approached me.

    "Are you alright? Does anything hurt?"

    "Lie down."

    I couldn't think straight because of the commotion the two were making.

    "I'm fine. I'm perfectly alright."

    My body had already completely regenerated.

    "Hyung, I was so worried. Your injuries were really severe at first."

    Sangheon also got up and approached me.

    "Sangheon, what happened?"

    Sangheon seemed like he would explain better than my overly excited mother and Nayoung.

    A nurse rushed in, startled by the loud noise, but seeing that I had woken up instead of being dead, she checked my body.

    "I heard that you covered that crazy guy with your body, Hyung?"

    "I did."

    "Thanks to that, the bomb's power was completely contained, so only the inside of the bank was messed up. If it had gone off as it was, the police outside and people in the surrounding buildings who hadn't evacuated in time would have been caught up in it."

    "No one died, right?"

    I had thrown myself to block it, so it would be unfair if anyone else got hurt.

    "There are a few minor injuries, but no fatalities other than the bomber."

    "That's good."

    "Good?! What's so good about it?!"

    Mom yelled at the top of her lungs.

    "Do you know how worried I was?!"

    Tears welled up in my mother's and Nayoung's eyes.

    "I'm sorry."

    "You little rascal!"

    My mother's palm flew towards my back. I relaxed the muscles in my back so her hand wouldn't hurt.

    "You said you wouldn't go to dangerous places!"

    "No, Mom. I just went to the bank?"

    "Don't talk back!"

    She kept hitting my back. She must have been very worried about losing her only remaining family. Now that her tension had eased, she plopped down in her chair.

    "It was fortunate that we went first."

    "You came? Why?"

    "Your body was very badly damaged earlier, Hyung. But as you were self-healing, you absorbed the vitality of the paramedics who came to rescue you."

    "...Is that person alright?"

    "He's fine. Nayoung and I arrived just in time to pull him away and pour magic stones and potions on you, Hyung. We heard about the robber and rushed over right away to see if we could help. Oh, we gave the paramedic a potion too."

    "You did well. Thank you. Thank you, Nayoung."

    "Son, now that you're awake, would you like something to eat? Aren't you hungry?"

    "You shouldn't eat anything yet. Please eat after the doctor examines you."

    The nurse stopped Mom.

    "Excuse me. I'm fine now."

    I got out of bed. I had already fully recovered. Looking at my status window, my Solid Body skill had increased from C to B. That level of impact was enough to raise it.

    "No, still..."

    Leaving the worried nurse behind, I returned home.

    
      

    

    "You really shouldn't push yourself anymore!"

    "Alright."

    Nayoung's nagging had gotten worse since the incident.

    I felt sorry for Nayoung and my mother, but I would soon have to do something dangerous again.

  

    I felt sorry for Mom and Nayoung, but there was something I had to do soon.

    Within the next week, a submarine from some country would be testing a magic stone engine in the East Sea.

    Magic stone energy had many advantages over petroleum or nuclear power, so it was used throughout various industries. I could extract the energy from magic stones without waste, but the items and machines currently using magic stones had poor energy efficiency. Various countries were constantly conducting research to improve the efficiency of magic stones, and it had yielded small results.

    They had created an engine that generated energy by melting magic stones and reacting them with a catalyst. The efficiency of this engine was overwhelmingly higher than existing methods.

    However, even the melting process alone was unstable and could explode, and mixing it with other catalysts made the stability even worse. Of course, in the future, they would succeed in controlling it after several tests. But the world would end before mass production.

    The upcoming submarine test was one of those experiments, and if you only looked at the energy extraction, it was a success. It extracted nearly 100% of the energy, but it couldn't contain the generated energy, causing it to sink and explode on the seabed.

    This would cause an earthquake and tsunamis would hit the east coast of Korea and the west coast of Japan.

    The east coast of Korea didn't have a large population at the moment, but there were still hundreds of thousands of people, and the west coast of Japan had even more. The casualties from this incident were incalculable.

    I had to stop it before it exploded.

    "I'm going to go to the sea for a bit."

    I told Nayoung, who often partied and went to gates with me, that I would be away for a few days.

    "The sea? Suddenly? Why?"

    Nayoung asked.

    "Uh... just for fun."

    She had told me so many times not to do dangerous things that I couldn't tell her the truth. I had no intention of talking about my past life either.

    So I just vaguely said I was going for fun.

    "Then, let's all go together."

    Thinking about it, it seemed like a good idea to go out and have fun together. I could sneak out at night to search for the submarine.

    "Okay. We're going to the East Coast, so everyone who's going, get ready."

    In the end, my mother, Nayoung's mother, me, Nayoung, Sangheon, and Jaein went together.

    I had earned more than enough money, so I booked the best suites at a luxurious resort guarded by hunters. Our mothers shared one suite, and the rest of us used a large suite. The suite was so big that each of us had our own separate room inside.

    "Oh my, the room is amazing~"

    "Mom, I heard there's a hot spring here too. Please relax comfortably with Nayoung's mother."

    Our mothers were excited and went to the hot springs first. Both of them had gone through a lot, so I hoped they could rest comfortably on this occasion.

    "I'm going to go to the sea for a bit."

    "I'll go with you, Hyung!"

    We each went to our rooms to change and came out.

    Sangheon and I were wearing trunk swimsuits, and the results of our training were evident in our ripped muscles.

    "Seriously, Jaein-hyung is always in the workshop, so why is his body so good?"

    Jaein, who wasn't tall, looked even shorter because his body had bulked up with muscle.

    "How could someone who works in a blacksmith shop have a bad body? He lifts heavy things every day and works in front of the flames."

    All the guys were out, but Nayoung hadn't come out yet.

    "Nayoung is taking a while."

    "Hyung, women usually take a bit longer. We just quickly took off our clothes and put on our swim trunks."

    After waiting a bit longer, Nayoung came out. She was wearing a white bikini top and a skirt with slits that revealed her thighs. She hadn't taken that long, but she had even styled her hair beautifully.

    "Ahem, we'll go ahead first."

    Sangheon pulled Jaein and went out first.

    "Let's go too."

    Nayoung blushed and grabbed my arm.

    "Your swimsuit looks good on you."

    "Thank you."

    Her face turned even redder.

    The beach, with fewer people after the gate incident, felt like we had rented the whole place.

    "The sea!"

    Sangheon and Jaein jumped into the sea. The East Sea was already clean, but it had become even more transparent after fewer people visited.

    Fortunately, monsters that could live in seawater had never come out of the gates. If there were monsters in the sea, logistics with foreign countries would have been completely cut off.

    Nayoung lay down on a chair under a parasol provided by the resort.

    Nayoung, with her good figure and sunglasses, looked like she was doing a photoshoot.

    "I'm going to go for a bit too. I'm going to go out far to practice swimming, so you guys play and then take those two with you to go in for dinner and rest first."

    "Okay~"

    A resort employee brought drinks, and Nayoung also enjoyed the vacation mood comfortably.

    Leaving everyone to play, I went to carry out my original purpose.

    Submarines operated at depths that humans couldn't withstand. If I failed to stop it in time and it sank, the depth would be even greater. Before starting a full-scale search, I had to create a body that could operate at such depths.

    I plunged into the deep sea. I hung my swimsuit, which would hinder swimming, on a nearby rock and wrapped my body in my suit.

    My lung capacity also surpassed that of humans, so diving into the sea for several minutes was no problem.

    My body weight was much heavier than its volume, so going down to the deep sea wasn't difficult. If I wanted to float up, I could just enlarge my body.

    I slowly got used to swimming and could move my body freely.

    The clear sea was beautiful. Sunlight streamed down from the surface, illuminating the underwater world.

    I enjoyed the sea for a while, swimming alongside schools of fish.

    And as I went deeper, the light gradually decreased, and the colors of things looked different. It was a depth where a non-Awakened person would have already died from the water pressure. Enduring the pressure exerted on my entire body, I continued to sink. It was especially painful around my eyes and ears, but after blood burst from my ears and eyes a few times, the bleeding stopped and the pain disappeared.

    As I adapted to the water pressure, I slowly started to run out of breath.

    I closed my eyes and focused on each and every cell in my body.

    I visualized minimizing the oxygen consumption of inactive cells, having each cell hold more oxygen, and using less oxygen even during intense movements.

    Since evolution was largely influenced by my will, it was important to capture these images.

    I closed my eyes and waited for my body to adapt.

    It was painful due to the pressure and lack of oxygen, but I endured it by relying on my strong Mental Fortitude skill. I could feel the cells that couldn't adapt dying off. But there was no problem. New cells were already filling their place.

    I absorbed the surrounding energy for regeneration. As I absorbed the abundant life energy of the sea, I ended up absorbing more than I needed.

    My mind gradually became so hazy that I couldn't endure it anymore. I enlarged my body and swam up to the surface.

    "Puhah... huh?"

    I couldn't see the land.

    "I came too far."

    My senses had become so acute that I could know my location like an animal. An ordinary person would gradually drift to one side if they walked straight with their eyes closed, but my internal map was so accurate that I could travel exactly one kilometer with my eyes closed.

    Beep beep beep beep

    While I was catching my breath, I received a call on the diver's wristwatch I had obtained with considerable effort and a large sum of money.

    "Hello?"

    "Hyung, where are you?"

    "Ah, I came for a swim a bit far out."

    "What kind of swimming takes that long? What about dinner?"

    "I'm fine. Take the mothers and eat first. And don't worry about me, just relax."

    "Okay~"

    I took another deep breath and sank back into the sea.

    This time, I went to the deeper abyss. The deeper I went, the worse the visibility became.

    To grasp my surroundings, I clicked my tongue to make sounds and felt the echoes bouncing back from objects with my skin. It was the same principle as how submarines used sonar to identify objects.

    If I didn't have such acute senses, I wouldn't have felt anything, but my sense of touch and hearing were already beyond what could be called sensitive.

    I adjusted my senses by checking the perceived echoes and what was actually there with my eyes.

    
      

    

    It was late in the evening when I finished training. The training was successful.

    I went down to a depth of several thousand meters, and my diver's watch shattered. But my body now had no problems with water pressure or breathing, and I could detect echoes of sound in the water from hundreds of meters to several kilometers away.

    Thanks to that, my Acute Senses skill also leveled up to A.

    Swimming had also become second nature. I could now swim faster than any creature in the sea.

    I put on the swimsuit I had hung on the rock and returned to the resort.

    As I entered the resort, dragging my tired body from the training, a drinking party was in full swing.

    "Hyung~"

    "President~ where have you been~"

    The two guys were quite drunk.

    "Where are our mothers?"

    "They've already gone to bed~ what time is it~"

    Judging by their slurred speech and inability to stand straight, they would probably collapse and fall asleep soon.

    "Let's get some food."

    I ordered a lot of room service and sat down in my swimsuit.

    "Nayoung, you didn't drink much?"

    "I had a little."

    Her face looked perfectly fine.

    "No way~ Noona drank the most~"

    Sangheon slurred his words. Empty whiskey and wine bottles were scattered all over the table. As expected, everyone was a hunter, so their stamina was extraordinary.

    "No, I only had a little."

    She said with a sweet smile, but seeing many bottles on her side, it was clear she had drunk quite a bit. She must have a strong tolerance for alcohol.

    I ate the leftovers that the three had left, and we drank and talked together.

    All four of us had gone through a lot, so we were excited about the long-awaited vacation and ate and drank heartily.

    It had become a vacation different from the initial plan, but seeing everyone happy made me feel good.

    However, Nayoung, who was usually shy, was looking straight at me.

    "Why?"

    "Just because."

    "I'll put those two to bed first and come back. If you're tired, go to sleep first."

    "No, I'll drink a little more."

    I moved the sprawled-out Sangheon and Jaein to their respective beds and closed the door.

    When I went back to my seat, Nayoung got up.

    "Nayoung, are you going to sleep too?"

    "No, I'll drink more."

    Nayoung moved her seat and sat very close to me. I had just come up from the sea and hadn't even showered yet, but Nayoung smelled nice, like she had already washed up.

    Her face hadn't changed color at all, but her behavior was different, so she must have been drunk.

    "So many things happened in such a short time. It must have been very difficult for you, Nayoung?"

    "There were many difficult things, but I'm okay. Because there were even better things too."

    "That's right. Mom got better, and our abilities increased."

    "You know that, don't you? So why are you asking?"

    Nayoung stared intently at me. I felt like I would fall into her clear and moist eyes.

    The distance between Nayoung and me grew closer and closer.

    
      

    

    I left Nayoung to sleep and quietly slipped out of the room. My Regeneration skill had increased, and I didn't need to sleep much anymore.

    On the day my life was reset, I had written down various life plans in a notebook. Some had gone according to plan, and some hadn't.

    Nayoung was a case that didn't go according to plan. In that notebook, Nayoung was written as a villain, and I had planned how to catch her.

    It seemed like life was truly unpredictable.

    I had more reasons to become stronger. Because I had more people to protect.

    Firming my resolve, I plunged into the sea.

    I had to drive the submarine away before it sank.

    If I hovered around or attacked the submarine, the submarine, which was conducting a secret operation, would leave this sea area.

    To do that, I had to find the submarine in this vast East Sea. I had seen the approximate sinking area on the news, so I started my search by drawing a large circle centered on that area.

    Fishing boats were going back and forth on the surface, but there was no sign of a submarine.

    It was almost dawn, so I was about to go back when I discovered a submarine at a depth of 300 meters.

  

    Since I had never seen the problematic submarine in my past life, I didn't know if this was the right one.

    In that case, I had no choice but to drive away all the submarines in the accident area. This might attract more warships or submarines, but at least they wouldn't be able to conduct secret experiments.

    I slowly approached the submarine.

    To the submarine's detectors, I would appear as a fish.

    I stuck to the underside of the submarine. And then I gently tapped it with my fist, not too hard, just lightly.

    Thump. Thump.

    I deliberately tapped rhythmically and then irregularly. Soon, I heard busy sounds from inside.

    To intensify their search, the submarine strongly emitted high-pitched sonar waves that hurt my ears. But even so, the submarine didn't detect me.

    Unable to find the cause, the submarine slowly began to surface.

    I swam in the same direction as the submarine's propulsion propellers and then moved to the side to avoid getting caught.

    I hoped this would scare them and they wouldn't come back this way.

    
      

    

    I returned to the resort, but the sun hadn't risen yet. I showered first and waited for Nayoung to wake up.

    "Hyung, why are you up so early?"

    Sangheon came out first. His face was haggard, probably still hungover from yesterday's drinking.

    "I don't sleep much. I ordered coffee, so wash up and come out."

    The smell of alcohol wafted strongly from Sangheon as he drank water. This was a downside of my heightened senses.

    Jaein also came out of his room, probably woken up by Sangheon's and my voices, and he looked no different from Sangheon.

    Sangheon and Jaein just drank water and went to wash up.

    A while later, as the two were drinking coffee after showering, Nayoung also came out of her room. Unlike the two who looked like zombies at first, she was neatly dressed with her makeup done.

    "Did you sleep well?"

    "Yes."

    She blushed and deeply lowered her head, looking embarrassed.

    "Let's go eat."

    I stood up and took Nayoung's hand, leading her.

    "Huh? You two? What's going on? While we were sleeping... urk."

    "Let's go quietly."

    I lightly pressed down on the neck of Sangheon, who came up beside us, being all bouncy.

    From the morning, the restaurant was full of fresh seafood and gourmet dishes.

    "If Jisuk hadn't been here, all this would have gone to waste."

    Nayoung's mother was amazed as she watched me eat. She said it was fascinating no matter how many times she saw it.

    There were only six of us, but the food was enough for dozens of people. Still, I ate it all, so nothing went to waste.

    During the day, we ate delicious food and played in the sea. And at night, I went out to the sea for exploration while enjoying the vacation. The vacation was even more enjoyable as my relationship with Nayoung grew closer.

    Our mothers, who noticed my close relationship with Nayoung, were the happiest and watched over us. To make sure they rested comfortably, I bought them many packages like massages and nail care. Our mothers, who had manicures and pedicures for the first time in a long time, were as happy as girls.

    Several days passed, and thankfully, the submarine hadn't been seen in the accident area since that day.

    I had checked near the accident area, but the sea was so vast that I couldn't check the entire East Coast.

    I was starting to relax when the incident broke out on the last day of our vacation.

    I went out for a final exploration with a light heart, and I sensed the Japanese fleet gathered at sea near the accident area.

    Feeling uneasy, I examined the seabed beneath the fleet.

    Sure enough, a submarine was sunk at a depth of about 2,000 meters. Submarines that usually operated at depths of several hundred meters couldn't withstand the water pressure at 2,000 meters and were all crushed and burst.

    However, seeing water bubbling from the stern of the wrecked submarine, it was clear that the magic stone engine, the root cause of the incident, was still alive.

    I had chased it away a few days ago, but it had stubbornly returned to conduct experiments and sank just like in my past life. The sinking point seemed slightly different from my past life, but that didn't guarantee that an earthquake wouldn't occur if it exploded here.

    In this case, I had no choice but to stop the engine. If it was a magic stone engine, I might be able to absorb it.

    I looked up, but because of the submarine's depth, the Japanese warships were just floating still on the surface, doing nothing. If there were no interference, that was good.

    The closer I got to the submarine, the hotter the water temperature became.

    At the stern of the submarine, seawater was boiling fiercely, creating bubbles.

    At a depth of 2,000 meters, the water pressure was 200 times that of the surface. For water to boil at such high pressure, an even higher temperature was needed. Seeing it boiling so frantically, it was clear that the engine was running wild at hundreds, if not thousands, of degrees Celsius.

    The fact that the extremely hot engine hadn't exploded yet might be because the frigid deep-sea water was cooling it down.

    Debris and corpses from the submarine floated around it. Most of the corpses were East Asians, but there were quite a few foreigners as well. It was clear that it was a joint project between Japan and other countries.

    I entered the submarine. The heat emanating from the engine repeatedly burned and regenerated my skin.

    After clearing away a lot of obstructing steel plates and corpses, I finally found the engine. The engine was already in tatters. Most of the mechanical parts had fallen off, and intense light was radiating in all directions.

    There were many complex-looking mechanisms, but the core of the engine itself wasn't large. It was probably for experimental purposes, so they hadn't experimented on a large scale from the beginning.

    However, this small core had caused a massive explosion and an earthquake.

    As I approached within reach, my body repeatedly burned and regenerated faster than it could heal. I covered my face with my arm to prevent my eyes from burning.

    After my Regeneration skill leveled up to B, the amount of vitality I could absorb per second also increased several times. Moreover, I could absorb even from a distance, but the efficiency was lower, so I reached out towards the core to absorb it directly.

    Burning faster than I could regenerate, I grabbed the core with my hand, where bone was visible. And I began to absorb.

    The destruction and regeneration of my hand occurred rapidly.

    Even with my Strong Mental Fortitude, I felt like I would lose consciousness from the pain. It was a pain I had never experienced in either my past or present life. Probably no one on Earth had ever experienced such pain. Because they would die the moment they were exposed to it.

    My head turned white from the extreme pain, and I couldn't think of anything. I just held onto the core and endured the pain.

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Your Strong Mental Fortitude skill level has increased from B to A.]

    [Your Solid Body skill level has increased from B to A.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    Due to the unprecedented damage and pain to my body, my skill levels and stats soared.

    For a while, the core's runaway energy and my regeneration fought fiercely, but soon the balance tipped in my favor. The magic stone engine, having its energy stolen, weakened its light and its temperature dropped, and thanks to the absorbed vitality and skill level ups, my hand completely regenerated.

    I didn't know how much time had passed. Due to the extreme pain, it felt like hours had gone by.

    The pain has subsided a lot now.

    But even though I was absorbing vitality endlessly, the core of the magic stone engine was still emitting heat.

    I had already reached the limit of vitality I could store.

    Blood vessels stood out all over my body from the vitality exceeding my limit, and I felt like my body would burst like a balloon, but I endured. If I gave up now, the engine might react again and explode.

    To consume the excessively absorbed vitality, my body evolved once more. It released heat from my entire body, consuming the incoming vitality.

    Heat poured out from my back. It wasn't boiling, but it was probably hundreds of degrees Celsius, as I could feel it creating currents in the seawater.

    A few more minutes passed, and I finally absorbed all the vitality of the magic stone. The core's light and heat completely disappeared, and only a cold lump of metal remained.

    Magic stones had either a lot of vitality or a lot of mana, and fortunately, this core was the former. If it had been the latter, I was going to throw the leftover mana away after absorbing it, but thankfully, I didn't have to.

    Curious about how it was made, I took it with me for now.

    I hadn't prevented the sinking as originally planned, but I had prevented the explosion. Now all I had to do was go back.

    I had been down there for too long. I surfaced to breathe.

    As I quickly rose, I detected a school of fish heading towards me.

    I thought it was nothing special, but suddenly, my mind flashed. Could there be fish swimming this fast at this depth?

    To be sure, I turned my head and looked at the dark sea, then rapidly clicked my fingers again, spreading the sound.

    My senses weren't wrong. I felt dozens of fish approaching me. They were faster than the submarine.

    They were definitely not ordinary fish.

    At this rate, I would collide with them before reaching the surface. I stopped rising and stared at the dark abyss, preparing for battle.

    And then, in my sight, I saw a fish, no, a monster, larger than my body. It looked like a mix of a shark and a ray.

    Moving its large yet sleek body, it quickly approached me.

    I thought I could swim faster than any creature in the sea, but I never imagined there would be such a monster.

    There was no point in running anyway. I shoved the reactor into my suit pocket and swung my fist at the head of the creature charging towards me.

    The impact widened the distance between the creature and me. Since it was a creature from the deep sea, its body was tough and didn't seem to have taken much damage. And since I couldn't get any footing, I couldn't put much power into my attack.

    In the meantime, other monsters opened their mouths and rushed towards me.

    This time, I imbued aura into my fist and punched its nose.

    Thwack!

    Even underwater, a loud sound rang out, and a shockwave spread around. The creature I hit with the shockwave had its head burst.

    Even though one had died, the remaining creatures charged at me even more ferociously.

    The creatures brushed past me, slashing with their wing-like appendages or biting with their shark-like teeth. Of course, I wasn't cut or bitten. They were tough too, but I was much tougher.

    However, their numbers were very troublesome.

    Normally, I would take my time catching them, but right now, I needed oxygen.

    As I pondered what to do, I poured as much aura as I could into both fists. Thanks to absorbing beyond the limit from the mana engine, I had plenty of vitality left over.

    And when the creatures got close, I slammed my two fists together with all my might.

    A shockwave spread out that was incomparable to when I hit the sea monster's nose.

    My head snapped back from the shockwave. It was something I had never tried before, and its destructive power was more potent than I expected. My eardrums were damaged by the shock, but they soon regenerated.

    From the massive shock, the creatures flipped over and stopped moving. I didn't know if they were unconscious or dead, but breathing came first.

    As soon as I started rising again, another monster was detected.

    Thinking there might be one that wasn't knocked out, I focused my senses, but its size was different. The ones I encountered earlier were about my size, but the one approaching now seemed to be at least ten times longer, about 20 meters. Its torso was also larger.

    Was it the mother of the ones I defeated? Or did they just grow this big as they matured?

    I put my worries aside. I stopped rising and turned my body in the direction the monster was approaching. I was gathering an aura in my fist to punch its head when it got closer, but the creature's body, revealed as it approached, was incredibly huge. Its wide-open mouth was two or three times my height. In the meantime, its ferocious teeth were each thicker and longer than my arm.

    I had used too much vitality with the shockwave earlier. With the power I had gathered now, I couldn't kill this giant monster in one blow. I gathered the aura in my fist and quickly swam backward.

    However, the creature followed me with a speed that belied its size. I went into its wide-open mouth, and its jaws closed like a guillotine, swallowing me whole.

  

    Along with the seawater, I was swept into the mouth of a massive, never-before-seen sea monster. What little water remained inside drained out, and the monster began to crunch me with its teeth. Of course, there was no way those teeth could pierce my body. This unidentified monster was huge and strong, but it wasn't strong enough to penetrate my leveled-up body.

    The problem was that even if I tried to attack it, I kept rolling around, unable to get a proper stance. I tried to jam my fingers in, but some kind of slippery liquid was protecting the inside of its mouth.

    Whether it had chewed me to its satisfaction or not, the monster soon swallowed me whole down its esophagus. The esophageal muscles squeezed me as if to crush me. If I were ordinary prey, I would have been pulverized here for easy digestion, even if I had luckily avoided the teeth.

    I passed through the esophagus and fell into the stomach. I was submerged in strong stomach acid, but it only stung a little.

    The massive stomach, befitting its size, had some empty space. The air inside, like intestinal gas, was full of toxins, but breathing was more urgent at the moment. Anyway, I had poison resistance, so this level of poison wouldn't harm me much. Most of it was gas, and there was only a little oxygen, but even this amount of oxygen was welcome. Of course, it would have been better if I hadn't been eaten and had gone back up to the surface.

    "I came to stop an earthquake, so how did I end up inside a monster's belly... Sigh."

    Nothing ever goes my way when I'm unlucky. But no matter how I thought about it, I couldn't understand how such a huge monster could exist in the sea.

    Gates usually open in places where many people live. That's why a gate wouldn't open in the middle of the ocean. This thing probably came out of a gate on the coast of another country and drifted all the way here.

    I hadn't heard of such a creature in my past life. Did it only live in the deep sea? Or maybe it died in the explosion.

    I stopped pondering and thought about how to get out.

    Outside, there were various restrictions that prevented me from responding properly, but it was different inside its belly. I placed my hand on the stomach wall, absorbed its vitality, and grew larger. As my body grew, it pushed against the monster's stomach.

    As I grew and pressed against the stomach wall, stomach acid poured out from all directions.

    The monster writhed violently, probably in pain.

    Listening carefully, I could feel a thumping above my head. It was the monster's heart.

    I created blades about 40 centimeters long with aura on both fists. Compared to my enlarged size, they were small, but they were enough to cut open the monster's belly.

    And I stabbed the stomach wall towards the heart with both hands.

    I drew a long horizontal line where I stabbed and then used my feet to widen the opening vertically, making it much larger.

    Blood poured out as if a dam had burst, probably because I had cut through blood vessels.

    The monster writhed greatly, but there was nothing it could do about me inside its belly.

    And after several more slashes, the monster's heart appeared before my eyes. It was a huge heart, befitting its size.

    Pressed against the monster's flesh, I stabbed the heart with my aura blade and tore it diagonally.

    The monster's body convulsed violently once and then stopped moving completely.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your level has increased.]

    Being such a large creature, it must have given a lot of experience points, as my level increased by two stages.

    Now all I had to do was escape. But since things had already turned out this way, I might as well take the magic stone with me.

    Since I could absorb vitality, I could feel the vitality contained within magic stones. Moreover, the vitality of this monster's magic stone was enormous, so I could easily locate it.

    The magic stone, which I found after cutting open the heart a few times, was the size of an adult's head. Perhaps the magic stone was also large because the creature was so big. If I broke it down and sold it, it would be worth billions, but if I sold it whole, its rarity would fetch an even higher price.

    I hadn't intended to gain anything from this incident, but my skills had increased, and I had a financial gain. Moreover, there had been progress with Nayoung, so it had been a very fulfilling week.

    I tore through the monster's flesh and went outside. When I rose to the surface, the Japanese fleet was nowhere to be seen. The monster must have thrashed around and moved away from its original location.

    I released my giant form, shrinking my body and covering my head with my suit. It was time to return to where everyone was waiting.

    
      

    

    "Where have you been?"

    Nayoung asked as I returned after being away for a long time.

    "Just the sea for a bit."

    "I told you to speak casually."

    "I know. I'm just not used to it yet. Look at this. I found it."

    I showed her the magic stone.

    "Wow... something this big was in the sea?"

    "Yeah. I was diving around and found it lying there."

    Everyone around me was already worried enough, so there was no need to tell them that I had been eaten by a sea monster in the deep sea, killed it, and brought this back. Let alone the story about the magic stone engine.

    "President! Is this a magic stone?! Where did you get it?!"

    Jaein's eyes sparkled as he saw the magic stone, and he rushed over.

    "I found it in the sea."

    "...I believe you. Can I use this?"

    He didn't look like he believed me at all. He probably realized I had caught a monster somewhere and brought it back.

    "What are you trying to make?"

    "There's a lot of research going on about magic stone engines around the world these days, and I want to build one to supply power to my workshop."

    For a moment, an image of the workshop next to my house exploding like the submarine flashed through my mind.

    "No way. Experiment with a F-rank goblin magic stone in the basement first, and if it succeeds, I'll give you a big one."

    I snatched the magic stone from Jaein's hand. Jaein looked disappointed, but it couldn't be helped. A core the size of a fist had exploded and caused an earthquake, so if this thing exploded, who knew how much damage it would cause.

    "And you're going to work with me at all times. And I have something to give you later too."

    Analyzing the components of the cooled magic stone engine core might give us helpful hints for development. And if I worked with him, I could suppress it even if it went out of control, making the experiment safer. If things went well, we might succeed within a few years.

    On the way home after the vacation, I searched for news on my phone, but there was nothing about what happened in the East Sea.

    Since they were conducting a secret experiment, they probably couldn't publicize it.

    For now, one thing was settled.

    Originally, the whole country would have been in a state of emergency due to the accident by now, but the view outside the window was peaceful.

    
      

    

    Having gone through so many hardships, I had become stronger faster than initially planned. Now all I had to do was deal with minor events and prepare for the future. I had always felt like I was being chased, but for the first time in a long time, I felt relaxed.

    With time to spare, I followed Nayoung and Sangheon to renew their hunter licenses. They were both D-rank now. It wasn't as fast as me becoming B-rank, but it was still a remarkably rapid pace.

    Hunters don't level up or increase their rank just by going to any gate many times. Once they reach a certain level, defeating low-level monsters no longer increases their level, so they have to hunt higher-rank monsters.

    However, without good skills or high stats, it's difficult to risk their lives fighting monsters stronger than themselves to level up. In the end, many hunters gave up on leveling up and safely remained at their current rank.

    I had no intention of leaving the two of them like that. Once they received their new hunter licenses, I planned to take them to D-rank gates for some training and then explore C-rank and B-rank gates together under my supervision.

    I was waiting at the cafe on the first floor, and the Awakened Being Management Bureau was unusually busy today. There were many people coming and going, and it was noisy.

    "Hyung, it looks like something's going on today?"

    "Yeah, it's chaotic."

    "Let's go."

    Sangheon and Nayoung had finished their renewals, so we headed to the main entrance to leave the bureau.

    At that moment, several hunters came in, surrounding a few people as if escorting them.

    "Ah, looks like some important people have come?"

    Looking at the escorted figures passing in the distance, I doubted my eyes.

    Their heads were covered by hoods attached to cloaks, but I could recognize them. A tall figure, blonde hair sticking out from the hood, emerald eyes – it was the elf Helen. And a man with a sturdy build, a bit taller than a goblin, with a long brown beard – it was the dwarf Adam. The two who followed, looking like Caucasians, were Richard Calroy and Paul Alexis. I had seen these individuals in my past life; they were people from another world who had crossed over.

    I didn't know how those guys, who only crossed over several years later in my past life, had already arrived. They were the ones who had dumped a huge pile of crap on our world in my past life. If it hadn't been for those bastards, even if we hadn't won the war against the monsters, we wouldn't have been annihilated after ten years. We might have fought for decades longer. And perhaps, in the process, we might have developed the power to win.

    We were on the path where they were moving to take the elevator.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, hello."

    Director Baek Youngshin recognized us and greeted us.

    "Director. Hello."

    I tried to relax my expression as much as possible.

    "Is this person a hunter too?"

    Helen asked, looking at me.

    "Yes. A very capable hunter. He greatly contributed to stopping the gate break incident a while ago."

    The director proudly boasted about me.

    "Is that so? He has a remarkable aura."

    Helen scanned me and complimented me.

    "My pleasure is catching and killing those who harm Earth."

    I said, looking straight at Helen.

    "Is that so? Well then, please keep up the good work."

    "I'm a bit busy right now, so let's have tea sometime later."

    The director said goodbye and led Helen's group past us.

    "I've never seen anyone so beautiful before. But she's a foreigner, and her Korean is amazing? Was she born in Korea?"

    Since Helen, who looked Caucasian, spoke fluent Korean, it wasn't unreasonable to make that mistake. The reason Helen's Korean was fluent was because she was using translation magic. The other world hadn't received the blessings of awakening like ours, but it was a place rich in mana, so research into magic and magical tools had been active for a long time. Very few people could use it, but they wielded a wider variety of magic, and the quality of their items was also higher.

    "Sangheon, Nayoung, did you renew your hunter licenses?"

    "Yes."

    "From now on, we're going to C-rank gates."

    "Huh? Why? You said we were going to D-rank today?"

    "Time has run out. I'm going to need both of your strengths."

    
      

    

    The next day, their photos circulated online, and there was an immediate government announcement.

    "A delegation has arrived from the other world, Tellus. They desire peace and are also experiencing a gate disaster similar to Earth's. We are currently coordinating the details to form an alliance with Tellus. We will share information and cooperate with Tellus to jointly combat the gate disaster."

    The reaction was fervent. The existence of another world and different races was enough to capture the attention of countries around the world.

    The online world raved about the beauty of the elf Helen. They called her the reincarnation of a fantasy world elf.

    Watching that, it was difficult to maintain my composure. They were being revered like that now, and it was the same in my past life. From now on, the technology they would provide was something we didn't have and had many applications, so they would be treated as heroes for a while. It might not seem like a bad thing in that regard, but the problem was that in my past life, we failed to grasp their true intentions.

  

    Ever since those damn other worlders arrived, gate accidents and breaks increased exponentially, and soon the total number of gates multiplied several times over.

    It was only later that we discovered they had manipulated the monsters from their world, Tellus, to go to Earth. After gaining our trust by releasing some information, those bastards freely roamed Korea and manipulated the gates.

    Hunters found and killed them at the scene, but many hunters died in the fierce resistance. Even after those bastards died, the increase in gates only continued to snowball. In order to clear the increased number of gates, hunters overworked themselves to death, and more gates appeared, leading to a vicious cycle. That's how we met our demise.

    It was clear that the recent gate breaks and the increased number of monsters requiring a lot of rescue efforts were also their doing.

    After finding Helen, I confirmed with both Presidents Yang whether there had been any issues with the gate reset timings. The reset timing was fixed for each gate, but as expected, there had been three accidents where gates reset earlier than scheduled. Because of that, there were casualties among the porters who were left inside.

    After this incident, the government couldn't find any connection and only issued a notice warning porters and retrieval companies to be careful. If I had known this in advance, I could have guessed that Helen and her group were coming, but there was nothing I could do about what had already happened.

    My original plan was to level up more before those bastards arrived and become a hunter with strong influence in the Awakened Being Management Bureau. Then, if I voiced my opinion to be wary of the other worlders, it would have been taken seriously.

    Right now, no matter how much favor I had gained from Director Baek Youngshin, even if I, a B-rank hunter, said they were enemies, I had no basis or influence to be believed.

    Since they had arrived earlier than expected, I had to completely revise my plan.

    I even thought about just sneaking in and killing them, but I quickly dismissed that thought. They were currently being treated as honored guests from another world by the entire world. If I killed them without solid evidence and got caught, I could become a traitor to Earth. I had no intention of taking the blame to save the world. Besides, I had more things to do in the future, and I couldn't become a fugitive.

    Whatever I do in the future, it will be difficult with a low level. I made a plan and immediately pushed Nayoung and Sangheon hard in the gates.

    "Hah... hah... Hyung, what's wrong with you? What's the big rush?"

    While the two of them ran through the gates, I watched over them from behind in case of danger and fed them potions like water to relieve their fatigue. Nevertheless, Sangheon gasped for breath due to accumulated physical and mental fatigue, and even though Nayoung didn't say anything, she looked unwell.

    "The day will come soon when I'll need both of your strength. I'm sorry, but trust me and follow me for now."

    The two of them sensed my serious mood. And since they also knew that I didn't rest in the evenings while they rested and continued to run through gates, they followed me without further complaint. I was just grateful.

    During the forced march, the retrieval of items and byproducts wasn't perfect, but I didn't care. Leveling up was the top priority.

    ----------------------------------------------------

    Name: Lee Jisuk

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 38

    Strength 98, Stamina 95, Agility 87, Intelligence 43, Vitality 980, Mana 353

    Skills: Regeneration B, Solid Body A, Strong Mental Fortitude A, Poison Resistance D, Acute Senses B, Toxic Blood A

    ----------------------------------------------------

    
      

    

    I raised my level by 3 through several days of forced marches. These were already significantly higher stats than in my past life. It was worth risking my life several times. However, fighting an S-rank hunter was still too much.

    Usually, S-rank hunters are between levels 46 and 50, with an average main stat of around 70. Stat-wise, I was higher, but S-rank hunters sometimes had their stats increased by dozens of percent due to job bonuses, and when they used skills, they became several times faster and stronger than their base stats.

    Even Jung Minki, Korea's only S-rank hunter, would definitely have a lower total stat than me. However, his slash that severed a troll's head wasn't something a mere stat of 70 could produce. Not even 100 would be enough; maybe 150? 200 might be needed to evade or block it. Other S-rank hunters also possessed that level of ability.

    I still had a long way to go, but I didn't have time to just level up. The world's attention had been focused on them for a few days, but now interest was slowly waning. Helen and her group would find it easier to make their move, so I had to stop them before that happened.

    I pulled my suit hood over my head and climbed onto the roof of the building next to the hotel where Helen and her group were staying.

    In my past life, I was a small-fry hunter, so I only knew the information that appeared in the news and the rumors circulating in the hunter industry. In other words, I didn't know the specific methods they used to push the monsters that were supposed to go to Tellus towards our world. So I had to monitor them to find out.

    I expected them to move at night since they had to do their work secretly from the Earthlings.

    "Nothing special happened during the day, right?"

    "Yes. We kept a close watch. All three were with the Awakened Being Management Bureau escorts. There were no solo movements."

    I had asked Director Yoo of the private investigation agency to monitor them during the day when it seemed unlikely they would move.

    "Thanks for your hard work."

    "But... why are you monitoring these people?"

    "Director Yoo."

    "Yes?"

    "Knowing this will involve you more. Do you really want to know? You won't be able to back out later."

    "I will quietly do only what you instruct."

    There were no more questions.

    While I was keenly focused and watching, my eyes caught something strange.

    The side door of the hotel opened and closed, but no one came out. It didn't seem like it was moved by the wind; it was definitely the movement of someone opening and closing it.

    Focusing my senses near the door, I saw a subtle ripple. It was a ripple so small that a non-awakened person would never see it, but I could see it. Narrowing my eyes and concentrating, I could see the outline of the ripple. It was the shape of a person.

    I went down the building and followed behind. As soon as it left the hotel, the ripple moved like it was flying, leaping between buildings. It was just like when I ran, using the buoyancy magic of my suit to lighten my body.

    I chased after it, making sure not to lose it. If I had only relied on the ripple, I might have lost it, but since I had also caught its scent, there was no way I would lose it now.

    It entered a place where people were becoming scarce, and I increased the distance between us.

    I was the one who tracked down the bastard who kidnapped Nayoung just by his footprints. Quiet places were actually better for tracking. I followed the bastard by his footprints, sounds, and scent.

    As expected, it was heading towards a gate. The gate it arrived at was already a cleared B-rank gate.

    The Awakened Being Management Bureau official who should have been guarding the front was engrossed in his phone. The easy night shift guarding cleared gates was always like this. Once all the byproducts were collected, it was almost a formality to guard them.

    He was so uninterested that he wouldn't have seen the bastard entering the gate even if he hadn't turned invisible.

    I passed the official and followed the bastard into the gate.

    "Hello."

    I spoke to the Awakened Being Management Bureau official who had his head buried in his phone.

    "Huh? Hunter Lee Jisuk?"

    "Ah, it was Seokho. Are you on night duty today?"

    It was a familiar face. Having gone through so many gates, I roughly knew the faces of most of the field officials. They all liked me because I always gave them plenty of food while waiting or passing by.

    "Yes. Night shifts pay a bit more."

    Geum Seokho made a circle with his fingers and smiled.

    "You're working hard. By the way, I'm going to go into that gate for a bit."

    "Huh? But this one's already cleared?"

    "I found a new item and I'm going to test it."

    "Ah, go ahead."

    There was nothing left to take anyway, and they were just guarding it in case someone went inside when it reset. Since I was a reliable person and could clear it alone even if it suddenly reset, there was no problem with me going in.

    As soon as I entered the gate, a desolate plain appeared.

    I started tracking the most recent footprints. The bastard was heading towards the outskirts of the gate.

    Even an open-type gate that seemed infinitely wide had limits to its space, just like a cave-type gate. Usually, the boundary was a rocky mountain range, and beyond that, there was an invisible wall that made it impossible to cross.

    I found the bastard, who had deactivated his invisibility, behind a rock. It was the mage, Richard. Richard was spreading out what looked like a complex device on the ground.

    I memorized every one of the bastard's movements as he operated it. And I felt something emanating from his hand, but I couldn't see it properly.

    Then, an intense light shot out from the device and struck the rock wall. And a gate opened within the gate.

    It was clear that the monsters that were supposed to go to Tellus were coming to Earth through that gate. Now that I knew everything I needed, all that was left was to catch them.

    I quickly leaped forward. I grabbed the bastard's neck from behind and slammed him to the ground.

    "Kuh-heok!"

    "From now on, you will only answer my questions."

    Pajijijik!

    As soon as I finished speaking, electricity poured out from a bead on Richard's right hand. My skin burned from the electricity, but that was it.

    Kwaang!

    I slammed my fist down on the bastard's hand. His hand bones shattered along with the bead.

    "Kroaaaaak!!"

    "What's that? How do I cancel it?"

    I asked, pressing down on the struggling bastard so he couldn't move.

    "Hail Beria! Keudeuk."

    The bastard shouted something incomprehensible, and then I heard a cracking sound from inside his mouth. He foamed at the mouth and went limp.

    "Damn it..."

    He killed himself before I could extract any information.

    I took all the equipment that opened the gate and the items the bastard was using.

    And I dug a hole and buried his body a short distance away from the scene.

    "Then, have a good night."

    "Okay~."

    The Awakened Being Management Bureau official Geum Seokho, who was guarding the gate, was looking at his phone and didn't even notice that I was carrying something in my hand when I came out, even though I had gone in empty-handed.

    
      

    

    I took the things to Jaein's workshop. It was 3 AM, and I was wondering whether to wake Jaein up or wait for him to get up, but he was still awake.

    "You're still awake?"

    "I'm working on something."

    He seemed so engrossed in research that he barely slept. Even without hunting like a hunter, a crafter could raise their Awakened Being level. Jaein, who had leveled up through constant research, development, and crafting, already had the physique of someone beyond an ordinary person.

    "Can you take a look at this?"

    I laid out the items from my cloak on the workbench.

    "What are these?"

    "Did you see the otherworld news?"

    "Yes."

    "They belong to those people."

    "...Did you steal them?"

    "No. I killed him and took them."

    "...Why?"

    Jaein swallowed hard and asked.

    "You know there have been a lot of gate accidents lately, right?"

    Jaein nodded.

    "The other worlders caused them with these items."

    I told Jaein the things I knew from my past life, adding what I had just found out.

    "Then, shouldn't we report this to the Awakened Being Management Bureau?"

    "There's not enough evidence. I originally planned to catch the culprit and interrogate him, but this is all I have now. If you didn't know me, Jaein, would you have believed my words without any evidence? They're currently honored guests of the world, you know?"

    "That's..."

    "We need to analyze these quickly. There are already more than ten places where I suspect a gate within a gate has opened. If we don't close them quickly, it will be irreversible."

    Jaein audibly swallowed and nodded.

  

    I entrusted the item Richard used to open the gate to Jaein and returned to the hotel.

    Since it was morning, they would have started their schedule, and I was curious how Helen would explain Richard's disappearance.

    "Director Yoo."

    I asked Director Yoo, who was keeping watch on the rooftop of the building next to the hotel.

    "Ugh-huh-heok!"

    Director Yoo was so startled that he rolled on the ground.

    "What are you so surprised about?"

    "...Anyone would be surprised if you approached like that without a sound."

    "With such a weak heart, how could you survive as a gangster?"

    "We're not gangsters, we're a private investigation agency..."

    "Same difference."

    I didn't have time now, but once this incident was over, I would have to train Director Yoo's gang a bit. They needed to be somewhat useful for me to give them more work.

    "So, what's the atmosphere over there?"

    "Since that Richard guy disappeared, the number of guards has doubled."

    Director Yoo said, dusting off his pants as he got up.

    "The guards might be there to protect them, but it's also a problem that the other worlders are wandering around freely, so there's probably a surveillance purpose too."

    "Those bastards won't be able to move easily for a while. Good."

    "But where did that guy go and not come back?"

    "Who knows? I chased him but lost him."

    There was no benefit for Director Yoo to know the truth.

    "Is that so?"

    Perhaps because of his past record of blowing up Seo Gyeonghyun's head, he didn't seem to believe me at all. It didn't matter as long as he knew that I wasn't a crazy killer but someone who killed those kinds of bastards.

    I turned my gaze to the hotel. As Director Yoo said, people were busily coming and going, creating a bustling atmosphere, but there was no major commotion. It was probably because they couldn't publicly announce a disappearance.

    Now that their movements were restricted by unwanted protection, I had to find all the internal gates those bastards had created.

    I first went to the gate where the Giant Stone Golem had appeared. I had recently cleared and reset the gate.

    Perhaps because of the recent casualties, there were no other hunters entering besides me.

    While defeating the golem, I searched every corner of the gate's internal space.

    And I found an internal gate cleverly hidden behind a rock. It was in a position that was difficult to find even if you were determined to look for it, so it took me quite a while.

    I memorized the location, cleared the gate, and then left.

    Then, I went through all the gates where accidents had occurred and marked the locations of the internal gates on a map.

    "Those damn bastards made so many."

    Jaein said, looking at the places I had marked on the map. There were twenty places I had found so far.

    "How's the development going?"

    "I've been analyzing the items, but this is technology that doesn't exist on Earth."

    "Do you think you can't do it?"

    "Who said I couldn't? It's just a bit difficult."

    His pride as an engineer wouldn't let him give up. Jaein was the best craftsman in Korea in the future. He might lack some experience compared to his prime in the previous life, but his insight needed for research and development was unmatched. If Jaein couldn't do it in Korea, no one could.

    "We don't have much time. I'm prioritizing clearing the gates with internal bridges to prevent breaks, but if I make even one mistake, hunters will die, and if things go really wrong, it'll be a break. You know the casualties from the last break, right?"

    "I'll hurry."

    Jaein returned to his workbench, and I left the workshop.

    "Oppa."

    Nayoung called out as I was about to head to a gate.

    "What's been going on lately? You always went to gates a lot, but you seem too busy these days. And your expression isn't good."

    Nayoung's face was full of worry. Even though I tried to hide it, it was hard to fool those close to me.

    After a brief moment of contemplation, I decided to tell everyone. After all, I would soon need Nayoung and Sangheon's strength.

    "Sangheon, can you come here for a bit? There's something I want to talk about."

    I called Sangheon and Nayoung to the workshop and told them the same story I had told Jaein.

    "Do we not have to go to the Awakened Being Management Bureau?"

    Sangheon asked cautiously.

    "Those bastards are releasing magical knowledge that we don't know. Some things would take dozens or hundreds of years to research independently on Earth. That's why the governments of various countries are extremely favorable towards them. Frankly, there might even be countries that would try to take them in even if they knew they were opening internal gates. But if I report them without concrete evidence, I might even get arrested. We need perfect evidence to go hard on them."

    My explanation seemed to have worked, as Nayoung and Sangheon also understood.

    "Sangheon, I've made some items for you, so take them."

    Jaein handed a newly made sword to Sangheon.

    "Huh? For me?"

    "You'll need it in the future. The sword itself isn't very strong, but it's made to hold more light属性. When you use a skill, it'll become harder and sharper than any other sword."

    "Thank you!"

    "This is armor with magic inscribed on it. It has some resistance to impact and magic."

    "Wow, is it my birthday today?"

    He completely forgot about the bad news from just now and was engrossed in the new items.

    "Nayoung, this is for you. Since you'll probably be in the rear a lot, it's a cloak made with a focus on magic defense and projectile defense."

    Nayoung, who had a good figure, looked good when she put on the cloak.

    "Thank you, Jaein."

    "If I had more time, I would have made better things, but we don't have much time right now."

    "Thank you for doing this much in such a short time."

    With Nayoung and Sangheon joining, preventing breaks became a little easier. It was worth the effort I had put into raising them so far.

    
      

    

    Sangheon and Nayoung were exhausted after preventing breaks for over a month. I had assigned them only easy gates and told them to hide and wait for me if it was dangerous, but clearing several times the number of gates that ordinary hunters did was physically and mentally taxing for them.

    Of course, I had cleared several times the number of gates that Nayoung and Sangheon had cleared.

    Thanks to clearing so many gates, our levels also increased.

    After finishing the daytime schedule, I started the nighttime surveillance.

    Helen and her group must be getting anxious. They had their information stolen, but not a single break had occurred.

    And just in time, the number of guards returned to the original count today. It was too much to keep that many guards on surveillance continuously. And Paul moved. He must have been quite anxious, as he moved as soon as the number of guards decreased.

    I was looking at the hotel window when a light flashed and disappeared. Thinking he was using an invisibility cloak again, I focused my mind and all five senses on my surroundings, but I couldn't see him.

    Then, I caught his scent in the wind that blew.

    "Director Yoo, keep an eye on the other two."

    I left instructions for Director Yoo and jumped off the building in the direction of the scent before he could even answer.

    At the end of the scent was a man wearing a hat pulled down low. Although his face was covered by the hat, I could see blonde hair. He must have gotten some clothes somewhere.

    I didn't even need to see his destination; it was obvious.

    There was no need to wait for him to enter the gate, so I could just grab him in a suitable place.

    He finally entered a deserted back mountain.

    There was no sign that he had noticed me.

    I put strength in my legs and instantly dashed forward, snatching his collar with my hand.

    Or at least, I thought I snatched it. I definitely swung my hand, and it felt like I touched something. And then I clenched my hand, but he disappeared.

    My acute senses detected something flying towards me from behind, so I quickly lowered my stance.

    And the space at my neck level distorted. The tree next to me twisted and fell as if it had been squeezed at my neck height.

    Space teleportation itself was rare among Earth's hunters, but distorting space to attack was something I had never heard of.

    "Who are you and why are you attacking me?"

    Paul asked, pointing the tip of a dagger at me.

    "Are you asking because you don't know? You should solve your own world's problems yourself."

    "...I don't know how you found out, but the fact that I'm here alone probably means no one else knows."

    "Why try to kill me to silence me? Richard wasn't anything special, was he?"

    "So it was you... I'll twist your limbs off."

    As the bastard drew his dagger in the air, I felt an intangible attack again. I zigzagged as I ran towards him. I swung my hand, but as expected, he teleported to evade.

    This time, I didn't relax and expanded my senses in all directions to detect where he would appear. I turned and attacked the bastard who appeared just a few meters behind me.

    Before my hand reached his neck, an invisible barrier pulled my hand and squeezed it like laundry. The bones in my fingers and wrist, which hadn't even broken when a troll stepped on them, broke and twisted.

    Just as the bastard was probably mistaken that he had won, I slammed my left fist into his side.

    "Kuh-ek!"

    I heard the sound of ribs breaking, and the bastard staggered, clutching his side, and knelt on the ground. The space distortion that had been twisting my hand also disappeared.

    "Amazing? You attack by twisting space and ignoring defense?"

    I said, looking at my twisted hand.

    "How... how could you not be cut..."

    "Huh? Were you trying to cut me?"

    I straightened my twisted fingers and wrist back into place. And then, thanks to my Regeneration skill, they returned to normal without a single wound.

    "Are you a monster, you bastard..."

    "The monster is you, who killed innocent people. Dozens died in the break incident, and at least dozens of hunters died because of your gate manipulation. If I hadn't stopped it, even more would have died."

    It pissed me off to be called a monster by a real monster.

    "No need for long words. You have your mission, and I have mine."

    The bastard got up, pointing the tip of his dagger at me. Richard looked like he was having trouble breathing due to the injury to his side, but with a desperate resolve, he drew his dagger in the air.

    Every time the dagger was swung, space distortions flew in from all directions.

    Focusing my senses, I felt the incoming attacks and leaped into the gaps. When I approached him, avoiding the attacks, he teleported away.

    It was an annoying skill. However, his teleportation distance wasn't very long to begin with, and seeing that the travel distance was gradually shortening, he was reaching his limit.

    I swung my fist again at the spot where he appeared.

    The bastard spread out a huge curtain of space in front of him and smiled. If I hit that, my body might get sucked in and twisted.

    At that moment, I also gathered an aura in my fist and shot it forward, then pulled my fist back.

    The shot vitality and the bastard's space curtain collided, and a deafening roar and shockwave that seemed to tear the air swept in all directions.

    I covered my face with my arms and lowered my body to withstand the impact.

    The impact was so great that my body was pushed back, and Paul was thrown back and hit a tree.

    "Damn it... I can't die again..."

    When I got closer, I was relieved to see that he wasn't dead, but he was in terrible shape. First, I pried open his mouth and pulled out a differently colored molar.

    Then, I took out a potion from my pocket and fed it to him.

    If he died, there was nothing I could do, but I hoped he would live.

    After taking all his items, I put Paul over my shoulder and returned to the workshop.

    
      

    

    I moved the bastard to the basement of the workshop. The tenacious bastard's face was a mess and his limbs were broken, but he wasn't dead.

    "No one is allowed down here from now on. I'll take full responsibility if any problems arise later."

    From now on, I had to extract information from him, even if it meant torture. If things went wrong, we could all get caught.

    "President, we've come this far, there's no turning back."

    "I'll say Hyung threatened me."

    "Sangheon..."

    Nayoung glared at Sangheon.

    "Just kidding, just kidding. Hahahaha."

    "Why doesn't it sound like a joke...? Brother, don't leave us out. We're all in this together now."

    My heart warmed seeing that everyone was prepared. I had colleagues in my past life too, but everyone was struggling to survive day by day, so our relationships weren't this close.

    "Thank you. But it's okay for now. I'll go down first."

    There was no need to show them such a gruesome sight.

    I sent everyone out and closed the basement door.

  

    I had no intention of resorting to brute physical torture from the start, so I asked questions and tried to discern lies by reading his heart rate and facial expressions.

    However, I had never seen someone maintain such composure. Whether he had received special training or not, his expression and heart rate didn't change no matter what I asked.

    I had no choice but to inflict physical pain, but his will was so strong that it had no effect.

    "Can I try?"

    Nayoung asked as I came out of the basement with a dark expression.

    "You have the Nightmare skill, right? Wouldn't that work?"

    Since he had a strong mental fortitude, a method to shake that mind didn't sound bad. It was incredibly difficult even when I experienced it. In my past life, it endlessly showed me the memory of being stabbed to death by a Death Knight, and even though I knew it was an illusion, it caused me real extreme fear.

    If it was this bad even for me, who had resistance to mental attacks, I was curious how it would affect that bastard.

    "I'll try."

    Nayoung held out her wand towards him.

    The skill activated, and a dark aura enveloped his head.

    The bound bastard glared at us, then his eyes changed as if black clouds had gathered in them, and his face turned pale as he sweated.

    "Ah... no! This can't be! No! Get away from me! You god of destruction!"

    The bastard, who hadn't even cried out when I broke his fingers, screamed at the top of his lungs.

    "Aaaah!! Aaaah!!"

    The bastard thrashed around like someone being eaten alive by a monster. And then he started convulsing.

    "Nayoung!"

    Nayoung stopped the skill.

    "No... I made it weaker than when I used it on brother..."

    Nayoung was also quite surprised by the reaction of the first opponent she had used it on.

    "The effect is amazing."

    I slapped Paul across the face to wake him up.

    "Did you sleep well?"

    "Huh... what did you do?"

    "Want to dream again? Or will you talk? Just so you know, I won't stop this time."

    The bastard closed his mouth. But his eyes were shaking.

    "Nayoung, again."

    Nightmare was cast again, and the bastard's seizures continued.

    
      

    

    After several hours of Nightmare, the bastard was completely out of it. His hair fell out in clumps, and his face turned ashen, showing just how much fear and stress he had endured. He looked like he had aged decades in just a few hours. I was impressed by the will of the bastard who had endured until this point.

    "You call that a bridge gate, right? You guys opened it with this item, so you should be able to close it with this too, right?"

    "If you inject mana into the control unit and activate it, you can close the opened bridge."

    Having lost the will to resist, the bastard answered obediently.

    "Did you guys also come over through the bridge? Are there more people coming?"

    "If Helen uses this item at a gate on Earth, a bridge opens, and monsters come over to Earth. However, travel between Earth and Tellus is impossible without Helen. You need a master of space teleportation magic."

    "Master?"

    "A master is someone who has mastered that field. There are only a few masters in the entire empire. Helen is the best in Tellus when it comes to space magic, even if her combat power is unknown. Helen was also the one who discovered the existence of this place called Earth. No one other than Helen can open the gates."

    It seemed that there were several countries, just like on Earth.

    "A master would be similar to an S-rank hunter, I guess."

    "At least that. Masters are stronger than S-rank hunters."

    The bastard smirked. He suddenly seemed proud of his own world.

    "If there are so many capable people, why did you try to send monsters our way?"

    "It's not different for us; monsters also come out of gates. However, we don't have as many combat-capable personnel as you do. Capable warriors and mages are using their power, but Tellus's will was gradually collapsing against the invasion."

    "Tellus wasn't a star's name? What do you mean by will?"

    "Earthlings know nothing about the God of Destruction..."

    "God of Destruction?"

    "The God of Destruction is an entity that devours stars. The monsters that come out of the gates are also things controlled by it. And the gates created by the God of Destruction are directly connected to the God of Destruction's domain. However, the will of the planet created a buffer zone inside the gate, allowing only a portion of the enemy to come through. If there was no buffer zone, it would always be like a break had occurred."

    "Huh..."

    "Didn't you find it strange that gates appeared near populated areas?"

    "We thought it was because the monsters wanted to kill more humans."

    "No. The will of the star is telling you to stop the God of Destruction. Where the surrounding people are massacred by a gate, the gate disappears and reappears in another populated area."

    Thinking about how gates disappeared within North Korea and increased in South Korea and China, the story made sense. Until now, I had only thought they disappeared because the area had been conquered.

    "The planet's power is limited. Earth is a relatively new star, so its power is overflowing. That's probably why it can even create beings like you. On the other hand, Tellus's power, which has been blocking the God of Destruction's invasion for a long time, has already weakened. The more gates increase, the more breaks occur, the weaker it becomes, so it's a continuous vicious cycle."

    "So you dumped it on our land? Isn't that just buying time?"

    "...We were trying to find another way in the meantime."

    "Ah, and is there a reason why you came at this point? Did Helen discover Earth by developing a new technology?"

    I was curious how they had arrived earlier than they were supposed to. I couldn't directly ask why they had come so early when they were supposed to come several years later, so I asked indirectly.

    "Helen said that when you clear a gate, a spatial rift occurs. I don't know what that is. We were experimenting randomly, and one of those times was successful."

    My clearing the gate had changed the clearing timing from my past life and seemed to have affected their experiments.

    "Brother... shouldn't other people know about this?"

    "Yeah, we need to tell them."

    The value of this information was too great. The whole world needed to know this.

    "Then, let's close just one bridge gate and call the director."

    Since I had kidnapped and tortured a national guest, I needed verification of the information I had obtained now to avoid getting arrested.

    "Get up."

    I put Paul, whose hands were tied behind his back, into the car.

    The bastard had already lost the will to fight and had his head bowed low.

    I had Sangheon drive, and I sat in the back with the bastard.

    "You said a master is stronger than an S-rank hunter, right? Then, conversely, haven't you guys thought about attacking the God of Destruction?"

    "Hah... why wouldn't we have? Several countries joined forces in the past and sent masters and hundreds of warriors and mages who assisted them several times."

    "Judging by the fact that Helen and your group came, it must have been a failure."

    "That's right. We only lost valuable masters."

    "What is the God of Destruction's identity? Is it really a god? Can it be defeated?"

    "We don't know anything more than what I've already told you. Because no one has returned."

    They had been using mana and magic before us, so they possessed a lot of knowledge. Unlike us, who unknowingly used the abilities of the awakened, which had only bloomed twenty years ago according to the will of Earth, they used them as skills.

    However, even they didn't know the exact identity of the God of Destruction. It seemed they had only learned after long research that it was a powerful being capable of interfering with the will of the stars.

    The car became quiet. I had obtained a lot of information today, but there wasn't much hopeful news. If Earth's will weakened, the invasion would eventually happen sooner. With so few S-rank hunters, the chances of Earth succeeding in a counterattack that Tellus had failed at seemed extremely low.

    Lost in thought, we arrived at the gate. Since I had cleared it, I had the access rights until it reset.

    I went inside with the bastard and stood in front of the bridge gate.

    "Jaein, try it."

    Jaein manipulated the device as Paul had instructed.

    "Mana... how do I inject it?"

    "You have so much mana, and you can't even do something this basic?"

    It was difficult for us, who used power like a skill, to understand.

    "If you can't feel and control the flow of mana, the item won't work."

    "Like this?"

    I emitted vitality from the palm of my hand.

    "That's aura. Are you showing off your strength? If you put it near it, the item will break. I said inject mana! How can you not do this?"

    I suddenly found myself in a lecture.

    "Like this?"

    A purplish-black aura flickered at the end of Nayoung's wand.

    "Hmm... mana of an ominous color. But, yes, that's right."

    In the end, Nayoung, who had a talent for magic, ended up operating the item. Maybe Jaein could do it too if he trained later.

    Paul told Nayoung the detailed operating methods.

    "You better hope this works properly."

    When I pressured Paul, he nodded lightly. He seemed to have already given up on everything.

    "Then, I'll start."

    Nayoung sat down in front of the device and began to operate it.

    "We shouldn't have brought such vermin."

    As soon as Nayoung started operating it, I turned my head at the woman's voice from behind. Helen and the dwarf Adam were standing there.

    "It was our mistake to have expectations for a different race."

    Adam shook his head and chimed in at Helen's words.

    "Heh... Helen, Adam. I..."

    Helen looked at Paul and drew her hand in the air.

    The warning from my acute senses made me kick Paul backward.

    And the space where Paul's head had been distorted.

    I had kicked him in a hurry, so I couldn't control my strength. Paul flew away after being hit by me and lost consciousness.

    Paul had swung a dagger, but Helen merely waved her hand lightly in the air as if conducting, twisting space.

    "Are you using the same technique as Paul?"

    "The same technique? I taught him. Even then, he can't even imitate it properly without the dagger I made for him. Just like most of your race, he has no talent. But... why did you save him?"

    "I still have many questions. I can't let him die."

    "Foolish. Do you really think you have a tomorrow?"

    "We'll have to see."

    As soon as I finished speaking, I rushed at Adam. It was better to deal with Adam, who seemed weaker than Helen, first and then focus on Helen.

    Adam reflexively raised his axe, but I was faster.

    Just before my hand crushed Adam's head, a barrier appeared in front of him. My right hand was sucked into it, and from my hand to below my shoulder, it was twisted like squeezed laundry. It was definitely a power that couldn't be compared to Paul's.

    While my one hand was blocked, Adam's axe swung horizontally.

    With my right arm twisted, I struck down on the axe with my left hand and kicked Adam's side with my right foot.

    Adam flew back from the impact and rolled on the ground several times before stopping.

    Judging by the cracking sound from his side, at least a few of his bones were broken. Adam was incapacitated.

    "It's surprising that your arm wasn't cut off, but can't you feel pain? To attack in that state..."

    Moving forcefully while my arm was caught caused my shoulder to twist as well.

    "It's surprising, but that's all it is."

    Helen waved her hand, and my acute senses sent a warning again.

    Thwack.

    "Alright. Then you won't die."

    I infused vitality into my hand blade and cut off my right arm, which was caught in the space distortion.

    " Brother !!"

    "Hyung!"

    The two of them approached me.

    "Don't come closer! You can't see the attacks. Take Paul and get out of the gate."

    As long as I couldn't block everything, they would only be a hindrance if they were close.

    "Do you think I'll let you escape?"

    The moment Helen raised her hand towards the two of them, I picked up Adam's axe and threw it. The axe was blocked in front of Helen and crumpled.

    "Impudent..."

    Helen's expression was distorted. But her gaze returned to me.

  

    "Sangheon, take Nayoung and Paul and fall back."

    No matter how much their levels had risen and what items they possessed, the two D-ranks wouldn't be of any help right now. In fact, I wasn't sure if I could stand against this elf who was called a master. However, retreating wasn't an option.

    Sangheon bit his lip, looking resentful. Then he slung Paul over his shoulder and pulled Nayoung back. Nayoung, knowing she would be no help, retreated with tears in her eyes.

    "Either way, you won't leave this place alive. After I deal with you, I'll bring in not just a small force like this time, but a much larger army and kill all those who dare interfere with the bridge's creation."

    "Are you going to destroy us to save your world?"

    "Why should I worry about a primitive civilization that can't even use magic properly? It might be impossible for you, but given enough time, we can even defeat the God of Destruction."

    "Don't think we'll just meekly accept our fate according to your circumstances."

    Confirming that Nayoung and Sangheon had retreated, I charged at Helen.

    As Helen swished her hand in the air, dozens of invisible spatial distortions aimed at me were created. Their power, number, and reaction speed were several times greater than Paul's.

    However, I could tell where the attacks were coming from through Helen's hand gestures, gaze, and my acute senses.

    Even as I moved at high speed, finding gaps in the pouring attacks, Helen didn't lose sight of me and scattered dozens of spatial distortions in my path.

    The speed at which I dodged in a zigzag pattern was so fast that dust clouds rose in my wake.

    And finally, I reached right in front of Helen and swung my aura-covered fist at her face.

    Something felt ominous. Helen was staring intently at my oncoming fist. She didn't seem surprised, so why wasn't she dodging?

    At that moment, my body was pulled back as if someone had grabbed me, and my fist tore through empty air.

    Looking down in pain, my right foot was horribly crushed.

    "You're quite fast. But that's not enough to reach me."

    Helen raised her hand again to finish me off.

    Pulling with force on my right foot, which was caught in the distortion, I instantly regenerated my severed right hand and swung it.

    Even Helen seemed surprised by this, as her eyes widened. And a spherical barrier formed around Helen. Just like with Paul, I gathered aura in my fist and shot it out.

    The shot aura collided with the barrier and exploded, but unlike with Paul, the impact of the explosion only spread outside the barrier, and Helen suffered no damage at all. Her skill level was indeed different from Paul's.

    "Such tenacious life force. Such rapid regeneration. You're like a lizard."

    Helen looked down at me, floating haughtily within her barrier.

    "Damn it..."

    "Don't worry. All the humans on Earth will follow you soon enough."

    As Helen swung her hand, spatial distortions formed on my arms and legs, and my body began to be squeezed.

    I couldn't die like this. I had to think of a way. Fortunately, the bastard was toying with me and hadn't twisted my neck in one go. My mind raced.

    'Ah... that's...'

    And I saw an opening.

    Using the lung capacity I had trained in the deep sea, I took a deep breath and turned the blood in my mouth into a mist, spraying it at Helen.

    "What filthy!"

    But as expected, it was blocked by the spatial barrier and fell around Helen.

    "I was going to vent a little, but this is enough. Die."

    Helen pulled her hand back for a final attack.

    "Cough..."

    And then Helen coughed up blood.

    "What is... this..."

    The spatial distortions that had been squeezing my limbs disappeared.

    "What do you think? It's poison."

    Falling to the ground, I put strength in my hands and feet and regenerated them to their original state.

    "I... I should have blocked it all..."

    "There was dust on your pants."

    "Du... dust?"

    She had an expression that said, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

    "When my attack hit the barrier earlier, the dust that flew up must have gotten in. I knew it wasn't completely sealed off. And if it was completely sealed off, you wouldn't be able to breathe or talk to me. And it was a gamble whether even a minuscule amount of atomized deadly poisonous blood would get through that gap, but it was a success."

    "You vermin..."

    "Exactly. I survived because you didn't attack with full force from the beginning, thinking I was just vermin. Thanks to you, I've used all my tricks."

    Helen collapsed on the ground.

    "If you surrender quietly, I'll spare your life."

    Helen's information was very valuable.

    "Me... me... do you think I'll die like this?!"

    She screamed, even while vomiting blood. Having inhaled poison that I had increased to its extreme potency, it wouldn't have been strange if she had died or fainted immediately, yet she was enduring like this; her physique and mental strength were extraordinary.

    Thinking she might recover, I reached out to restrain her.

    "Rather than be caught... I'll die!"

    Helen grabbed the large yellow gem embedded in the center of her necklace. At that moment, light poured out from the bridge gate and showered Helen's body.

    A strange phenomenon occurred, and I leaped back to create distance.

    The fallen Helen slowly floated into the air.

    "Because of you... everything has gone wrong. If we had just a little more time, we could have developed the power to fight the God of Destruction."

    Helen's skin cracked like parched earth in a drought, and light poured out from the gaps. It looked as if her body was being filled with light and breaking because it couldn't withstand it.

    "Why are you trying to buy your time with our lives? Instead of that, why don't you go and attack the God of Destruction directly right now?"

    "Foolish human. Don't you understand that Earth can only survive if we win?"

    "What if we all die in the meantime?"

    "That can't be helped. But it's all over now. Still, I'll at least take you with me as a companion."

    "Have you forgotten what happened just a moment ago?"

    "Can't you see this light? I am invincible, receiving infinite mana from Tellus."

    "You look like you're about to die soon?"

    "Yes. I'm about to die. After living for hundreds of years, to be defeated by the likes of you... But dealing with you before that is an easy task."

    Helen raised her hand.

    And I turned around and ran with all my might.

    "Huh...?"

    Helen stared blankly as I ran away.

    "Y... you! Don't run away!"

    Helen screamed, but there was no reason to listen to the words of someone who was about to die. How stupid of her to say all that.

    Helen's attack flew towards me from behind.

    I ran at top speed, dodging the attacks and increasing the distance between Helen and me.

    At that moment, I felt a spatial distortion in front of me. I abruptly braked, skidding across the ground to stop my body.

    And Helen appeared from that space. Paul could only move a few meters, but Helen had moved hundreds of meters.

    I turned my body in the opposite direction and ran.

    "You little rat!"

    Helen stopped the spatial distortion and unleashed a crude barrage of energy that looked like aura from both hands. The unrefined energy mass snaked out like dozens of lightning bolts.

    It was the opposite of the exquisitely refined and even beautiful slash of Hunter Jung Minki, but the power of the attack that looked like lightning bolts was incomparable to mere lightning. Where the lightning bolts struck, rocks were shattered and the ground was overturned. It was a power that was on a different level from the wide-area magic of the A-rank mage who had come to hunt the troll a while ago.

    I focused my mind and watched the attacks pouring in from all directions. Time seemed to slow down. I looked around for an opening and ran towards it.

    Dodging in a zigzag pattern, I avoided all the large attacks, but I couldn't dodge all the attacks that rained down like a storm. A small branch of a large lightning bolt grazed me, and the flesh on my shoulder and back burst open.

    It was abnormally destructive. Helen was receiving that infinite energy with her whole body, so she definitely wouldn't last long.

    Just a little more... I ran, tearing the muscles that had evolved several times beyond human limits, thinking that if I endured just a little longer, I could win. Despite having the Strong Mental Fortitude skill, I felt pain all over my body, but it wasn't as bad as the pain I had experienced in the submarine.

    I was regenerating the torn parts of my body, but before they could fully regenerate, another attack grazed my arm, leaving it tattered. It was clear that if I took a direct hit, I wouldn't even leave behind fragments.

    I gritted my teeth until they felt like they would break and put strength in my legs. Forgetting to breathe, I dodged the attacks at the fastest speed possible, desperately fleeing from Helen.

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    A welcome boost to my abilities. I pushed my speed even further.

    "Aaaaaah!!"

    Helen screamed, enraged to the point of madness as she watched me run back and forth.

    And lightning poured down more intensely than ever before. The lightning that filled the sky was a spectacle. If it wasn't falling on me, I would have wanted to watch it slowly.

    Until now, I had somehow found even small openings to dodge, but the lightning that was pouring down now completely surrounded me.

    I couldn't see an opening.

    I curled my body into a ball and defended with aura. I tightly closed my eyes and braced for the impact, hoping I wouldn't die.

    "Kyaaaaaa!!!!"

    There was no impact on my body, and I abruptly raised my head at Helen's scream.

    Nayoung and Sangheon, whom I had told to run away, had returned. Nayoung was holding her wand. Helen's skin was peeling off, and the attacks she had poured onto me were scattered, revealing an opening.

    As I evaded, I saw Helen's eyes had become cloudy, as if she had been hit by Blind, and her attacks were spreading in all directions. To cast Blind and Corruption at the same time, I didn't know when she had become capable of double casting.

    Even as her skin peeled off, Helen was wildly scattering attacks in all directions. A mage of Helen's caliber could probably block mental attacks, but perhaps because her mind was on the verge of collapse, she couldn't resist Nayoung's Blind.

    "Die, all of you!"

    The problem was that even if I couldn't see them, those crazy attacks were spreading everywhere.

    Bundles of overflowing energy shot out in all directions. The density of those coming towards me had definitely decreased, but those energy bundles were also heading towards Nayoung and Sangheon.

    Sangheon was protecting Nayoung with a trembling hand holding his sword. A small strand of lightning flew towards Sangheon. Sangheon blocked it with his sword, but as it split, a small strand curved and hit his armor. Sangheon writhed in pain, but he didn't die. If it hadn't been the armor Jaein made, he probably would have died just from being grazed.

    There was no time. I kicked off the ground and charged at Helen. There was no opening to attack when she was focused on me, but it was different now.

    Running at full speed, I blasted aura from the soles of my feet. Using the propulsion from my feet, I shot my body straight towards Helen. I intended to use all my vitality without thinking about conserving it. If this failed, there was no turning back.

    Lightning was randomly pouring down, tearing apart various parts of my body.

    And I gathered all the remaining vitality in my right fist, created an aura, and thrust it into the center of Helen's chest. At that moment, Nayoung's Blind and Corruption also wore off.

    Helen, who hadn't noticed my approach, only lowered her head and looked at my arm piercing through her chest after my fist had been driven into her heart.

    My appearance, having been hit by lightning, was also a mess. Half of my face was burned, and there wasn't a single unscathed spot on my entire body.

    Crack.

    A large vertical crack split Helen's right forehead, passed through her eye, and reached her chin, and light poured out along with a glowing liquid. Starting with that, cracks appeared all over her body, and glowing liquid and light poured out.

    "I... the empire... will protec..."

    The light that had been pouring onto Helen from the gate stopped.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your level has increased.]

    The glowing liquid that had been coming from Helen's body just a moment ago lost its light and stained the ground red. It was Helen's blood. Her bloodied and collapsed figure bore no resemblance to her beautiful living form.

    It was a fitting end for an elf who had tried to commit mass murder to save her own kind.

  

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk..."

    "Yes."

    "You said you happened to discover Paul Alexis committing a terrorist act inside the gate? Why didn't you inform us sooner?"

    Director Baek Youngshin asked, sitting across from me in the interrogation room.

    "If I had told you, would you have believed my words without evidence and detained the other worlders?"

    "Even if we had believed you, there probably wouldn't have been much we could do. Understood. Hooo..."

    Director Baek Youngshin looked several years older these days due to stress.

    "However, the situation isn't good."

    It was understandable, considering a mere hunter had killed a state guest who was receiving worldwide attention.

    "I know. But there should be enough evidence now, right? That they were intentionally causing the gate break incidents. And that it would endanger not only Korea but the entire world."

    With Paul's testimony and the items, the information was already overflowing.

    "Foreign governments believe we are manipulating information and trying to monopolize the other worlders."

    "Then, why don't you just disclose the information you obtained?"

    "We did. The problem is they don't believe us. Or maybe they're pretending not to believe us. They are strongly demanding that we hand over the items and Paul."

    "That's something the government has to handle. But aren't you going to close the gate?"

    "The gate... we have to close it..."

    "Then, I can go now, right?"

    Even the Awakened Being Management Bureau couldn't hold me for long. The reason was that Jaein, who understood the most about the items that could close the bridge gate, and Nayoung, who could operate the items with her delicate mana control, had declared that they wouldn't work while I was detained.

    On the other hand, the government would be very uneasy about entrusting the operation of the bridge gate generator to Paul. If he had a bad intention and played some trick, everything would be over.

    "Yes, you may go. Before that, there are a few things I need to tell you. First, the Awakened Being Management Bureau has decided to award Hunter Lee Jisuk for preventing the catastrophe. We will contact you again later regarding the schedule."

    Director Baek Youngshin closed the file in front of him and looked at me.

    "I apologize for saying unpleasant things, given my position. But I hope you know that I and many officials of the Awakened Being Management Bureau are deeply grateful to Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    "I know."

    "In accordance with Hunter Lee Jisuk's achievements, we will also raise your hunter rank to A-rank. Lastly, Hunter Lee Jisuk. Please... next time, tell us first. We will believe you."

    The director spoke as if he was about to cry. He must be having a really hard time.

    "Yes. Then, see you later, Director."

    I stood up from my seat.

    
      

    

    "Brother!"

    Nayoung, who had been waiting outside, ran and hugged me as soon as I came out.

    "Thank you. For worrying about me."

    "No, how can you say that after risking your life to protect us!"

    Now that I was out and she was relieved, she directed her anger at the Awakened Being Management Bureau.

    "It's okay. The director is just doing his job."

    "Hyung, if you had been held any longer, Noona might have stormed in."

    "Hahaha."

    "Hyung, I'm not joking. She was making plans."

    Sangheon said seriously when I laughed.

    "Ahem... Nayoung, you shouldn't do that?"

    Nayoung nodded.

    They say it's scary when a kind person gets angry, and it seems like she wouldn't have been able to stop if she got mad. Because of my memories from my past life, I also thought that if I had been held any longer, she might have really stormed in.

    If that had happened, we would have become runaway villains without a doubt. I pictured myself and Nayoung as villains in this world. Even my dark outfit looked villainous.

    "Let's close the gate now."

    "Brother, why are you so enthusiastic?"

    "Huh? About what?"

    "You seem full of a sense of duty to save the world."

    "I'm just trying to make myself and the people around me live happily."

    "With Brother's abilities, you could already live happily without working so hard, right?"

    Nayoung, who didn't know the future, might see it that way. I was already an A-rank hunter, and Regen, which I had established, was growing day by day.

    However, I couldn't be satisfied here. I shouldn't be satisfied. What I had achieved so far was just a sandcastle that would easily collapse in the face of what was to come.

    If I hadn't stopped Helen this time, there would have been no future for Earth. Because a single event could lead to such a result, I had no choice but to keep moving forward.

    "I'll take it easy from now on."

    Since I had no intention of talking about the future anyway, I just glossed over it.

    "Jaein, let's close the gate now."

    "Yes. But let's not close it."

    "Yes? What are you talking about?"

    What was he saying? I thought I had explained enough about what would happen if we left it open.

    "Instead of closing it, let's reverse it."

    "Reverse it?"

    "Thanks to Paul telling us how to operate it, I finished analyzing the item quickly. According to the theory, we can reverse the gate, which is a one-way street to Earth, into a one-way street to Tellus."

    "You mean, instead of monsters from Tellus coming to us, Earth's monsters will go to Tellus? Can that be done?"

    "The Awakened Being Management Bureau researchers and I checked it two or three times. It's possible."

    "If that happens... the burden on our side's gates will definitely decrease."

    "Exactly. And Tellus will also be busy, so we can reduce any potential additional threats from Tellus."

    "But if we reverse it, won't they just reverse it back on their side?"

    "They can't because they don't have the item. According to Paul, there are no more space teleportation mages, especially master-level ones who can create items or magic like this. Helen apparently felt like she just got lucky."

    Jaein's idea was conveyed, and a heated discussion followed between the Awakened Being Management Bureau and representatives from various countries. There were opinions that it was dangerous and should be completely blocked, and opinions that we had been wronged and should retaliate.

    Then, someone suggested that if this gate was closed, the path to Tellus might be completely blocked. Tellus was seen as a land of gold from Earth's perspective. They coveted the magic technology that was far more developed there.

    In the end, the opinion to reverse it was gathered, ostensibly to protect Earth, but secretly for profit.

    And finally, the day came to reverse the bridge gate.

    We chose a bridge gate that was about to reset among those scattered throughout the country.

    Everyone was surprised that Helen's group had tampered with more gates than expected. They had apparently done a lot of work before contacting the Korean government, and they had contacted the government themselves to avoid suspicion when they were noticed.

    In preparation for the possibility of Tellus soldiers or monsters coming out of the gate, Korea's main forces and two S-rank hunters from the World Hunter Union participated.

    "Excuse me."

    The interpreter approached Director Baek Youngshin.

    "Our hunter is asking when we're going to start?"

    The interpreter pointed behind him, where the Japanese S-rank hunter Takahashi was standing with one leg propped up.

    Covering one eye with his bangs, looking suspiciously like a chuunibyou, he had two of his beloved handguns strapped to his waist.

    "We'll start soon."

    The director sent the annoying interpreter away and looked at Nayoung.

    Nayoung nodded and reached out to the item installed on the ground.

    "I'll start."

    Mana was drawn out like threads and connected to the item.

    I could finally see it. I hadn't been able to see it before, but after listening to Paul's explanation and training for several days, I could now see the flow of mana.

    I had learned the operation of mana from Paul and taught it to dozens of hunters, but only Nayoung, Jaein, and Hunter Jung Minki could precisely control mana enough to adjust the bridge gate generator.

    Several other hunters, including myself, knew how to unleash mana or energy crudely, but we couldn't release mana as delicately as threads.

    Earth and Tellus had different mana concentrations. Paul said that people who grew up in an environment with high mana concentration had different internal structures and also differences in talent. It was a part that needed further research in the future.

    In the end, among the three who could control mana, Hunter Jung Minki had to provide security, and Jaein was excluded because although he could control it, his mana amount was small. Ultimately, Nayoung, who was the most suitable for this task, ended up operating the item.

    Light shot out from the item that Nayoung activated and was sucked into the gate.

    Dozens of elite hunters silently placed their hands on their weapons and watched the gate.

    And then the gate shuddered greatly once, and the light stopped.

    "Is it... done?"

    "It doesn't look like anything changed?"

    The hunters murmured. The light shooting out from the item had stopped, but the shape of the gate hadn't changed.

    "It should be done. Theoretically."

    Jaein said with a confident look.

    "There's an hour left until the gate resets, right? If no monsters come out after the reset time, then it's a success."

    The people who had been waiting with bated breath, wondering what would happen, suddenly relaxed at Jaein's words.

    Now we just had to wait an hour.

    At that moment, Hunter Jung Minki approached.

    "I heard you fought an elf named Helen?"

    "Yes."

    "I think Helen was said to be about as strong as an S-rank hunter? To defeat such an opponent, you must be amazing?"

    "It was because my opponent underestimated me and was careless."

    "Drawing out carelessness is also a skill. You're very impressive. How about we spar sometime later?"

    "I'll have to decline since I'm not confident in dodging the sword that sliced the troll's neck."

    "Hmm... it seems your abilities go beyond what I can see."

    Hunter Jung Minki looked at my face intently, which made me feel uneasy.

    "You don't have a guild, do you? Would you like to join our guild?"

    "The Rose Guild?"

    Many people made fun of the guild name Rose, but Jung Minki's daughter's name was Jung Jangmi  Rose Jung. The story of how the famously doting father Jung Minki threatened his colleagues that he wouldn't start the guild if it wasn't named after his daughter was quite famous among hunters.

    "Yeah."

    "Hmm... I'm sorry, but I'll have to refuse."

    "Why?"

    "I already have friends I work with."

    I pointed to Nayoung, Sangheon, and Jaein.

    "I'll get all of them to join."

    Hunter Jung Minki glanced at the three of them and said casually, as if buying something at a convenience store.

    "That's a generous offer."

    "It's not difficult to find work for hunters these days. Especially if they're all talented hunters."

    He must have grasped our abilities to some extent by now. Since it was Korea's strongest guild, we would definitely receive the best treatment in Korea if we joined the Rose Guild.

    "Still, I'll have to decline. I want to move freely."

    While a guild would help with growth in many ways, I already knew the direction of my growth. Since I also had Jaein, who made items for me, a guild wasn't that significant.

    "Tell me anytime if you change your mind."

    "Yes. Thank you."

    Whatever the reason, it wasn't a bad thing that an S-rank hunter had a favorable impression of me.

    Suddenly, a memory from my past life came to mind. Although I hadn't seen it directly, I had heard that in my past life, he had fought on the front lines until the very end and died in battle. This time, we would fight together and watch each other's backs, and both of us would survive.

    An hour passed while I talked with various people.

    "Reset countdown begins. 10... 9... 3... 2... 1!"

    The Awakened Being Management Bureau official's countdown ended, but nothing happened. Everyone looked around.

    "Wa... was it a success?"

  

    "The monsters aren't... coming out?"

    The law that new monsters would appear from the gate after a certain amount of time had never been broken before.

    "Did the monsters in Sector 2 appear?"

    "No monster appeared in Sector 2."

    "No monster appeared in Sector 4."

    Hunters scattered throughout the gates reported through their communication devices. Monsters didn't appear anywhere.

    "It's a success!"

    Someone shouted first, and then everyone cheered.

    Even Jaein, who had been so confident, wiped away sweat, probably having been a little nervous himself.

    With this, Korea had moved one step further away from the danger of gate breaks.

    
      

    

    Even after the Awakened Being Management Bureau waited for several days at the location where the bridge gate had been reversed, no monsters appeared.

    Relieved by the successful first experiment, they sequentially reversed the other gates. It felt a bit rushed, but even now, monsters that would go to Tellus were pouring out of the bridge gates. It was an unavoidable choice for the Korean government, which was suffering from a shortage of manpower.

    The reversed gates either didn't reset at all, or even if monsters did appear, their numbers plummeted to less than half.

    "Nineteen long years since the gates opened! Finally, we have taken a step closer to the complete understanding of the gates!"

    The host said in an excited voice on a debate program about the bridge gate reversal.

    "Isn't that an exaggeration? Only 43 gates have been reversed. That's only 10 percent of the 400 gates in Korea."

    One of the pessimists, a university professor, said arrogantly as he sat down.

    "You don't know what rank those 45 gates are, do you? They're all B, C, and D ranks. If you limit it to B, C, and D ranks, it's not 10 percent but 50 percent."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol, who taught the history of gates and awakened beings at the academy, objected to the numbers presented by the pessimistic professor.

    "What does that matter? It's still only 10 percent overall, isn't it?"

    "It matters. Everyone knows that Korea lacks C-rank or higher hunters compared to its population. That means hunters were pushing themselves to the limit to prevent breaks. With this incident, if the hunter death rate inside gates decreases, Korea's hunter base will become stronger, and that will lead to a reduction in the risk of breaks."

    The professor who had been voicing pessimism had a dissatisfied expression at Professor Lee Mu-yeol's pointed words but couldn't open his mouth.

    "Furthermore, this is just the beginning. Researching this technology can help in identifying the cause of the gates."

    Professor Lee Mu-yeol said confidently. For those who had directly experienced the initial gate disasters, this incident held great significance.

    People were happy about the news of the gate reduction. It meant fewer disasters.

    However, before long, an unexpected side effect appeared.

    The work for C-rank or higher hunters was cut in half. C-rank or higher hunters, whose income suddenly decreased, increasingly cleared D, E, and F-rank gates multiple times, which were lower than their rank. This had an even greater impact on the livelihoods of the numerically larger group of D-rank and lower hunters.

    Just 10 percent of the total gates had caused a major ripple effect in the hunter industry. There was no direct and immediate benefit for the public or the hunters from the reduction in gates. It was just a decrease in future anxiety. However, the decrease in the number of gates not only brought direct disadvantages to the hunters but also had a significant impact on the Korean economy.

    I hadn't thought about this before stopping Helen. No, rather than thinking about it, I hadn't done it. If I hadn't stopped her, the world would have been destroyed, so there was no reason or time to weigh the pros and cons.

    
      

    

    "Hyung, did you see the announcement?"

    "Restoration of North Korean territory?"

    "That's right. The Awakened Being Management Bureau seems to have used their heads. Since the hunters who lost work might go abroad, they're giving them work and fulfilling a long-cherished wish, right?"

    "That's true. At the current pace, it would take decades to restore the territory."

    Most of North Korea's area was mountainous, and monsters were spread deep within those mountains. For Korean hunters alone to hunt those monsters and establish a new border system was a massive project that would require pouring in infinite amounts of money and time.

    However, the potential gains were also significant. Not only the magic stones and materials from the monsters but also the raw materials from North Korea could be extracted.

    "The compensation and conditions are good too, right? With that many people moving, it won't be dangerous, and if Hyung goes, it'll be very safe, right?"

    To quell the dissatisfaction of the hunters, the government and the Awakened Being Management Bureau chose a different method than the usual subjugation missions. Hunters hired separately by the Awakened Being Management Bureau and collection agents would also be responsible for collecting the magic stones and byproducts hunted in the North Korean mission. Hunters would just have to hunt without worry and leave markers, which would speed up the hunting. Hwagok Collection Agency, which had seen a recent decrease in work, also participated in this as an outsourcing company.

    "You're taking a long time to ask me to go with you. Even if you didn't say it like that, I was going to go anyway. I'm already getting flak in the hunter industry for reversing the gates and going through so many gates, so I should take a break from Korean gates for a while."

    For a while after the incident, I was a hero who had prevented a near-catastrophic gate situation. But before long, negative public opinion about me was slowly rising. I didn't care much, but there was no need to deliberately incur public hatred.

    "What about Noona?"

    "Of course, I'm going. I already applied."

    Nayoung was being treated very well these days. This was because she was one of the few hunters who had a powerful wide-area attack skill and could cast a wide-area control skill that incapacitated monsters. The money she received from subjugation missions was more than mine, even though I was A-rank.

    Thanks to her many achievements over the past few months, Nayoung's rank had also risen to B-rank. Sangheon, who had become C-rank, had been overtaken by Nayoung, but he didn't seem dissatisfied since Nayoung was so far beyond the norm.

    "Ah, and I'm going to take a few more people with me."

    "Who?"

    Sangheon and Nayoung tilted their heads, wondering who else there was.

    
      

    

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk... are we really going too?"

    On the morning of the day we were to go on the North Korean territory restoration subjugation mission, Yoo Hyung-bin, the boss of the private investigation agency, hunched his large frame as much as possible and spoke in a subdued manner.

    "Of course, you're going. You need to become somewhat useful for me to have a place to use you. What use are you if all you do is watch from afar?"

    I had brought all the members of the Hyeonseong Private Investigation Agency.

    They all had ambiguous abilities, so they said they ran a private investigation agency because they couldn't work as hunters. However, combining my memories from my past life and the information about mana manipulation I had heard from Paul, I knew that anyone had the potential for development.

    Of course, there was no way that everyone could become an A-rank hunter just by training a bit. Their abilities might not develop at all. But you wouldn't know unless you tried. You had to scratch a lottery ticket to win, right?

    "If I work like a dog, you'll become somewhat useful."

    "No... would that really improve our abilities?"

    Sangheon and Nayoung had said the same thing.

    "You haven't even tried it, have you? I'll also make you a lot of money, so just follow me quietly."

    Before leaving, I briefly had the five brothers of the private investigation agency introduce their abilities.

    Boss Yoon Hyung-bin was a typical tank with a large frame of 2 meters, who could use a gigantification skill to grow up to 3 meters tall. However, his stamina, strength, and agility were relatively weak, so he couldn't hold the front line. Gigantifying with such abilities only made him a bigger target.

    Nam Si-hwan, the number two of the private investigation agency, who had yelled at my mother and thrown a cup before I beat him up, had a shouting skill. No wonder his yelling at my mother was so loud. He was the most obsequious to me because he had done wrong.

    Noh Jin-woo, who was a bit chubby, summoned familiars. However, their size was small, and their power was too weak. His summoning range was also short, so he couldn't send them far for intelligence gathering.

    Jung Min-woo, who was the next largest after Boss Yoon Hyung-bin, had gone with me when I broke into Seo Gyeonghyun's house. He could transform his body, but his strength was only about that of human bones, so he could break or be cut easily if hit even a little hard.

    Unlike the four large men, the youngest, Noh Chang-hee, who had a relatively slender build, could control projectiles. That is, if he threw a dagger or shot an arrow, he could curve it to hit an enemy hiding behind cover. It was the most useful ability among them, but he was too scared to even think about throwing a weapon at a living being. He ended up being expelled from the academy because of that.

    He was at the level of someone who threw up and panicked during the academy graduation exam and was kicked out for fleeing.

    "How did you guys like this all end up in one place?"

    Looking at the five of them lined up, I sighed at the fact that they were truly a collection of useless hunters.

    Even though these five had low abilities for hunters, they were still stronger than non-awakened people, so they were perfect for running a private investigation agency targeting ordinary people. And the work of a private investigation agency was a bit easier and more lucrative than the work of non-awakened people.

    "This is Yang Sangheon, and this is Bae Nayoung. They're your seniors, so don't mess around and listen well."

    "Hello."

    "Hello. Brother... you seem older than me, are you going to speak informally?"

    Nayoung, who had always seen me being polite to people, seemed a bit surprised when I spoke informally. Boss Yoo was a few years older than me, but the rest of them looked younger than me despite their appearances.

    "Ah, I didn't tell you. Lim Seong-jun once sent some thugs to our mother's store, remember?"

    "Yes. Your mother got a scratch on her cheek. What about it?"

    Nayoung looked at me with an expression that said she didn't understand why I was asking that question at this time.

    "It's him."

    I pointed at Nam Si-hwan.

    In an instant, Nayoung's eyes sank, and purplish-black mana surged behind her.

    "Calm down. I already went and took care of him right away. He didn't intentionally hurt Mom either."

    Nam Si-hwan, who had been knocked out by me in one hit, was the most severely injured among the four that day and used the most potions then.

    "Still... why are you bothering to hang out with people like this?"

    "Hmm... shouldn't people be given a chance?"

    Nayoung would have become a villain if I hadn't intervened. Since even bad relationships were relationships, I wanted to give the five brothers a chance. And if they had been truly irredeemable villains, I wouldn't have done this.

    And after suffering so much and seeing so many dirty things in my past life, I had become magnanimous enough to just let most things slide. For example, I didn't bother to go after and take revenge on the guys who used to pick fights with me at the academy. Of course, if I ran into them by chance, I might give them a little tap.

    "And they're going to do the same training that Sangheon and you did."

    Their abilities had to be forcibly developed, but if I just grabbed anyone and worked them as hard as Sangheon or Nayoung, they would all run away.

    With these hopeless five brothers, I wouldn't feel guilty even if I pushed them hard, and they wouldn't complain. Or rather, they couldn't complain even if they had complaints. And if I gave them carrots appropriately while raising them well, I was confident I could make them useful people on my side.

    "Ah... if that's the case, then..."

    Nayoung, knowing how tough the training was, seemed to think, "Well, go ahead and experience it."

    "Alright, you five brothers, gather around."

    They slowly gathered and stood in front of me.

    "I asked a high-ranking official at the Awakened Being Management Bureau and obtained temporary instructor qualifications for your academy. I will train you and have you go through practical experience so that you can obtain your official hunter licenses."

    "Really?!"

    The five of them shouted almost simultaneously.

    "Really. Just sign here."

    I handed the documents I had received in advance from the Awakened Being Management Bureau to the five of them.

    "What is this?"

    Boss Yoo, who had received a contract that was about twenty pages long, asked.

    "It's an agreement to receive training from me that will replace the hunter academy and to become a hunter."

    "...Can we read it?"

    "Of course."

    The five of them squatted down and put their heads together, reading the contract.

    And I crossed my arms and quietly looked down at them from nearby.

    They read through one page, then two, but with twenty pages full of difficult legal terms written in tiny print, and with my unspoken pressure, there was no way the words would register in their heads.

    Sensing my intentions, Nayoung came and quietly stared at them with me. Nayoung's gaze was even colder than mine.

    "Ahem. We'll trust you. Here."

    Boss Yoo exchanged glances with his younger brothers and handed over the signed contract.

    "Alright. Don't worry. You won't die."

    As I smiled and said that after receiving the contract, Nayoung had a smug look, and Sangheon clicked his tongue, feeling sorry for them. The faces of the five brothers, sensing that something was wrong, were full of apprehension.

  

    I requested the Awakened Being Management Bureau headquarters for the subjugation of an entire city. Thanks to my numerous past achievements, it was easily approved despite being a somewhat unreasonable request. As my abilities increased and I accumulated merits, I could make such requests, which was convenient in many ways.

    I headed towards the destination in a large vehicle made for hunting. The vehicle, which basically looked like a bus, had two thick triangular steel plates attached to the front to push through obstacles, allowing it to go over most things. The ten tires were made of a special material that prevented punctures. In addition, it was equipped with various hunting-friendly features and equipment that could be used as a base camp, making it incredibly heavy. The fuel efficiency was terrible, but since I had a lot of magic stones, it was fine.

    The magic stone engine in this vehicle was different from the one used in the submarine. It had poor efficiency because it only used a portion of the total energy of the magic stone. However, compared to other fuels, it was extremely light and good for producing power, so it was often used in large vehicles or luxury cars.

    "The road is overgrown with bushes," Sangheon said, looking left and right as he drove.

    North Korea had already been devastated, so it was full of wild animals and monsters. The roads were a mess, and half of the buildings collapsed.

    "People all fled, pushed back by the monsters."

    The Korean government and the Awakened Being Management Bureau had been gradually recovering it over the past ten years, and now about half of Hwanghae Province had been restored. This subjugation aimed to restore the area from the current border to Pyongyang. That was an area equivalent to 10 percent of North Korean territory. Considering that only 10 percent of the total area had been cleared so far, it was a rather ambitious plan.

    "Sangheon, slow down. There are goblins at ten o'clock."

    My good eyesight allowed me to spot the goblin horde first, and I tapped Sangheon's shoulder.

    "I'll take care of them."

    As Nayoung stood on the circular platform in the middle of the vehicle, the roof opened, and Nayoung rose upwards.

    Then, she held out her wand towards the goblin horde swarming like a pack of dogs and cast Corruption.

    Nayoung's eyes glowed, and the aura spreading from her wand enveloped the goblin horde.

    The goblins that had been leaping forward scratched their faces and bodies in agony.

    Sangheon and I were used to it, but the five brothers who were riding with us froze completely at the overwhelming sight.

    Only after the hundred or so goblins had all collapsed on the ground did Nayoung lower her wand and throw a marker requesting the collection of magic stones and byproducts.

    "Let's go."

    Nayoung came down and linked arms with me. The five brothers, who had been chatting just moments before, had become completely silent.

    We arrived at the designated city and parked the car in an open area.

    "This area is only ours with the permission of the Awakened Being Management Bureau. I deliberately had an easy place assigned for you, so you don't have to worry. Alright, now put on your equipment. Go."

    I handed the beginner hunter equipment made by Regen to the five brothers.

    Except for the youngest, Noh Chang-hee, everyone received a one-handed sword and shield. Noh Chang-hee was given a rifle that could fire special bullets infused with mana.

    "Huh? Hyung, your clothes changed?" Sangheon said, noticing my changed suit.

    "Yeah. The old one was completely ruined fighting Helen."

    The damage was so severe that it couldn't be repaired. I thought I could use it for a long time, but it didn't even last half a year.

    "This is made from ordinary fairy wings. It's just to cover my body."

    "It would be good if Hyung also wore armor like this," Sangheon said, tapping his own armor.

    "It doesn't mean much to me."

    It was an issue I needed to think about. I had never fought an S-rank hunter directly in my past life, so I thought just strengthening my body would be enough, but in reality, they were much stronger than I had expected.

    My A-rank sturdy body allowed me to survive Helen's attacks, but I couldn't completely block those brutal attacks. Surrounding myself with the aura of vitality provided defense, but with my current skill proficiency and total vitality, it was too wasteful.

    "Alright, pay attention."

    I drew the attention of the five brothers, who were busy looking at their equipment.

    "There's a Giant Ant nest in this area. They're weaker than goblins and not humanoid, so you'll have less aversion to killing them. However, their numbers are large, so they're not monsters to be taken lightly. Be careful of their sharp legs and mouths, and the acidic liquid they spray. Let's go."

    Giant Ants were about 1 meter long, and ordinary people could easily catch them if they were alert. However, their numbers were enormous, so if you were careless, you could be eaten without leaving a single bone. They were perfect opponents for the beginner five brothers.

    "Huh? Are we going right away?" Boss Yoo asked.

    "Of course, right away. What are we doing here? You won't die if you're with me. Nayoung and Sangheon are hunting separately."

    "See you later, Brother."

    "Hyung, go easy on them. Go easy."

    Nayoung infused mana into her cloak and floated away using levitation magic, and Sangheon left on the motorcycle he had loaded under the car.

    Finally, I moved with the five brothers to find the Giant Ants. We had also brought a motorcycle and a four-person ATV, but that wouldn't be training, so we marched on foot.

    "Hah... hah..."

    Boss Yoo and Noh Jin-woo, who were relatively large and carrying equipment and backpacks, were completely out of breath.

    "Tsk tsk... with such poor stamina..."

    However, I had no intention of taking a break.

    "If you don't hurry, I'll kick you."

    I followed behind them, threatening them.

    After actually kicking them a few times, they walked well while sweating profusely.

    "Can't you see ahead? There's a monster."

    When I spoke to the guys who were preoccupied with looking at the ground, all five heads snapped up at the same time.

    Ten Giant Ants were coming down a hill.

    "Alright, attack."

    The four warriors stepped forward, holding out their shields.

    Boss Yoo blocked an ant's leg with his shield and swung his sword down on its head. It wasn't that hard, so it broke in one hit, and light green fluid splattered onto Boss Yoo.

    The other three, seeing that, easily dealt with the ants.

    "There's one to the side! Don't just look at one, look at the whole group!"

    "Yes!"

    "Chang-hee! Why aren't you shooting? Are you going to shoot after all your brothers die?"

    "Ah... no sir!"

    Noh Chang-hee aimed at an ant and fired, but he closed his eyes right before shooting. Since he didn't watch until the end, he didn't use his skill, and the mana-infused bullets fell around the ant or missed its vital points. He had the most potential, but being so timid made it meaningless.

    Somehow, we managed to deal with all ten ants.

    Number two Nam Si-hwan and all-rounder Jung Min-woo were scratched by the ants' front legs.

    "Alright, heal yourselves with the potions in your bags."

    "Are we allowed to use these?" Boss Yoo asked, knowing the expensive price of potions.

    "Of course. Did you think I'd make you keep fighting while injured? Quickly get yourselves ready. You never know when more ants will come."

    More ants appeared towards the five brothers, who were hurriedly getting ready.

    "From now on, the four in the front will put down your swords and just hold your shields."

    "Huh? Why?" Min-woo asked.

    "We need to train. Chang-hee. If you don't shoot, your brothers will keep getting hit by ants over there."

    "Huh? I can't do it! Please just let my brothers handle it!" Chang-hee grabbed my pant leg.

    "If you don't shoot quickly, all your brothers will die, you know?"

    I shook my leg, throwing Chang-hee off.

    "Chang-hee! Don't worry about us!" Boss Yoo shouted. The four of them were blocking the ants with their shields with a grim feeling, but to me, it just looked like a bunch of mediocre guys playing around.

    However, they were desperate in their own way. They pushed and struck down at the ants with their shields, but they were scratched here and there by the ants' sharp legs, and blood splattered.

    Chang-hee looked back and forth between me and his brothers surrounded by the swarm of ants.

    "Ugh... uaaaaah!"

    Bang!

    And he shot. He had to curve the bullet to avoid hitting his brothers who were close by, and to do that, he had to watch until the end.

    The mana bullet that flew to the left of the ant and Boss Yoo passed by Boss Yoo smoothly and curved to hit the ant's head.

    "Oh!"

    And the bullet that pierced the ant's head hit Si-hwan's thigh.

    "Aaargh!"

    "Hyung! Blegh!"

    Noh Chang-hee, seeing blood, vomited, and the four brothers surrounded by ants fell into a panic.

    "We have a long way to go."

    I sighed, but I had to endure since investing in them now would make them useful later.

    I gathered the aura of vitality on my fingertips and shot it out, dealing with the ants.

    Shooting vitality from my fingertips was a technique I learned after learning how to use aura from Paul. Right now, it was smaller than a ping pong ball and could barely catch low-level monsters. I needed to practice compressing it further to increase its power and range. Since it would be a waste of time to just stand still while training the five brothers, I planned to train myself as well.

    "Get ready. They sent a signal before they died, so more will keep coming."

    Giant Ants emit a strong signal with pheromones before they die. And since the ant colony continues to send troops in response to the signal, staying in one place after hunting is dangerous. However, we stayed put to continue hunting.

    I sat on a rock, watching the five brothers take out potions and get ready.

    When the next swarm of ants came, their numbers had increased to twenty.

    "The four in the front are also allowed to use their skills to fight. Think about and feel how your skills come out of your body. And focus."

    Boss Yoo cast Gigantification. The armor, made with gigantification in mind, stretched well. However, the plates that actually provided defense remained the same size, so the proportion of the defended area decreased. His size increased to 3 meters, and with the increased strength to match, he slammed down on the ants.

    The problem was that gigantification wasn't suitable for fighting small ants. It only increased the areas where he could be attacked. Sure enough, he was being scratched and bitten everywhere.

    Nam Si-hwan yelled, making the ants flinch, but he couldn't harm the earless ants. On the contrary, he succeeded in making his fighting brothers lose their minds.

    Jin-woo summoned a familiar dog, but its size was smaller than the ants, and it was bitten by an ant and disappeared in one hit.

    Min-woo made his hands into the shape of hammers and attacked the ants. He was the most active among the four.

    The frustrating five brothers struggled for several hours. In dangerous moments in between, I shot aura from my fingers to protect them from critical situations.

    And finally, Chang-hee started to play his role properly.

    Chang-hee vomited several times after seeing the ant corpses dying while emitting fluid and the blood of his comrades. Because of that, his face turned pale, and he wasn't very helpful, but seeing his brothers in pain, he gritted his teeth and picked up his gun.

    Since the mental aspect was different for each person, I was going to give up if Chang-hee couldn't overcome this, but thankfully, he did.

    Once Chang-hee played his role, the ants were no longer a match. If his brothers just briefly blocked the ants from reaching Chang-hee, Chang-hee would take care of them all from a distance.

    "Boss Yoo and Chang-hee, hunt separately from now on. It's okay to run away if there are too many, but don't come back until you've caught five hundred."

    Chang-hee could probably handle it alone, but he needed someone to protect him if his mana ran out. To do that, Boss Yoo would also have to exert his abilities to the fullest. And while five hundred was probably too much, I called out a large number for now.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, please take good care of my brothers."

    Boss Yoo bowed his head and left with Chang-hee.

    "The rest of you three, get ready. More will come here."

    They were already covered in blood when there were five of them, so the situation worsened with just three.

    I would help them right before they died, or if I judged that combat was impossible, I would clear out the ants and then have them regroup and fight again.

    I deliberately chose easy ants, but to struggle this much meant we had a longer way to go than I thought.

  

    Why am I receiving this damn training disguised as a personal vendetta from that bastard? How unlucky is my life going to get?

    I've had a good build and sharp features since I was young. They say I look like my father. The thing is, he died in a gate accident before I was even born, so I've only seen him in pictures, and I don't think I look much like him. My mother also passed away not long after giving birth to me.

    Fortunately, I didn't go to an orphanage and lived with my uncle. My uncle didn't pressure me much, but seeing him work desperately to take care of me, I tried to live right.

    "Hey, Nam Si-hwan, don't chicken out, you punk. I said come here!"

    My classmates, smoking and snickering behind the school, called me over to hang out. Because I was big and had a dirty look. It was an everyday occurrence in this shitty neighborhood, in this shitty school.

    At first, I avoided them, but in the end, these were the only guys left around me. Just hanging out with some thugs for a while made the other kids in my class avoid me.

    Eventually, I couldn't get close to anyone and was left alone.

    If my face was like this, at least my brain should have been good. Why was I such a blockhead? I was terrible at studying too.

    "Damn it."

    Only curses came out.

    One day, I sat on the street watching people pass by. They wore nice clothes, snickered and played around, living without worrying about the future. Why couldn't I live so comfortably?

    One day, while I was full of jealousy and dissatisfaction with society, I awakened.

    "Yes! That's it!"

    Poor and stupid, but finally, a chance to turn my life around had come. Yeah, this was fair.

    But when I looked at my status window, I wondered what this was. Shouting? Like yelling in rock music? I did like rock music, but what did that have to do with anything?

    When I went to register as an awakened being, the public official looked at me with pity. Why was he doing that?

    I found out why while confirming my ability.

    "Ugh... it's really loud. Here. Take this."

    When I shouted, the person who seemed to be a measurer rubbed his ears and handed me a piece of paper.

    An F-rank skill awakened beings. I could have gone to the academy, but after seeing the comments on a post I made online, I gave up.

    [brbp4572: Shouting? Not even a lion's roar? If it's loud, it'd be good for hawking things. lololol]

    [StrongChu: Tsk tsk. There are always guys with trash skills coming to the academy. If I awaken and go to the academy, I'll stomp all you bastards.]

    [pljk2033: Just a passing F-rank hunter. I also entered the academy and went through hellish training to become a hunter to somehow succeed. But all I am is a porter. A porter for life. Don't do it. No four major insurances, no days off, no future. Just get a job.]

    There were guys making fun, guys picking fights, and even people giving serious advice, but not a single person said, "You can do it! Go for it!"

    'What's the point of trying in my damn life? It'll just fail again.'

    Nothing good had ever happened to me. Why would I go to the notoriously difficult academy? So I didn't even apply.

    I continued wasting my life doing part-time jobs in the neighborhood. While looking for an easy part-time job, I found a night shift convenience store job.

    "With your dirty look, student, no one will try to steal anything. Hahahaha."

    That's what the boss said when he hired me. Seriously, who says that to your face?

    The convenience store owner liked that I was strong and good at organizing things, but he didn't give me a raise.

    I didn't want to try hard. Why bother? I could just live like this, working part-time and hanging out.

    Then my uncle collapsed. He wasn't a strong person to begin with, and he collapsed from overwork. He was the one who raised me, feeling responsible as his dead sister's child. No one would have said anything even if he had abandoned me, but my uncle didn't.

    My uncle, who used to pat my shoulder and say it was okay even when I went astray and wandered, was lying in a hospital bed. It was cancer.

    I held my uncle's hand as he slept in the hospital bed. Has he always been this thin? My hand, which had become bigger after awakening, held my uncle's scarred hand.

    I had to make money. I had to pay the hospital bills, rent, utilities, food expenses... Damn, there was a mountain of bills to pay. My uncle had been doing this all alone until now. For nearly twenty years.

    During the day, I worked at construction sites, and at night, I did my usual convenience store part-time job. In times like this, I thought it was fortunate that I had awakened. At least my stamina was above average.

    I was short on money. I couldn't afford the living expenses for two people and the hospital bills. And the surgery date was drawing closer.

    "If you can't pay, we can't perform the surgery."

    The receptionist said mechanically. Damn it. Don't you have any family? So what do you want me to do? Take my uncle and leave? Let him die on the street?

    Anger surged within me. I wanted to smash everything. I was angry at myself for not trying even a little before. I was angry at my parents for leaving me behind to die. I resented this shitty world.

    I went home and threw and broke the few appliances and junk I had, screaming.

    I collapsed on the floor, exhausted. Nothing had changed. No, things had gotten worse because I had trashed the house.

    My uncle was a good person. I had to save him.

    I got up and went to the bank. Of course, neither my uncle nor I could borrow money. Damn it.

    I went to the local loan shark's office to borrow money.

    Would borrowing money here really solve the problem? Wouldn't things get even more tangled later?

    "Damn it... what am I supposed to do..."

    I gave up and was about to open the loan shark's office door when someone inside opened it and came out first. I was also bigger than average, but this guy was a hand's breadth taller than me and as big as a bear.

    "Oh? A customer?"

    Someone peeked out from the loan shark's office.

    "No, he's my younger brother. I told him to wait downstairs, but he came up."

    What the hell was he talking about?

    "No, I came to borrow mon— mmmph!!"

    I was about to say I came to borrow money, but the bear-like man's hand covered not only my mouth but my whole face.

    "Boss, then call me again if you have any work later."

    And he forcibly dragged me out. I was also somewhat strong, but I couldn't move at all.

    He only let go of me after we were out on the street.

    "Who the hell are you?!"

    "You're the one I should be asking. What were you trying to do in there?"

    "What else would I be doing? Going to the loan shark to borrow money."

    "How old are you? Are you even twenty?"

    "What? Pissed off that a young guy is talking down to you?"

    "Of course, I'm pissed. You little punk. But that's not why I asked. Do you know what happens if you borrow money from those guys?"

    "I need money right now, what else am I supposed to do?!"

    "I'll lend it to you. Pay me back by working under me."

    That was Yoon Hyung-bin hyung. Even though he couldn't take care of himself, he couldn't leave me alone to ruin my life by borrowing from loan sharks.

    At the private investigation agency, I did things like background checks, tailing people, and finding missing persons. Sometimes, I was hired to intimidate people. I barely stayed within the lines, but it was definitely not work that made others happy.

    "Hyung, is it okay for us to be doing this?"

    "Aren't you stupid? I am too. You need money, right? Me too. But listen. Guys like us shouldn't hope for happiness in our lives while also taking care of other people's lives. We have to do everything we can, whether it's a shortcut or whatever."

    The pay wasn't bad, but everyone had their own stories and even more debts, so we were always short on money. Still, we didn't starve, and we had a pretty good time.

    With the money I earned working at the private investigation agency, I had several surgeries, but in the end, my uncle passed away.

    The funeral home, which would have been empty with just a few colleagues from my uncle's construction site, was filled by the members of the private investigation agency.

    I cried bitterly. Not because I was sad, but because I felt sorry for my uncle. He was someone who shouldn't have gone like this. He was someone who should have lived a better life. I had held him back and made him meet such an unremarkable end.

    Hyung and my younger brothers just stayed by my side and waited until I was done crying.

    The person was gone, but the debt remained. I decided to pay it back by working at the private investigation agency. I didn't have anywhere else to go anyway.

    Then a big case came in. It was something we wouldn't normally do, but the guy who came in a neat suit and a luxury car casually paid a large down payment, the biggest we had ever received.

    Intimidating an F-rank hunter. Since we were all F-rank awakened beings, it wouldn't be too difficult. It was an easy job: go to the place where his family worked, intimidate them a bit, and scare them into making the hunter quit.

    I went to the restaurant where the hunter's mother worked and pretended to be a difficult customer, yelling. Being a difficult customer came naturally to me. But when the people eating at the restaurant pointed at me and whispered, I felt ashamed. I was angry.

    I wondered what the hell I was doing. This ajumma hadn't done anything wrong.

    I raised my voice even louder and got more heated for no reason. Then, I just grabbed a cup and threw it on the floor. It wasn't a thought-out action. My anger moved me.

    But a piece of the broken cup flew high and scratched the ajumma's face that I was intimidating.

    Blood seeped out, and my mind went blank.

    Snapping back to reality at people's screams, I said what the client had told me to say.

    "Raise your son properly!"

    Then I threw down a few ten-thousand won bills and ran out as if fleeing.

    "We're screwed..."

    When I got back, Hyung-bin hyung was holding his head in his hands.

    "Why?"

    "We were tricked. He's not F-rank. He's C-rank."

    "What do we do, Hyung?"

    "Let's just stay still. They don't even know who we are. Let's just lay low and not go anywhere near that hunter or his mother."

    It was a naive hope. That damn hunter, as if he had a lot of time on his hands, came to find us right away.

    After that, we did everything that the bastard told us to do. Seeing how quickly he found us, we didn't even think about running away. Besides, why was he giving us money? Our income even got better than before. If we just lowered our heads sometimes, we earned more money than before, and we had to do less dirty work, so there was no reason to run away.

    That is, until this damn training started.

    My skin was scratched by ant legs, and it burned from the acidic liquid the ants sprayed. After I poured potion on it to heal, they pushed us back into the ant swarm. That demonic bastard.

    Damn it. If I hadn't thrown that cup back then, I wouldn't be going through this.

    But as shitty as it is for me to go through this, it's even shittier that Hyung and my younger brothers are going through this because of me.

    Hyung and my younger brothers didn't say a single word of resentment. That squeezed my heart even tighter.

    I couldn't take it anymore.

    
      

    

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! I'm the one who did wrong, so please just torment me and let the others go!"

    Nam Si-hwan, who had been working like a dog with the other brothers for about two hours, seemed to have made up his mind and knelt before me, speaking with a grim determination.

    "Hyung, we can do it. Hunter, we can do it."

    Jin-woo and Min-woo tried to stop Si-hwan, pulling him back.

    Looking at that scene, anyone would think we were filming a Hollywood war movie. We had a long way to go. Unable to bear the sight of the three of them hugging and wailing, I said a word.

    "What kind of melodrama are you filming? Anyone would think I sent you to catch a dragon. What are you doing against ants? Even if you gave farming tools to ordinary people, they'd do better than you."

    The guys who had been hugging and crying stopped and looked up at me with blank faces.

  

    "Nam Si-hwan."

    "Yes..."

    "How long are you going to keep working at that private investigation agency?"

    Forcing someone without motivation won't lead to anything good. I thought they'd understand what kind of opportunity I was giving them, but these dumbasses probably need me to spell everything out.

    "Huh?"

    "You heard me. How long are you going to work at that private investigation agency?"

    "I... I haven't really thought about it."

    "Are you satisfied with threatening people and snatching petty cash?"

    "We don't do that kind of work anymore these days."

    "Yeah, yeah. These days you're going around taking scandalous photos of affairs, right? That's not something you can do forever, is it? You guys said you wanted to be hunters. Aren't you going to be hunters? If you don't like this, there are plenty of positions in Regen's production department. I'll put you in there. Just tell me anytime."

    The three of them lowered their heads and listened.

    "It's okay to give up. That's also a choice. But shouldn't you at least try until you're about to die before giving up?"

    It was a story I was telling the three of them, but it was also a story for my past self. If there had been someone to push me like this in the past, my end might have been different.

    "We will do it."

    The three of them listened quietly and then answered, as if they had made up their minds.

    "Alright. Get ready."

    After that, several hours of fierce fighting ensued. I didn't hesitate to give advice on their skills in between.

    "Nam Si-hwan. Use your skill. Keep shouting until the ant bursts."

    "Yes! Aaaaaaaah!!!!"

    Si-hwan shouted until blood came from his throat, and then his maximum volume got even louder, to the point where the air vibrated. Thanks to that, he achieved the result of hindering the ants' communication or making them flinch. Of course, it wasn't enough to inflict physical damage on the ants. And he had become accustomed to defending and attacking with his shield, now easily hunting the ants.

    "Jin-woo. The dog you summon keeps dying, so why do you keep summoning it? Either increase its size or strengthen it. If you can't do that, summon something other than a dog."

    After my advice, Jin-woo experimented in combat by summoning various types of familiars. Among them, a hawk-shaped familiar worked the best. While he tanked, the hawk attacked the ants from above.

    Min-woo was good on his own, so he didn't need much advice. He burst the ants with his hammer-shaped hands. He used to suffer from hand pain when the fight dragged on, but after fighting for a while, his skill level increased. Now he could solidify parts of his body with his skill, so he strengthened the impact surface of his hammer and smashed the ants. He also got used to combat and became the strongest fighter among the three.

    It was getting dark, and the ants were increasing in number, so the three of them barely had any time to rest. It was about time to end today's training. I sent a text to Boss Yoo to return to the base camp.

    "Alright, that's it for today."

    I approached the three of them and grew in size. Seeing me getting bigger with each step, the three of them looked up higher and higher, and their faces turned pale.

    Then I stomped on the ants on the ground, killing them.

    "Si-hwan hyung... you talked back to that person earlier... you're really brave."

    Min-woo whispered, thinking I wouldn't hear him since my head was so far above.

    "No... I didn't know he was that strong."

    "Hyung. Apologize profusely later."

    Jin-woo chimed in from the side.

    "No way... this isn't right?! You said gigantification?! Hyung only grows by 1 meter, but that's not gigantification, that's titanification!"

    By the time I had quickly dealt with dozens of ants and returned, Si-hwan, Jin-woo, and Min-woo were standing at attention.

    "Let's go."

    "Yes!"

    Their response was sharp. Should I have shown them some power earlier? I had always just shown them how I beat people up, but I had never shown them such visually overwhelming power.

    Everyone returned to the base camp, completely exhausted.

    Inside the large hunting vehicle we had come in, there were resting spaces like bedrooms and a bathroom, and a large tent unfolded from the side of the vehicle for additional space.

    I assigned sleeping spaces to the five brothers and cooked stew in a large pot. Stew, where you just throw everything in and boil it, was convenient for eating outside. We ate it with some slightly hard bread.

    "Hyung, look at this. I can make it even harder now."

    Min-woo made one hand into a shield and the other into a hammer, banging them together. Now, he could block the ants' attacks with the shield he created without needing to carry a separate one. Since he could change its shape depending on the situation, it was much more useful than a regular item.

    "Oh, that's amazing! Hyung, I changed my familiarity."

    Jin-woo summoned a hawk and showed it to us.

    Everyone had gotten a feel for their skills, and as their levels rose, their stats and skill levels also increased by one or two stages. Everyone was busy showing off their improved skills like children with new toys.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    Boss Yoo approached me.

    "Thank you."

    And he bowed his head deeply.

    "I know it's not easy for an A-rank hunter to train us all day like this and help us get our hunter licenses. Especially since we're people who have wronged your mother."

    Seeing Boss Yoo speak, the other four came and stood behind him.

    "Thank you!"

    And they bowed respectfully.

    "If you're thankful, pay me back later by working hard. And it's probably too early to be thankful, right? Today is just day one. You know?"

    "Yes! We know! We'll work hard!"

    It was almost like an army.

    "Then go eat and rest."

    The five of them rushed off again to eat, chat, and rest.

    "Brother, no matter what, you really take good care of them."

    "Just... there were many times I wished I had a chance like this before. And I also want to see how much skills develop in harsh situations."

    "I wish I had a big heart like Brother, but it's not easy."

    Nayoung leaned on my shoulder.

    "No, you're doing well. How many did you catch today?"

    "We caught an ant nest, a goblin den, a pack of werewolves, and a walking tree too. About five hundred?"

    "...You did well. Aren't you tired?"

    "You taught me how to use my skills from Paul, remember?"

    Nayoung floated a purple mana ball the size of a ping pong ball in the air and spun it on her finger, then moved it in a figure eight.

    The mana ball skill launched a mass of mana in a straight line when cast, but she had controlled it to that extent.

    "Before, I wasted a lot of mana on the mana ball, right? Now that I use mana without waste, the color has changed to purple, and its power has also increased. I'm going to research other skills to improve their performance too."

    Her beaming smile was pretty. But how much more was she planning to grow? If she kept going like this, she would become even stronger than in the previous life.

    "Alright. Take it slow. I'm going to go out for a bit."

    "Aren't you going to rest?"

    "Watching those guys made me feel suffocated, so I need to clear my head. Go to sleep first."

    "Okay."

    "Alright. Sangheon, I'm going out, so please take care of those five."

    "Yes, have a good trip."

    "Have a good trip!"

    Seeing me off, everyone launched themselves into the mountain. There weren't any monsters in this area strong enough to be my opponents, so leveling up would be difficult, but as I told Nayoung, I also wanted to do some night training and speed up the North Korean territory restoration mission.

    I shot aura from my fingers at every werewolf, walking tree, hellhound, and fairy I saw, dealing with them. Shooting while running required twice the concentration, increasing the difficulty, but I welcomed such difficulties.

    Unfortunately, I didn't see any rare monsters like the Fairy Queen. I ran and dealt with hundreds of monsters all night and returned to the base camp.

    The morning of the second day dawned.

    "Today, we'll split into teams. Nayoung will move alone, and Sangheon and the five of you will move together. We'll look at the results at the end of the day, and the team that comes in last will have a penalty."

    "Hyung! Isn't that just giving me a penalty?!"

    "Shut up. There are six of you. Try hard. We'll only count the number of monsters, regardless of their rank, so you might win if you catch a lot of weak ones. And if you come in first, you get tomorrow off."

    "Did everyone hear that?!"

    "Woooooah!!"

    Sangheon and the five brothers burned with fighting spirit. The six of them took out two motorcycles and a four-person ATV from under the vehicle to increase their speed and set off.

    "Brother, let's make a bet. How about the winner gets to make a wish?"

    "A wish? Is there something you need?"

    "It's a secret. Will you do it?"

    "Alright. Let's do it."

    Actually, I was optimized for fighting a small number of strong enemies, so Nayoung had a much better chance of catching a large number of weak monsters, but I always welcomed a challenge. And even if I lost, I just had to grant one of Nayoung's wishes, so it didn't matter.

    "It's a promise. See you in the evening~"

    Nayoung flapped her cloak and set off. She could now freely use the levitation magic engraved in her cloak by infusing mana into it. She disappeared almost as if flying.

    Based on the information I received from the Awakened Being Management Bureau, I headed towards the northeast mountains, where there seemed to be the strongest monsters.

    I spread my sensory perception wide, grasped the locations of the surrounding monsters, and dealt with them using the optimal routes.

    "This isn't even a workout."

    Daytime hunting was even easier than last night. Raising others was important, but I also needed to grow stronger, and this wasn't even training.

    The fierce battles against the troll and Helen came to mind. I had to become stronger. Although some things had changed for the better as I moved differently from my past life, many things were also out of sync. I needed to prepare even more.

    I made up my mind and increased my speed, searching for stronger monsters.

    I dealt with hundreds of monsters in an hour, but the strongest among them was an ogre.

    As North Korea collapsed, large monsters moved north and south in search of people, and most of them were subjugated by China and South Korea. Back then, they should have redrawn the map of North Korea due to the missiles China had poured in. Thanks to that, Korea also had a headache dealing with the monsters that had escaped from China to Korea.

    Still, since this forest was so dense, I had hoped that A-rank or B-rank monsters would be hiding somewhere, but if they weren't visible like this, the restoration of North Korea might be easier than I thought.

    The sun was slowly starting to go over the mountain ridge. I was about to give up and return when I felt a monster with strong vitality moving quickly.

    I got excited because it seemed like I could finally use some strength. I leaped in the direction where I felt the presence.

    Looking down from above, I saw a monster moving while knocking down trees.

    I free-fell and landed with both feet on the monster's head.

    Thud!

    The monster's head hit the ground. I stepped off its head and jumped again, landing on the ground. The leaves shook from the large impact.

    "A drake?"

    It was a B-rank monster that hadn't been discovered recently. Covered in hard scales, it looked like a giant lizard and also vaguely like a dragon. It was 10 meters long and 3 meters tall at the head.

    The attack just now was something that could take down Cerberus in one hit, but the drake shook its head, seemingly unaffected by the large impact, and glared at me. It seemed that its scales were too hard for the impact to reach inside.

    "Come on."

    I beckoned to it.

    As I, who looked small, beckoned, the drake scratched the ground with its hind legs as if it would charge at any moment.

  

    For a moment, the green, vertically slit reptilian eyes stared at me, and then the drake propelled itself off the ground with all four legs and shot towards me. The speed at which that massive body, probably weighing several tons, flew at me defied all previous laws of physics.

    The moment its feet pushed off the ground, I also grew to my giant form. And gathering aura in my fist, I uppercutted its jaw. The recoil from the instantaneous giantification and the force of my punch lifted its upper body, but surprisingly, it didn't seem to have taken much damage. Those thick scales hadn't broken even from my attack.

    As its head came down, it opened its mouth wide.

    Seeing the sharp teeth coming towards me, I dodged and backed away to create distance. The memory of being swallowed by the whale flashed through my mind.

    As I retreated, its massive tail flew towards me. Calling it a tail was an understatement; the thickest part was over two meters in diameter. That enormous tail swung like a whip.

    I caught the incoming tail with my entire body, and my body was pushed back. The dirt and small trees on the ground crashed against me and fell, but I didn't let go of the tail.

    And finally, when I came to a stop, I grabbed its tail with the force to tear it off and slammed it down onto the ground as if performing a hip throw.

    Boom!

    A huge impact that shook the mountain.

    Still holding onto the moving tail, I slammed it left and right several times as if dusting it off, and finally, with all my strength, I slammed the drake onto the ground.

    It didn't get up immediately from the impact, but it wasn't dead, and its scales remained intact without a scratch.

    "What kind of ridiculously tough bastard is this?"

    It wasn't a B-rank monster for nothing. If trolls were famous for their regeneration, this guy was immune to attacks from the start.

    The drake shook its head to regain its senses and charged at me again.

    Once more, I gathered aura in my fist. This time, I put in even more than before, about 40 percent of my maximum vitality. It wasn't a technique I could use many times since I had to put in a considerable amount of vitality to get the power. And as I thrust it into its nose, I sent the vitality I had gathered into its body.

    Boom!

    With a heavy sound, the drake's nose caved in, and the mass of aura I had shot tore through and destroyed the inside of its body. Nevertheless, there wasn't a significant scratch on its scales. It was the first time I had seen something so tough. Covetable scales and hide.

    I felt drained from overusing my vitality. I released my giant form and flipped the limp body of the drake over to extract the magic stone.

    "Hmm?"

    Four hunters jumped out of the forest. They all looked disheveled, as if they had been running through the forest for a long time. The unidentified hunters looked back and forth between the drake and me.

    And among them, a hunter who seemed to be the leader stepped forward. He was in better condition compared to the others. He had a sturdy build and dark skin. With sharp features, his presence was clearly different from the other three. He held a slightly long-handled axe in each hand, and he seemed to be at least A-rank.

    "We were the ones who almost caught that. Leave it and quietly back off."

    The axe-wielder said to me, extending one of his axes towards me. His accent sounded a bit awkward. Like a country person trying to speak Seoul dialect?

    "Are you a North Korean resident who survived?"

    "Are you a South Korean? Why did you come all the way up here?"

    "Didn't you know? Korea is currently moving up on a large scale to restore North Korean territory."

    "...Who gave you permission to take this land?"

    "We didn't even know of your existence. If you want, I can connect you with the Korean government."

    "Why would we? Aren't you trying to take what's ours?"

    "I'm not a government official, so I don't know the details. It's your choice. Talk, run, or fight."

    He stared at me without backing down.

    "Today, we will take our prey and leave."

    He sheathed his axe at his waist.

    "I'll give you the magic stone, but leave the byproducts."

    Not knowing how far the Korean army and hunters had come, they probably didn't want to fight a hunter who had dealt with the drake they had missed. Besides, they hadn't even seen how I had dealt with the drake.

    "Grrr... fine."

    He gritted his teeth as if he was resentful, but for me, giving them the magic stone was already a big concession.

    The people who came with him stabbed the drake's belly with their swords, but it was so tough that the swords wouldn't even go in.

    "Tsk. Move."

    The leader who had been watching went closer and poured aura into his axe. And he compressed it. A very refined red aura sharply enveloped the axe blade. It had a higher power than my aura, which was made by mindlessly pouring in vitality.

    And then, as if using a skill, he alternately struck the same spot with both axes, his speed increasing, and when he had struck the same spot dozens of times in succession, the scales on its chest cracked, revealing red flesh.

    Usually, the belly area of such monsters was softer, but it only cracked after being struck dozens of times with an axe enveloped in refined aura. The more I looked at its scales, the more I coveted them. Could Hunter Jeong Min-gi split them in one go?

    The axe-wielder seemed to have bad compatibility with the drake, which had tough armor, but seeing his speed and aura, he was clearly strong against humans or other monsters. The fact that he used aura meant he had entered the S-rank.

    Of course, he was probably on the lower end of the S-rank. It was difficult to classify ranks above S-rank, so they were all just called S-rank, but even among the same S-rank, there were differences in skill.

    Helen was also classified as S-rank because of her unique skills, but looking only at her combat power and physical abilities, she was also on the lower end of S-rank, closer to A-rank.

    "You'll have to make a decision quickly," I said to them as they struggled to pull out a large magic stone through a narrow gap. They entered the forest without a word.

    When they were far enough that I couldn't sense their presence, I grew in size, shouldered the drake, and returned to the base camp.

    "D... did you catch that?" Nayoung asked, looking at the drake I had brought.

    "I caught it."

    "What about the others?"

    "Didn't catch many. About three hundred?"

    "Wow! I won!"

    "How many did you catch?"

    "I filled up a thousand."

    "...That's amazing."

    Wouldn't Nayoung be able to wipe out all the small fry in North Korea if she just wandered around for a month?

    "I deliberately went to places with only weak monsters to catch them. You have to grant my wish later."

    "Alright. What's your wish?"

    "I'll think about it."

    As I was talking to Nayoung about our hunting results, Sangheon and the five brothers returned. They had gone out on a small mountain ATV and motorcycles, and they looked a mess, probably very tired.

    "What is that?" Sangheon asked, pointing at the drake without even being surprised.

    "My spoils. How many did you guys catch in total?"

    "Hoo... you'll be surprised. We caught four hundred!" Sangheon and the five brothers said proudly, puffing out their chests. Seeing the ant fluid on their clothes, they must have been desperately catching only the easy ants. Did they want tomorrow off that badly?

    "You did well. You caught more than me."

    "More than you?"

    "Yeah. Nayoung caught a thousand."

    Sangheon and the five brothers knelt on the ground.

    "Look forward to tomorrow's training."

    And Sangheon and the five brothers collapsed onto the ground as if melting.

    
      

    

    While Nayoung was preparing dinner, I called the director.

    "North Korean hunters, you say?"

    "That's what it looked like. I'll send you the coordinates where we encountered them. I don't know if they came down to hunt or if there's a residential area nearby."

    I told the director about their appearance and skills as I had seen them.

    "Hmm... I hope there won't be any conflict. Alright. Thank you for the report. I'll send people there soon."

    
      

    

    The training for the third day began.

    Sangheon took charge in the morning, pushing the five brothers hard, and I took over in the afternoon. Because of this, the morning was just a warm-up, and the afternoon was hell training. I had considered leaving it to Nayoung, but she sometimes didn't know when to stop and might go too far.

    "Today, you can't rest until you reach 500 points. F-rank is 1 point, E-rank is 2 points, and D-rank is 5 points. Now, go."

    I watched the five brothers hunt, sending out aura from my fingers from afar. I imagined the axe-wielder using an aura yesterday and compressed and refined it further. I needed to reduce waste.

    I had wasted too much vitality even while hunting the drake. I had acted strong, but if I had fought the axe-wielder yesterday, I wouldn't have been able to have a proper fight.

    The five brothers were surrounded by dozens of goblins, but they had all skillfully taken their positions now. Protecting Chang-hee, who was the ranged dealer, while herding the goblins wasn't completely unbearable to watch.

    However, their excitement at their slightly improved abilities due to their level increase didn't last long. They ran out of stamina and mana, and their hunting speed decreased due to fatigue from continuous fighting.

    "At this rate, you won't finish even by tomorrow."

    Their quota for today was 500, but they had only reached 200. The sun had already almost set.

    "Aaargh!"

    Boss Yoo was repeatedly stabbed in the gaps of his armor by the goblins. One of the advantages of gigantification was that the enemy's weapons felt relatively small. The goblins' daggers, which were already small, were now only the size of ornamental knives to Boss Yoo. However, the pain wasn't less, so Boss Yoo's screams didn't stop.

    I would provide armor for gigantification users later. If they relied on items from the beginning, their own abilities wouldn't develop, so I deliberately didn't give it to them now.

    Boss Yoo tried to shake off the goblins clinging to his body, but there were too many, and his stamina was also at its limit.

    Si-hwan and Min-woo rushed to save Boss Yoo. Because of that, it became even more difficult for Chang-hee to provide support fire. Even though he had become accustomed to shooting monsters with curving bullets, he wasn't brave enough to shoot while his brothers were tangled up.

    The formation completely collapsed.

    Reluctantly, I shot out a series of auras, dealing with half of the goblin horde, and the rest fled.

    "Drink potions and recover. We'll rest and start again."

    The five brothers didn't even have the energy to reply.

    We continued this kind of training every day. Usually, they wouldn't fight this much. They would die. But since I was watching from behind and would save them if their lives were in danger, and they fought while drinking potions like water, they were barely able to continue fighting.

    After a few days, the five brothers' combat sense had finally improved to some extent, and their levels had also increased. Now, the five of them could deal with a goblin horde without much difficulty, enough to barely call them F-rank hunters.

    The disappointing thing was that their ability development wasn't as significant as on the first day. Well, I didn't expect it to be that easy. The duration of this mission was very long, so if I slowly pushed them, their levels would also increase, and they would probably level up after almost dying several times a day. Or... well, maybe they would at least gain some guts.

    Today, we finished training and returned to the base camp.

    A little later, Jaein, whom I had called, came over to the base camp.

    "Chairman, who are these people?"

    "They're people training with me. Thanks for coming all this way."

    "It's nothing. I came comfortably in the Hwagok Collection Guild's car. But what's the matter?"

    "Could you take a look at this?"

    I showed her the drake's corpse.

    "Ooh! A drake! Can we make items with this?!"

    It was such a rare monster, and getting a whole one made Jaein's eyes light up.

  

    "Yes, please make the items later. There's something I'm curious about right now. How are this guy's scales so tough? Even my sloppy aura couldn't cut through them well."

    "Let me take a look."

     Jaein took out his monocle and examined the scales with his appraisal skill. "Usually, monsters have mana dwelling in their bodies, which gives them strength or power beyond that of ordinary biological tissue. And the proportion of mana dwelling in them varies slightly from monster to monster."

    Thanks to my knowledge from my past life, I knew things like which parts of this monster were strong, which were weak points, and how to level up skills by doing certain things, but I didn't know such fundamental theories. There was no way conversations with comrades while fighting on the front lines would have such academic depth.

    "Hmm... is it similar for hunters having tough bodies?"

    "That's right. In your case, President, your body keeps evolving with those components due to your skills, and mana dwells within it, so you're much tougher than other hunters of the same rank."

    I had wondered why there was mana in my status window even though I hardly ever used it, but it all made sense now.

    "But the drake seems much tougher than me?"

    The inside of me might be tougher, but the scales were definitely much harder than my skin.

    "That's true. Besides the composition, flexible tissues like skin are bound to be weaker in strength. It's easy to understand if you think about full plate armor's solid steel plates versus chainmail, right? It's like selective focus. The drake has mana dwelling in its scales to make them tough, and in its muscles to make them elastic and generate stronger power. Because there can't be biological tissue that's both tough and has good flexibility and mobility."

    "Hmm..."

    As Jaein said, I had been trying to have both strength and mobility up until now. I did have a certain level of strength and mobility, but it wasn't enough beyond a certain point. My Tough Body skill might change again if its rank went up to S, but according to Jaein, the direction I was going was wrong. I needed to consider evolving in a new direction.

    "Then I'll go back, analyze the components, and send you the data. The rest can be made into items, right? If you leave this alone, the mana will dissipate, and its strength will gradually decrease."

    Jaein quickly operated the crane and loaded the drake onto the truck.

    "Yes. Please make them. Oh, I don't need any items for myself. I'll leave it up to you, Jaein-ssi, to decide what kind of items to make and how to dispose of them."

    "Leave it to me!"

    "It's nothing special, but have a meal before you go."

    I pointed to the stew that had become unidentifiable after I had kept adding ingredients to it for several days.

    "No, I need to hurry and get this dissected and preserved."

    Jaein's eyes twitched as he looked at the bubbling pot, and he left as if fleeing. It looks like this, but it's delicious...

    Training and subjugation continued the next day as well. Throughout the training of the five brothers, I held and touched one of the drake's scales that I had torn off. It didn't break even when I applied force to the scale. Of course, there were weaknesses in the gaps between the scales, but it didn't break even when I struck it with all my power, and it was a tough shell that wasn't easily cut even by the axe-wielder's aura. It wasn't that I hadn't thought about having skin like stone or steel. However, as my body was gradually becoming less human, I didn't want my appearance to become monstrous as well, so I had consciously rejected such evolution.

    "Ugh! I'm going to die from the heat."

    Si-hwan, who had finished training, threw down his armor. Even though summer had passed, it was still September, so it was bound to be hot fighting in armor all day.

    "Can't this armor be made so it's easier to put on and take off?"

    Regen armor was relatively comfortable, but it was still more cumbersome to put on and take off than regular clothes.

    "I know, right? It would be nice if it could transform into armor like my hand does and then fold up and be stored when I don't need it," Min-woo said, agreeing with Si-hwan's complaint.

    Sitting quietly and listening to their conversation, a flash of inspiration struck me. Instead of constantly transforming, what if I transformed temporarily? Gigantification also wasn't permanent; it was about increasing the cells in my body.

    I could create armor. Armor that I could absorb after battle and release again during battle. Unlike gigantification, which was just imagining increasing size, imagining something that wasn't in my body wouldn't be easy, but it was definitely worth trying. I held the scale in my right hand and focused on the back of my left hand. Instead of densely covering my skin like snake scales, I felt hard pieces of armor forming on the back of my hand.

    "...It's not working."

    I concentrated for a long time, but nothing changed. Creating something that wasn't suddenly in my body was indeed not easy. I had tried to create wings before, but I had failed similarly. It seemed like I lacked detailed imagination.

    "What is it?" Sangheon asked, hearing my muttering.

    "Ah, I was thinking of trying to awaken a new ability, but it's not easy."

    I told him about the drake's scales.

    "Since Hyung has a simple personality, won't it just happen while you're fighting?"

    "I never thought I'd hear the word 'simple' from you."

    "Hyung, you think a lot, but your nature is very simple. Even your skill names are really simple. What's 'Tough Body'? And they say your status window and abilities reflect your personality."

    "It doesn't reflect my personality!" Nayoung retorted, having heard from the side. If she agreed with that theory, she would become a witch who corroded enemies and gave them nightmares.

    I couldn't say it to Nayoung, but that theory was quite accurate. The intuitive skill names in Korean and the skill trait of evolving when hit. It definitely reflected my simple personality. Nayoung also didn't have a dark personality, but she was extremely tenacious and, once she started something, had no brakes. Her curse skills might be a manifestation of such a stubborn and extreme personality.

    As Sangheon said, thinking about it too much didn't suit my personality. I decided to let go of my worries, thinking that it would happen naturally if I practiced imagining it usually and fought strong enemies.

    The five brothers had no focus in their eyes due to a week of relentless, non-stop training. Even Nayoung, who hadn't liked the five brothers at first, felt sorry for them seeing their state.

    "Oppa, I didn't make you do that much."

    "Your abilities had already increased before."

    "So, if they hadn't increased, would you have made me do that much too?"

    "No, I wouldn't have done that to you."

    I couldn't let her turn dark. Not anymore, but back then, I was still quite scared of Nayoung. But Nayoung chuckled, having understood it in a different way. Of course, now that she was my girlfriend, I wouldn't push her like that. Besides, she was growing steadily without me even paying attention.

    Sangheon was also fed up with watching the five brothers' training.

    "It's even worse than when I did it?"

    "I'll put you in that team if you don't improve either. So train hard on your own."

    "...Yes."

    While we were eating and resting, I sensed something in the distance.

    "Everyone, be quiet."

    I made everyone quiet and focused, spreading my sensory perception wide. It was far, but I could feel it. The vibration of the ground, the sound of an engine, the sound of gunfire.

    "Someone's being chased. I'll be back in a bit."

    Before anyone else could say anything, I sprang up and ran off. It wasn't far. Within a few kilometers. I found the source of the sounds in less than a few minutes. It used to be farmland, but now I saw a small military vehicle crossing land overgrown with weeds and bushes. The men in the car were shooting rifles while chasing a man.

    "A hunter?"

    The vehicle wasn't going fast in this terrain, but that man was incredibly fast. Maybe 40? 50 kilometers per hour. That hunter might have done something wrong, but based on what I saw, I didn't get that feeling, so I jumped in front of the military vehicle.

    Screeeech!

    "Get out of the way!"

    The car saw me and stopped abruptly. And the hunter who was running away also stopped when he saw me.

    "Hold on. Who are you people? Why are you chasing that man?"

    Since I had suddenly intervened, I asked nicely.

    "This is none of South Korea's business! Get out of the way!"

    "Help me! My brother is sick!"

    The hunter who was being chased shouted from behind. His face was as youthful as a child, but his body was well-trained, and he was over 190 cm tall. Up close, I saw that he was wearing tattered clothes that were scratched and torn in various places for some reason.

    "Lower your weapons and get out of the car. I won't move until we talk and I understand what's going on."

    I was trying to be nice, but if they were going to act like this, there was no need for me to be nice either.

    "Just shoot him!"

    The soldier driving the car shouted, and the soldier aiming his gun at me pulled the trigger.

    Rat-a-tat-tat!

    There was no need to dodge. Two out of the three bullets hit my chest and cheekbone and fell to the ground.

    "A hunter..."

    Two North Korean soldiers slowly lowered their guns.

    "Lower your guns. Guns won't work on a hunter like that."

    The man riding in the back of the military vehicle spoke to the North Korean soldiers and then jumped out from the back of the car, landing in front of me.

    "It would have been better if you had just gone on your way. Why did you stop us? You don't even know what's going on?"

    "If you're the kind of guy who shoots when I ask to talk, I think I have a pretty good idea of what's going on?"

    "Are you relying on your strengthening skills?"

    He must have thought blocking the bullets was a skill.

    "A nosy bastard doesn't live long!"

    As he finished speaking, he drew the sword at his waist with a drawing sword skill and swung it at my neck. It was quite fast. C-rank? Maybe even B-rank if he was good. But it wasn't a speed I couldn't react to, and the path of the sword was obvious.

    Finally, the practical combat I had been waiting for. I raised my arm, imagining armor forming on the back of my hand.

    Clang!

    "Clang?"

    The swordsman frowned, as if the sound wasn't what he expected.

    "Damn it. It's not working."

    The sword was blocked by my hardened hand, but the scales I had imagined didn't appear. Was it because I wasn't tense at all since the speed was predictable and the power was weak? Hardening could block such weak attacks, but it couldn't block aura. And the downside was that the flexibility of that part decreased the moment I hardened it. For example, if I hardened my entire arm, the movement of my arm would noticeably slow down.

    While I was distracted by other thoughts because I wasn't tense, he retrieved his sword and stabbed my chest again. While taking the incoming sword into my chest, I kicked the swordsman in the stomach with a front kick.

    Thwack!

    The man flew back and crashed into the vehicle.

    "He probably didn't die, but his internal organs would be damaged. Take him and get him treated."

    The North Korean soldiers ran away in fear.

    "Mister! Please save my brother!"

    The man who had been running away knelt down and grabbed my pants. Mister? He didn't look that much younger than me...

    "Hold on, calm down. Tell me slowly."

    "My brother is sick! The adults won't treat him, and they won't let me take him out!"

    "Where is your brother?"

    "In New North Korea. Mister, please go and save my brother. I heard the adults talking. They said a hunter as strong as the Leader came from South Korea. That's you, right?"

    "The Leader? You mean the one who uses twin axes?"

    "That's right."

    But... something about this story was strange. Adults? Mister?

    "How old are you?"

    "Ten years old."

    For a moment, I thought I had misheard. He was so tall and had such a good build that I hadn't even considered he was under 20. His face was youthful, but even so, ten years old?

  

    "First, drink this and let's go to where my group is."

    I took out a potion from my waist pouch and held it out.

    "This isn't for me, give it to my brother, Hee-ah!"

    "There's more, so drink this first."

    I fed it to him almost forcibly, and we went to the base camp together. The kid, who ran after me, was even faster than when I first saw him after resting for a bit and drinking the potion. Wouldn't he reach 60 kilometers per hour? On this kind of rough road, that speed was similar to a D-rank hunter who knew how to use their feet.

    Arriving at the base camp, I explained the situation to Nayoung. Surprised by the fact that he was ten years old, Nayoung wrapped a blanket around him, and I started asking questions.

    "What's your name?"

    "Hee-cheol. Kwon Hee-cheol."

    After introducing ourselves, I listened to Kwon Hee-cheol's account of the situation in New North Korea.

    "So... you ate monster meat because there wasn't enough food?"

    In Korea, they were careful even when disposing of monsters because of their toxicity, but the North Korean residents were eating them because they were starving.

    "Yes. We had no choice because there was nothing else to eat. But people get sick if they eat it."

    "Did you eat it too?"

    "Yes. I've eaten it a lot since I was little, but I didn't get sick."

    "Are there many people who got stronger or faster like Hee-cheol after eating monster meat?"

    "There are a few, but not many. Some got stronger after eating the meat and became hunters. But many died. There are still a lot of sick people."

    So, it seemed that if you were lucky after eating monster meat, your body developed, but the unlucky majority died.

    "How many sick people are there?"

    "Um... a lot. Maybe a hundred?"

    More than I thought.

    "My brother ate it too. I tried to make him eat as little as possible, but he was so hungry... So he's very sick now. He won't open his eyes. I worked as a hunter, but they still wouldn't treat him right away. So I ran away to find that mister."

    Hee-cheol pointed at me, his voice choked with tears. He was bigger than most adults, but his heart was that of a ten-year-old child.

    "What about your parents?"

    "They died when I was little."

    He was still young now, so hearing him say "when I was little" tugged at my heart.

    "Thank you for telling me. Rest here for a bit while eating this."

    I ladled out a bowl of the soup we were eating and held it out.

    "No! My brother is very sick! We have to go quickly!"

    "We'll call some strong uncles from South Korea."

    "No! My brother will die if we're late!"

    Hee-cheol clung to me desperately.

    Even if I contacted the Awakened Being Management Bureau now, they wouldn't be able to send hunters right away. They had only found out about the existence of New North Korea recently, and there was no way the Korean government and the Bureau would risk a military conflict, so it was clear it would take a long time.

    "Hee-cheol, let's go."

    I got up from my seat.

    "Oppa..."

    Nayoung grabbed my arm with a worried expression.

    "He said his brother is sick. I'm not planning on a full-scale war, I'll just bring back the sick people."

    "Then, I'll go too."

    "I'll go with you."

    "Can we help too?"

    Nayoung, Sangheon, and the five brothers stepped forward. It seemed I was lucky with people.

    "Alright. Five brothers, get the vehicle ready to go and unload anything we don't need. Sangheon, the Hwagok Collection people should be nearby, so contact them and borrow a car that can carry a lot of people to follow us."

    While the five brothers were organizing the car, we threw away Hee-cheol's tattered clothes and dressed him in Sangheon's spare clothes. Sangheon had also gotten quite big, but since Hee-cheol was so tall and broad, the clothes looked tight on him, like a younger brother wearing his older brother's clothes.

    "Wear this for now, and I'll get you better clothes later."

    "This is good too! It's the first time I've worn new clothes."

    Seeing him happy over something so small made my heart ache.

    "Let's go."

    "Yes!"

    Hee-cheol told us the location from inside the car, and I climbed onto the roof to spread my sensory perception.

    Thump, thump.

    I knocked on the car roof.

    "Hunter, what's wrong?"

    Si-hwan poked his head out and asked.

    "There are guys watching over there. You guys wait here for Sangheon, and come when I contact you. If it ever gets dangerous, run away, and if you can't even do that, just surrender unconditionally. Don't get hurt."

    Sangheon could now handle his own in a pinch, but if the five brothers got cocky just because they had gotten a little stronger, they would die instantly.

    "Yes!"

    "Nayoung, let's go with me. Hee-cheol, lead the way."

    "Yes."

    "Brother, it's still quite a distance, can Hee-cheol make it? Isn't it better if you carry him?"

    Even though he was big, after hearing he was ten years old, I started treating Hee-cheol like a child.

    "You don't have to worry."

    Judging by the speed he ran at earlier, he was above average.

    Hee-cheol ran through the dense forest at a speed of 40 kilometers per hour. He stepped on thick branches of trees to jump or jumped down from heights of over 10 meters; his movements looked like something Tarzan would do if he existed.

    "Wow... he's really fast, though not as fast as Brother."

    "Hmm... at that level, he's D-rank, and with some training, he could easily become a C-rank hunter. I wonder if he can learn skills?"

    Following him at a slight distance while thinking about Hee-cheol's abilities, we arrived at the New North Korea that Hee-cheol had mentioned.

    Hiding in a nearby mountain, I looked down at New North Korea. It was a deep night, so Nayoung and Hee-cheol couldn't see well, but I could see as clearly as day.

    New North Korea was just a few large buildings, so small that it was hardly worth calling it a village, let alone a nation.

    The facilities weren't well-maintained, but surprisingly, the barricades were well-built. They must have been preparing for monster attacks.

    "Where are your brother and the sick people?"

    "They're in that red-roofed building over there."

    Hee-cheol pointed to the back. It looked more like a factory or warehouse than a residential area.

    "Are there many adults as strong as the Leader?"

    "There are over two hundred hunters. But the Leader is the strongest."

    The Leader was just above S-rank. There probably weren't any other S-ranks, and not many A or B-ranks either, but that was a larger number than I had expected.

    "Alright. Wait here for a moment. Nayoung, how wide can you spread your Blind?"

    "I can cover all of that."

    "...Your range has increased?"

    "I practiced a lot."

    Nayoung smiled, making a V sign with her fingers.

    "Okay. Then, let's do this."

    I explained the plan to Nayoung.

    
      

    

    I covered my head with my suit up to my head, and gave Hee-cheol a cloak to cover his head as well.

    We lowered our posture and approached the barricade. Even though they clearly knew that the South Korean army was coming, the guard on duty was dozing off. It meant that this wasn't a group with much discipline in the first place. Still, they would probably notice if a car approached.

    There was some distance between the watchtowers. I stood in the middle of the two watchtowers.

    "Can you get over this?"

    The barricade was about 6 meters high, and with the barbed wire on top, it was 7 meters.

    "It's impossible from a standstill. I think I can run from behind and kick off the wall to jump."

    "That'll be too noticeable. Get on my back."

    I looked around to make sure it was safe and jumped as if I was about to fly off from the spot. The levitation magic made going up and down smooth.

    After landing, I followed Hee-cheol's lead, and we arrived at the factory-like building I had seen from above.

    Peeking inside the door, I saw three guards. One was dozing off on a chair, hugging a rifle, and the other two were looking at each other and talking.

    I put my finger to my lips, signaling Hee-cheol to be quiet.

    Then I quickly approached, grabbed the gun, and punched the two talking guards in the stomach, collapsing them on the spot. I strangled the sleeping one to make him sleep even more soundly.

    Then I spread my sensory perception and scanned the surroundings. I didn't sense anyone nearby.

    "They're behind this door."

    Hee-cheol pointed to a large iron door. An iron bar crossed the door, and it was locked with a ridiculously large padlock.

    "Do you usually keep them locked up like this?"

    "It's probably because I ran away. We need to find the key."

    "Step aside."

    I grabbed the steel padlock with my hand.

    "This is strong, it won't work. Even hitting it hard won't work. Someone will come if there's a noise."

    I crushed the padlock in my hand as it was.

    "Wow..."

    Hee-cheol's eyes widened as if he had seen something amazing. Now that my strength was over 110, I could lift dozens of tons. This kind of padlock was nothing to me.

    "Are the hunter uncles stronger than me?"

    I wanted to know the skill level of the North Korean hunters.

    "I don't think so!"

    ...He didn't seem to be very helpful. But the North Korean hunters I had met so far were only B and C-rank for a few, and most were D-rank or below based on Korean standards.

    Hee-cheol opened the door. It wasn't a place that smelled good to begin with, but when the door opened, an unbearable stench poured out for me, with my sensitive nose.

    Hee-cheol went in first, and I deactivated my suit and followed behind him.

    Adults and children alike were lying on the cold floor with blankets or paper underneath them. They were so malnourished that it was fair to say they were just skin and bones.

    About half of them were young children. Everyone was so weak that they barely reacted even when I entered.

    "He's a good mister. He's going to help us."

    Hee-cheol reassured the few children who were scared when they saw me. He seemed to be playing the role of an older brother here.

    "Mister, this is Hee-ah."

    Then Hee-cheol took my hand and introduced me to his brother. The girl lying down was as emaciated as the other children. No, her complexion was bad, and her heart rate was slow; she was like a candle about to go out, in a more serious condition than the other children. As Hee-cheol said, if we hadn't come quickly, something terrible might have happened.

    I gave Hee-cheol's brother and the other children who looked seriously ill small amounts of potion. I gave them all I had in my pockets, but it wasn't nearly enough for the children to recover.

    "I'm someone who came from South Korea. We're going to leave this place now. Adults, please hold the children."

    Hee-cheol encouraged his friends, and they all started to move sluggishly.

    "We're not going."

    One of the adults in a group in the corner said.

    "Why not?"

    "Because we'll die if we get caught on the way. We don't want to get involved."

    There was no life or motivation in his eyes as he answered.

    "Do you think you'll live long if you stay here?"

    "Still, that's the way to live a little longer."

    "Do as you please. Those who are leaving, carry the children and follow me."

    I had no intention of forcibly taking grown adults. Twenty out of a hundred decided to stay.

    "What about those children?"

    A woman was hugging two children in the corner.

    "Mommy says she's not going."

    I wouldn't force adults to come, but... those children would die if left like that. They had reason to be worried since a stranger had come and was telling them to follow, but I didn't want the children to die in a place like this.

    "Hello."

    I approached and knelt on one knee to meet her eye level and greeted her. The woman hugged the children even tighter with her gaunt arms.

    "The children are sick, aren't they?"

    The woman lowered her eyes and looked at the floor, not answering.

    "I'll take responsibility for feeding the children. I'll also get them to see a doctor for their sickness. I can't force you. But the children will suffer more if they stay here."

    I explained calmly.

    "Ajumma, let's go together. They're good people. You saw it in dramas, right?"

    Hee-cheol came to my side and chimed in.

    "Dramas?"

    "I watch a lot of Korean dramas."

    Hee-cheol pointed to an old television in the corner. Korean DVDs were scattered underneath. I wondered why they all used standard Korean instead of North Korean dialect; it seemed that after North Korea collapsed, dramas and books were all brought in from South Korea.

    At the word "dramas," the woman finally met my eyes. It was problematic that her life-determining choice was based on dramas, but it didn't matter as long as she came with us.

    Hoping she would take it, I slowly extended my hand.

  

    The mother of the two children looked into my eyes for a moment, made a decision, and took the hand I offered.

    The children's mother was also unwell, so I picked up the older of the two children. They were so light. I was afraid to put any strength into holding them, in case they broke if I touched them wrong. The adults supported each other, and those who had some strength left carried the children on their backs and in their arms.

    "Let's go to the exit."

    I led everyone towards the building's exit. I had them wait right in front of the door.

    "Ready?"

    I signaled to Nayoung and the five brothers who were waiting.

    "Yes, Oppa."

    "Yes, Hunter, just tell us whenever you're ready."

    "Start."

    Not even a few seconds later, Nayoung's Blind covered all the buildings except the one we were in. She was getting more and more skilled at using the Blind, even spreading it in a donut shape.

    And then I heard the sound of two large vehicles approaching quickly. It was the five brothers and Sangheon.

    The silent night, where only the sound of insects could be heard until a minute ago, suddenly became noisy.

    "Wha... what?! Who turned off the lights?! Is anyone there?!"

    Being blocked by the Blind and having one's five senses cut off was due to mental interference, not actually eliminating sound. Thanks to that, I could hear people shouting and bumping into things everywhere.

    People who were sleeping didn't feel much even when caught in the Blind, so they wouldn't wake up unless directly touched. Thanks to this, the whole village hadn't erupted into chaos yet. We needed to get out quickly in this window.

    I could hear the sound of a bus speeding up as it approached from beyond the barricade. At its current speed, it would arrive in a minute. But that time felt too long in the current situation.

    I expanded my sensory perception to check if any enemies were approaching and sent the children out of the building. I approached the barricade, kicked it to make a hole, and broke the debris with my hands to widen the hole.

    Growing to my giant form, I supported the breached barricade with my head and shoulders to prevent it from collapsing.

    Hee-cheol and the others were startled when they saw me grow in size.

    "Hurry and get out! Hurry!"

    When I shouted at the people who were surprised and just standing there watching, they finally passed under me.

    "There's never a dull moment when I'm with Hyung!"

    Sangheon got off the Hwagok Collection Agency's bus, and the five brothers also got out of their car and helped the children get on. Familiar faces from the Hwagok Collection also came to help.

    Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!

    It seemed some idiot had pulled the trigger in a panic.

    "Who the hell was that?!"

    Immediately after, a loud sound echoed throughout New North Korea. The axe-wielder had woken up. It seemed Nayoung's Blind, despite being widely spread, didn't work on someone with the axe-wielder's abilities.

    "Go quickly."

    I put the last child on the bus and sent it off.

    Then the axe-wielder jumped onto the roof of a building and surveyed the surroundings. The axe-wielder spotted the bus, threw his axe without hesitation, and then dropped back down.

    The moment his axe left his hand, I kicked off the ground and flew up. It was just one axe, but if it hit at that speed, the bus wouldn't stand a chance.

    I slammed the side of the axe with my fist. I hit it intending to break it, but the axe collided with my fist and flew back to its owner like a boomerang. It seemed to be an item with an automatic return option.

    The axe-wielder, who had jumped high, caught the flying axe and landed in front of me, over the barricade.

    "So it was you... What did you steal?"

    He had rushed out wearing only pants, without even putting on a shirt.

    "I'm taking sick people. You guys can't handle them anyway."

    "What? Those cripples? You came all this way for that? Hmm..."

    A murderous intent flashed within me for a moment.

    "Those things... well, they don't matter much, but I can't just let someone who came to my place and made a mess go."

    A blade of red aura covered his axe. It was the same aura that had cut through the drake. Last time, he had retreated without fighting, perhaps to assess the situation, but today he was surprisingly aggressive. Had he investigated me in the meantime? I had tried to quietly take only the children, but that was already ruined.

    He charged, swinging the axe in his right hand diagonally. My agility had increased a lot due to repeated level-ups and the fight with Helen, and I could perceive his movements with my keen senses, so I was able to dodge, but he was a step faster than me. My pure stats were definitely higher, but he clearly had job-related stat bonuses.

    Leaning back to dodge, I threw a counter punch, but he brought his left axe down on me, who had lowered my stance.

    I retracted my outstretched fist and wrapped aura around both arms to block his axe.

    Clang!

    Fast, and powerful too. The aftermath of his aura colliding with mine caused the skin on my arms to burst, and my body was pushed back, but his axe didn't stop and pushed in, cutting my arm. I leaned back almost lying down to dodge, but I couldn't avoid it completely.

    Using the force of being pushed back, I fell completely to the ground and kicked his legs with both arms, which had already recovered, supporting myself on the ground.

    He jumped up, avoiding my kick, and threw both axes.

    I could clearly see the axes flying towards me, loaded with bright red aura. Having clashed with it once, I now had a better sense of its power.

    I wrapped the aura around my fists and shot it out before colliding, knocking the axes away. The collision of aura and aura made a sound like a bomb exploding, but those damned axes returned to their owner unscathed again.

    Overall, I was at a disadvantage. I could barely block his attacks, but he was faster than me, and the refinement of his aura was also higher. Every time I blocked, the aura dissipated, and I had to pour in new vitality to surround my arms with aura to block again. Using vitality so recklessly was too inefficient, and I wouldn't be able to continue fighting for long.

    I needed to evade, not just block, but his axe swings were getting faster and faster as time went by, as if he had used the same skill he used to cut the drake.

    I had been holding back to avoid hurting him, considering the government's position, but it was getting harder to endure. I had no choice but to spray poison mist from my mouth when he got close.

    He must have sensed it beforehand, as he dodged backward while swinging his axe widely. A wide area of aura, not the usual sharp aura, spread across the swung axe, and as he swung it repeatedly, a hemispherical barrier formed in front of him. All the poison mist that touched the barrier burned away and disappeared.

    "You damned bastard... I'll turn you into mincemeat."

    His face turned into a demonic mask of rage, and his whole body turned red.

    I had seen allies use that in the battlefields of my past life. It was a Berserker skill. It instantly increased strength, stamina, and agility by several tens of percent, but it made the user lose their reason. I remembered avoiding those who used it on the same battlefield so I wouldn't get caught up in it. Moreover, once the skill's duration ended, the recoil caused a sharp drop in vitality and stamina for a while, so it was a skill I got cursed by the commander for using again.

    It was a skill with many disadvantages when fighting alongside allies, but it was a skill that couldn't be ignored in a one-on-one situation like this.

    Perhaps he hadn't completely burned away the poison mist, as blood was coming from his nose and mouth, but unlike mages like Helen, close-combat fighters like him had strong vitality, so unless they took the poison mist head-on, it wouldn't cause much damage.

    He charged, swinging his axes alternately. His speed was now twice as fast as before, and I couldn't dodge completely, barely managing to wrap the aura around my arms to block.

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    My agility increased in the critical situation, but the aura around my arms shattered from the impact of his axe. Thanks to my reckless use of it, I didn't even have time to reapply the little vitality I had left before his axe flew horizontally towards me.

    What should I do? Could my arms withstand it without aura? Should I let my arm get cut off, spray the blood, and run away? Could I even run away? It was already too late to dodge.

    But I couldn't just take the hit. I didn't have enough vitality left to create enough aura to block completely, but I hardened the inside and outside of my arms as much as possible and scraped together the little remaining vitality to wrap the aura around my arms. The only thought in my head was that I had to block it somehow.

    Clang!

    My right arm, which I thought would be cut off, was still intact.

    His axe was blocked by the black armor that had sprouted on both of my arms.

    Black armor had formed from below my shoulders to the tips of my fingers. The armor pieces were slightly larger than the small scales of a snake or lizard and clung tightly to my body, allowing free movement of my joints.

    Nayoung used to draw designs for weapons and armor to be produced in Regen, and this resembled one of them. I must have unconsciously remembered the cool design and materialized it.

    The name of the design Nayoung had created was Dragon Scale Armor, and just like its name, armor that looked like it was made of dragon scales was covering both of my arms.

    It wasn't cut even by his sharp aura. Not only was it not cut, it didn't even get a scratch.

    The axe-wielder in his berserker state had reduced cognitive abilities and didn't notice my change, swinging his axes repeatedly.

    I blocked the consecutive incoming attacks with my armored arms. I was still behind in speed, but the attacks of the berserk axe-wielder were incredibly simple, making them easier to block than before.

    The berserker's time limit wasn't long. If I held out a little longer, he would collapse from the recoil of the berserker skill and the damage from the poison mist.

    Just then, the hunters of New North Korea began to slowly emerge from the Blind. Some came out beyond the barricade, and a few climbed onto the watchtowers.

    "There!"

    Not long after, one of the hunters spotted Nayoung. That hunter drew his bowstring towards Nayoung, and the other hunters rushed towards her.

    "Nayoung, release the Blind and get out of there!"

    I tried to go to Nayoung, but the axe-wielder wouldn't let me go. I couldn't block the other hunters heading towards Nayoung while blocking his relentless axe attacks.

    While blocking a flying axe, I shot aura from the fingers of my right hand towards the guys aiming at Nayoung.

    Days of training paid off, and the bullets of vitality that flew accurately pierced the legs of the hunters aiming at Nayoung.

    But the price for taking my eyes off the axe-wielder while dealing with him was high. His axe tore through the flesh of my side where armor hadn't appeared and embedded itself in my ribs.

    The only saving grace was that his aura wasn't strong enough to cut through my bones, which were strengthened by Tough Body, in one go.

    Before he could pull out the axe, I pressed down with my right hand, fixing it in my body.

    And with my left hand, I struck the arm of the guy trying to pull out the axe.

    "Kuh-ah!"

    Even as his arm bent in a strange direction, he swung his other axe down at my neck.

    I quickly swung my arm back to block the axe, but I was a little late. The axe was embedded in one-third of my neck.

    The axe was pulled out, and my blood splattered everywhere. The guy who knew about my poison mist abandoned his axe and jumped back.

    I pulled out the axe embedded in my side and the one stuck in my neck and threw them on the ground.

    "You monster..."

    He said, watching my side and neck heal. It seemed the berserker's power had worn off, and his reason had returned.

    But my vitality consumption was greater. I had used aura consecutively before the armor appeared and had lost a lot of blood. I had used almost all of my remaining vitality to regenerate my heavily damaged body at the end, making me dizzy.

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    My stamina increased by 2, but it was far from enough.

    The axe-wielder, realizing I wasn't in good shape, wrapped the aura around his fist and approached me.

    I was so weak that I couldn't even lift my arm.

    "Die!"

    His fist wasn't as fast as before, but it would be enough to smash my head. I struggled to raise my arm, but it was a little too slow to block his falling fist.

  

    The axe-wielder's aura-covered fist looked like it was coming down in slow motion to crush my head.

    I was raising my arm to block, but my arm, drained of all strength, was moving incredibly slowly. I could see that his fist would be faster. I could only hope that my head was tough enough to withstand that fist.

    Thwack!

    The axe-wielder retracted his descending fist and knocked away a mana bullet that was flying towards him.

    "What the hell?!"

    "Hee-ik!"

    The axe-wielder roared, and behind him, Chang-hee, the youngest of the five brothers, gasped.

    "Keep firing!"

    Sangheon shouted at Chang-hee.

    Chang-hee's shots were definitely not powerful enough to subdue the axe-wielder yet, but the guy was currently unarmed and had taken considerable damage, so it was enough to distract him.

    "Where do you... Kuh-aaaa!"

    At that moment, the guy's eyes became cloudy and murky, and his skin corroded. It was Nayoung's Blind and Corruption.

    Nayoung, riding behind Si-hwan on the motorcycle, was holding her wand. The Blind that covered all of New North Korea had little effect, but this time it was focused solely on the axe-wielder, and with his stamina already depleted, it worked.

    In the meantime, Sangheon came to me on the motorcycle.

    "Thanks..."

    Moving my heavy body, I climbed onto the back of Sangheon's bike.

    "You bastards!! I'll peel your skin off! Just you wait!"

    Even with his five senses restricted and his skin peeling off, the guy screamed and swung his axe wildly in all directions.

    The hunters and soldiers of New North Korea ran past the axe-wielder, chasing after us.

    "Chang-hee! Tires!"

    At Sangheon's words, Chang-hee shot out several tires of the cars following us, and Nayoung cast Nightmare on a charging hunter, causing him to fall. As we took out the approaching cars and hunters one by one, the remaining forces seemed to give up, turning their cars around and retreating.

    As soon as we left the area, we went to the place where the South Korean hunter unit and military unit were stationed.

    "Halt! Halt!"

    Soldiers at the checkpoint stopped us.

    "This is Hunter Lee Jisuk. There are sick people. Please open the gate."

    Having absorbed the magic stones in the car and recovered to some extent, I spoke to the soldier at the checkpoint.

    "Huh? Hunter Lee Jisuk? Uh... please wait a moment."

    The soldier who recognized me sent a radio message to contact his superiors, and another soldier at the checkpoint checked inside our car.

    The soldier, seeing the people in the bus who looked like they were about to die, quickly ran to the other soldier who was on the radio and explained the situation, and the gate opened immediately.

    "What in the world happened?"

    A company commander who seemed to be in charge came out and asked. His uniform was slightly disheveled, as if he had been resting.

    "We found patients nearby and brought them here. Please prepare barracks and healers for treatment."

    "Nearby? Where did you bring them from? Don't tell me... it's not from that North Korean survivor group we were briefed on recently, is it?"

    The company commander's face turned pale.

    "We can discuss responsibility later, let's treat the people first."

    The company commander saw the skeletal adults behind me getting out of the car with children who were even thinner.

    "Damn it... Bring the potions! Wake up the medics, medical corpsmen, and healers!"

    The company commander had no choice but to guide us. Fortunately, he wasn't the kind of person who would turn a blind eye to these people just to protect his position.

    Dozens of soldiers and healers began to treat the people.

    "Mister, Hee-ah still isn't waking up."

    Hee-ah didn't respond even after drinking the potion. Her face remained pale, and her breathing was so weak it could stop at any moment.

    "You said Hee-ah ate monster meat too, right?"

    "Yes. All my friends here ate it. There was nothing else to eat."

    "You ate monster meat?"

    The military doctor was shocked.

    "The toxins in monster meat have spread through their bodies. Modern medicine doesn't yet know how to remove them."

    "If it's toxins, it's probably mana, just like Jaein said?"

    It was extremely rare for mana to evolve the body. For ordinary people who hadn't awakened, it was just poison.

    We had to extract that poison. But the ability included in my Regeneration skill at C-rank was vitality absorption. It couldn't absorb mana.

    Even if I wanted to use an elixir, I couldn't get one right now.

    Even as I worried about what to do, Hee-ah's breathing grew weaker. A medic put an oxygen mask on her, but I didn't know how much time that would buy us.

    "I'll try."

    Nayoung stepped forward.

    "You?"

    "Actually, I gained a skill as my level increased after fighting Helen."

    "What is it?"

    "Mana Drain..."

    Nayoung lowered her head deeply. It was a skill I had heard Nayoung used in the future, but I didn't know she had already acquired it. By covering the eyes of surrounding hunters with her Blind and draining their mana, she could use the skill infinitely until the enemy collapsed.

    "Why didn't you say anything?"

    "I got another terrible, witch-like skill. And since it's C-rank, its power wasn't great."

    I put my arm around Nayoung's head and hugged her.

    "How much time do we have?"

    When I asked the military doctor, he shook his head silently. I wanted to catch another monster to test Nayoung's skill, but there was no time.

    "Try it on me first."

    "...Okay."

    Nayoung, having made up her mind, placed her hand on my arm.

    And focused.

    I could feel mana circulating in Nayoung's body. But the flow of mana was so subtle that I couldn't perceive anything leaving my body. My keen senses skill had heightened my five senses and sixth sense to an extreme degree, but I had never needed to feel mana before, so it hadn't developed much. In this area, Nayoung was far more capable than me.

    After a few seconds, I felt something leaving the muscles in my arm. It was a different feeling from when I lacked vitality. It felt like the rank of my Tough Body was decreasing.

    "Did it work?"

    Even at my question, Nayoung kept her eyes closed and concentrated.

    Just then, Hee-ah's blood pressure plummeted, and her heart rate dropped. There was no more time to practice.

    "Hee-cheol, can your noona try?"

    Nayoung approached Hee-cheol and asked.

    "Yes, Noona. Please, please save Hee-ah."

    Hee-cheol didn't seem to understand what Nayoung was trying to do. He just cried and begged. Nayoung hugged the sobbing Hee-cheol and patted his back. Then she placed her hand on Hee-ah's chest.

    Sweat ran down Nayoung's forehead. In the chaotic relief camp filled with countless people coming and going, only our surroundings became quiet. Everyone held their breath and watched Nayoung and Hee-ah.

    "Vitals..."

    The military doctor pointed at the machine. The continuously dropping heart rate and blood pressure had slightly increased.

    "Potion! Give her a potion!"

    Hee-ah didn't even have the strength to drink the potion, so we dropped a few drops into her mouth to let her absorb it. Some color returned to Hee-ah's ashen face.

    "Hoo..."

    Nayoung wiped away her sweat.

    "You did well, Nayoung-ah. You're amazing."

    I put my hand on Nayoung's shoulder, and she placed her hand over mine and smiled.

    After that, Nayoung went around and sucked mana from the most critical patients first. Sucking mana didn't heal them. It only removed what was hindering their healing by extracting the mana that was poison inside their bodies.

    But because of that, hope for treatment with potions and modern medicine arose. A way to combat the damage caused by mana poisoning had been created.

    "Thank you, Goddess"

    "Thank you."

    The residents of New North Korea who watched the scene, adults and children alike, bowed towards Nayoung.

    "Uh... uh? Why are you doing this? Please get up."

    Nayoung tried to lift them up, but the people kept their foreheads on the ground, repeating their thanks.

    "I guess it might have looked that way."

    These were people who had been treated inhumanely in North Korea. We had rescued them from the Leader who had ruled them with great power and fear and saved those who were dying. If that wasn't a goddess, what was?

    Nayoung was flustered by the people bowing to her, but I could see the corners of her lips subtly turning up every time she was called a goddess. She must not dislike being called "Goddess" despite always being stressed because of her Locator job.

    "You were supposed to contact us."

    Director Baek Young-shin rushed to our location before sunrise. His eyes were hollow, making me feel apologetic.

    "Director, I'm sorry. But the children needed immediate help, what else could I do? If I hadn't gone then, Hee-ah would have died."

    I pointed to Hee-cheol and Hee-ah behind me. Even the director couldn't bring himself to say that I shouldn't have done that in front of the sick children.

    "If I had told you, there would have been internal meetings, contact with New North Korea, negotiations, it would have taken a long time, right?"

    "That's right... Hoo... We contacted the New North Korean side. They were very angry."

    "I went to the trouble of bringing everyone back without killing anyone, what's there to be angry about?"

    In fact, it would have been much easier to bring them back if casualties were acceptable.

    "Can't we just push through with force?"

    "Do you think that would work? If there are casualties on their side due to resistance, we'll be heavily criticized by international public opinion."

    "Then what do they want?"

    "They want compensation."

    "Compensation?"

    "Yes. They demanded food and items."

    "What about the sick people?"

    "They said we can deal with them ourselves. However, they demanded that Hee-cheol be returned."

    "Hee-cheol?"

    "They want only the useful ones back, excluding the sick people."

    "We can't give him back. You know that."

    I stared at the director, feeling a surge of anger.

    "Calm down. I didn't say that, and I have no intention of doing so either. New North Korea is not a place to send children. Hunters are currently ruling North Korea."

    "While using the monsters they catch as food?"

    "That's only given to the lowest working class who have no power or authority. Those who are capable seem to obtain what they need by smuggling magic stones and byproducts."

    I had no intention of opposing the powerful having more. But I couldn't agree with the abuse or exploitation of the weak.

    "Anyway. Hunter Lee Jisuk and your group, please... please don't go anywhere near that place again. The country will handle the negotiations."

    "Understood."

    Feeling somewhat apologetic, I answered politely.

    After the director left, I spent some time with the children.

    "Hee-cheol, the people here will protect you from now on. Listen well and don't cause trouble."

    "Where are Mister and Goddess going?"

    Nayoung turned her head at the word "Goddess" and tried to hide her smile by covering her mouth. She really liked it.

    "We have things to do. Contact us if you're bored or need anything."

    I left Nayoung's contact information.

    "Take care."

    We waited nearby for a few days and were then deployed again into the restoration of North Korean territory. The South Korean government and New North Korea negotiated, trading the surrounding territory excluding the area where they were located. From what I heard, they received a large amount of items, money, and food in exchange for the territory.

    For New North Korea, it wasn't a losing deal since it was land they couldn't defend anyway, and they couldn't stop South Korea from advancing.

    We were marked as persons of interest and were reassigned to a place far away from the New North Korean side.

  

    "Is the Goddess going to Seoul again today?"

    Sangheon playfully bowed to Nayoung.

    "Even if Sangheon acts like that, it's not cute at all," Nayoung pouted.

    Nayoung had been frequently going to Seoul lately to treat severe mana poisoning patients. The National Health Insurance Service and hospitals provided generous treatment fees, and the work was rewarding, so Nayoung had no reason not to go. She still came to subjugation missions from time to time, but now she spent more time on treatment.

    There were a few other hunters in the world besides Nayoung who could use skills like Mana Drain, but they couldn't absorb even the minute mana permeating the body like Nayoung could.

    The fact that we were only treated as persons of interest after disobeying orders and smuggling people out of New North Korea was largely thanks to Nayoung's role. The government didn't want to get on Nayoung's bad side. It would be problematic if she emigrated.

    "Brother, see you in a few days."

    Nayoung kissed me on the cheek.

    "Take care."

    Then she left in the escort vehicle sent by the Awakened Administration.

    "Alright, let's get going too."

    "Yes!"

    The five brothers answered in unison, standing at attention, unlike their usual selves.

    "...Why are you guys so pumped up?"

    "Hyung said he was moved by seeing you saving people," Sangheon said on behalf of the five brothers.

    "Really? Moved by what?"

    "No, sir! We will work harder next time to be more helpful!"

    "Really? Work harder?"

    I smirked.

    The five brothers sweated in their rigid postures.

    "Good. Since everyone's motivated, we've graduated from ants and goblins. Let's raise the difficulty a bit."

    I threw a box.

    "Whoa! It's heavy. What is this?"

    "Armor that grows with your giant form."

    The deep blue armor was connected from neck to ankles in one piece. It was made of intricately linked rings, like chainmail. However, each ring was smaller than those of regular chainmail, and the rings were normally tightly connected but would stretch together as the wearer grew larger.

    "Ooh... Oooooh!!"

    "It stretches, but it also gets heavier, and when you grow giant, the gaps between the rings widen, reducing defense, so be careful about that."

    It would be heavy at first, but that was also part of the training.

    "Thank you!"

    "Thanks for what? Yoo Sajang will pay for it anyway with the money he earned. It's quite expensive."

    "Yes, sir..."

    "The other four will also get their items replaced."

    I distributed the items Jaein had brought to everyone. Wearing the upgraded gear, they were as happy as children receiving birthday presents.

    After equipping our gear, we moved to today's hunting grounds. This time, we were assigned to a mountain that hunters usually avoided, and I suspected it was partly due to the Awakened Administration's desire for us to be more restrained. Since the mountains were better for training anyway, I didn't have any major complaints.

    "This area is where wolf-type monsters appear."

    "Hellhounds?"

    "No, they're different from hellhounds. They used to be considered a different kind of monster that came from the gate, but according to Hee-cheol, there's a high probability that wild animals evolved after eating monster corpses or mana-contaminated food."

    "Doesn't the country handle monster corpses? Where would wild animals eat monsters?"

    Yoo Sajang asked.

    "You wouldn't know since you didn't go to the academy. When North Korea was devastated by the continuous breaks, tens of thousands of monsters poured out of the gates. They say they bombed the area so heavily that the terrain changed to prevent them from spreading to South Korea and China, so you can assume monster corpses were scattered all over North Korean territory."

    "Ah, so they evolved after eating those?"

    "That's right. Most of them probably died from mana poisoning, some adapted to mana without changing, and only a very small number of animals evolved. And if they eat animals and plants that died from mana poisoning, the same process repeats. Animals with large populations like ants are more likely to undergo this evolution. Even if only one out of ten thousand adapts, if it reproduces, their numbers will increase tremendously."

    "Well, I guess that makes sense for a place like North Korea. Still, it's a relief that South Korea handles it well."

    Sangheon nodded.

    "Well, now that I think about it, even incineration isn't a perfect solution. Where does what's burned go? Mana doesn't completely combust, so it'll spread into the air. There was a reason why the number of mana poisoning patients increased every year. As long as there are gates, the spread of mana on Earth is an unavoidable fate."

    The monster that tried to eat me in the sea might have also grown by eating monsters or contaminated food that flowed into the sea.

    Humans might go extinct in the future unless they evolve to adapt to mana. Fortunately, the rate at which victims are increasing isn't that fast, so if we slowly adapt to mana over several generations, the damage will be minimized.

    Everyone became quiet, seemingly lost in thought. Did I scare them too much?

    "It's a problem we can't do anything about even if we worry. Let's focus on our work."

    I clapped my hands to get their attention.

    "The wolves we'll be hunting today are dangerous animals even when they're wild. It goes without saying that the mutated ones are even more dangerous, right? Keep that in mind, and today's hunt will be conducted under Sangheon's command."

    I stepped back and watched the five brothers and Sangheon hunt.

    "Push them more towards the center! Don't let them surround us!"

    For Sangheon, a C-rank hunter, E-rank wolves were easy opponents, but he had to direct the five brothers, so he seemed more preoccupied than when he fought alone. Because of that, things were a bit shaky at the beginning, but Sangheon did a good job as both leader and vanguard, and the positions quickly stabilized. I planned to often give Sangheon this kind of leadership role. The difference between me and the five brothers was too great for me to always lead them.

    Now I had to do my own work. How many things would I have to stop in the future? To think I was so easily defeated by an axe-wielder who would have died on his own in a few years.

    I needed to become stronger.

    I searched for a strong monster like a drake and went deeper into the mountain range.

    The big one I caught during the hellhound subjugation was also deep in the mountains, so there might be something here too.

    The mountains of Gangwon Province, with their incredibly rugged terrain, showed no signs of human habitation.

    "Were there trees this big in our country?"

    Korea didn't have many large trees compared to the West, but the forests of North Korea were full of gigantic trees with trunks so thick you couldn't wrap your arms around them and heights of several tens of meters.

    The ecosystem was being completely overturned by the influence of mana.

    I searched the forest while admiring the trees, but I couldn't find the large monster I wanted, only a lot of small monsters.

    Suddenly, it occurred to me that there probably wouldn't be any small fry near a strong one. I opened the app, looked at the locations of the markers I had placed so far, and moved in the direction with fewer monsters, not more.

    Crackle! Crackle!

    I heard something scratching a tree. It was a sound I had never heard before, so I approached it.

    A tiger stood up and scratched a tree with its front paws.

    The creature, sensing my presence, quickly turned its head.

    "A bear?"

    I thought it was a tiger because of its yellow stripes, but its appearance was definitely that of a bear.

    Looking at the pieces of giant ant scattered around, I guessed it had grown this big by eating ants or the abnormally large tree fruits.

    "Is it... some kind of hybrid?"

    It had a sleeker build than a normal bear, but its size was already beyond that of a regular bear. When it leaned against a tree, it was at least six meters tall.

    Koo-urr-ung!

    "Its cry is definitely a bear's."

    Despite having a physique that surpassed that of a bear, it moved nimbly between the trees like a tiger, approaching quickly. Of course, it was slower than a drake's charge.

    "Let's see what you've got!"

    Seeing the bear charging at me, I also grew to my giant form. It stood on its hind legs and swung its front paws, and I also wrapped my arms in armor and threw a hook at its head.

    I wasn't sure if the armor would appear when I grew giant, but thankfully it did. However, it was still disappointing that I could only cover my arms.

    My fist and its front paw intersected. Its massive claws raked across my face. To think it scratched my skin, which could even stop bullets, it was definitely not ordinary claws. To destroy a mana-infused body, mana-infused things were the best.

    At the same time as the claws passed, the wounds on my face regenerated. It was a regeneration speed that would make it seem like I hadn't been injured at all to the bear.

    On the other hand, the skin on the bear's face rippled like waves from the impact. But, true to its size, it immediately swung its other front paw at my face.

    I didn't dislike this kind of straightforward fight. I lowered my center of gravity and firmly planted my lower body. Then, I didn't avoid the bear's incoming front paw but met it head-on while throwing a punch. When the bear swung its front paw, I also swung my armor-clad fist.

    The thudding sounds echoed through the mountains quickly and rhythmically. After exchanging five punches, the bear staggered and collapsed to the ground.

    "Tch... is that all for a C-rank?"

    I hadn't even infused aura into my fist yet.

    The bear shook its head to regain its senses and charged at me again.

    I infused aura, thinly wrapping the armored part of my fist. The vitality surrounding the armor was much thinner than before, but I could instinctively feel that this newly acquired armor held an aura without waste, making it even more powerful.

    As I punched the bear's head as it was, its head exploded and disappeared without a trace.

    Its power definitely seemed to have increased compared to before, but to test its exact strength, I would have to fight a similar opponent again.

    I absorbed the fallen creature's vitality to replenish my slightly depleted vitality, mined the magic stone, and left a marker. This guy's sharp claws would be valuable, and it would definitely be helpful for ecological research. It was deep in the mountains, so retrieval wouldn't be easy, but that was the Awakened Administration's problem.

    While searching for monsters like drakes and tiger-striped bears, I received a call from the Awakened Administration's headquarters.

    "Yes, this is Lee Jisuk."

    [Hunter Lee Jisuk, we would like to request emergency support. Is this a good time?]

    "Go ahead."

    [A missing person has occurred, and a search is needed. The Director recommended Hunter Lee Jisuk.]

    "Understood. I'll go to the site right away, so please send me the information."

    I opened the data sent by the Awakened Administration.

    D-rank hunters had gone to hunt Mad Bulls and hadn't returned.

    Mad Bulls were bovine monsters about four meters long with two pairs of horns. Mad Bulls were strong for their size, but they only used simple, linear attacks, so they were classified as E-rank.

    The hunting method was also simple. A fast hunter would draw their attention and then run in a large circle. Then, fellow hunters would take them down with ranged attacks from a distance. Until they were all dead, Mad Bulls would only chase the person who initially aggroed them. As long as that person was in their sight.

    It was strange that a D-rank hunter party had been defeated by such easy opponents.

    I checked the coordinates and arrived at the target location while dealing with the monsters I encountered along the way.

    I tracked the GPS signal with the app. The GPS trackers were distributed to all hunters participating in subjugation by the Awakened Administration. They were useful for locating people and could also send a distress signal by pressing a button in case of an emergency.

    I followed the GPS signal for a while and then stopped. Smell, the smell of human blood.

    Following the smell, I soon found traces of the hunters.

    Their bodies were severely damaged, as if they had been eaten by a monster, and one person was in pieces. I couldn't identify their faces, so I searched through their equipment.

    A spear, a bow, and a wand were broken. It was definitely the three-person hunter party I was looking for. There hadn't been any other reports of a missing party with this combination.

    I surveyed the surroundings.

    There were many Mad Bull footprints, so I knew they had hunted Mad Bulls. But were these guys strong enough to be defeated by them? There seemed to be a lot of footprints. If they weren't confident, why did they provoke them in the first place? D-rank wasn't strong, but they were past the beginner stage. They wouldn't make basic mistakes like misjudging their own and the enemy's abilities.

    Moreover, all three of them were defeated simultaneously without even being able to send a distress signal? Something was wrong.

  

    "Control, this is Lee Jisuk."

    I radioed the Awakened Administration's control room.

    [Yes, Hunter. Go ahead.]

    "I found the missing persons. All are dead."

    [....I see. We'll send a team to recover the bodies right away. Should we send the team to the GPS location of the deceased hunters?]

    "Ah, the GPS signal is being picked up from a different location. I'll keep tracking it, so please send the team to my current location."

    [Location confirmed. Thank you. Please continue your work.]

    After finishing the report and moving a bit following the GPS signal, a herd of Mad Bulls appeared. There were about twenty of them. It was a lot, but if you knew the trick, even D-rank hunters should be able to handle them.

    Growing to about three meters tall, I ran towards the herd of Mad Bulls. They spotted me too, and as if feeling threatened, they snorted and charged at me.

    Increasing my speed, I rammed the leader with my shoulder, sending the Mad Bull flying away powerlessly. Then, I shoulder-checked or punched away the ones that came running at me one by one, sending them flying.

    Even though their kin were being taken down in front of them, these ignorant beasts didn't stop. The ones that luckily brushed past me without colliding head-on drew a large circle and came back to attack me.

    In just a few dozen seconds, I knocked down all the mad bulls and took out my phone to check the GPS signal again.

    I slowly walked among the fallen Mad Bulls. And from one of them, the phone's signal rang strongly.

    Sharpening my hand blade with aura, I quickly swung it, slicing open the bull's belly.

    I rummaged through the entrails that spilled out from the torn hide. After cutting open several stomachs, I found parts of the hunters' bodies that the bulls had eaten and the GPS tracker. So, the hunters earlier were indeed killed by these things?

    Something felt off, but this came out of the Mad Bull's stomach, and without other evidence, it was hard to imagine any other scenario.

    I sent the final report to the Awakened Administration and returned.

    
      

    

    "Another missing person?"

    [Yes, this time it's two teams.]

    It was unrealistic to hope that there would be no casualties in the process of subjugating monsters. However, to match hunters with appropriate monsters, they first assessed the surrounding monster ecology using satellite photos and drones before assigning hunters.

    And since the hunters themselves didn't want to die, it was common for them to retreat as soon as things got a little dangerous.

    But for one team to die yesterday and then two more teams to go missing in just one day was too much.

    "Understood. I'll go there right away."

    There was the director's recommendation, but I had been assigned to an easy area as a form of disciplinary action, so I had more free time than other A-rank hunters.

    Since I could catch monsters while moving and would also receive a rescue request allowance, it was beneficial for me as well.

    I went to the site again, but all I found were the bodies of hunters killed by monsters, just like yesterday. And the GPS tracker found inside a monster's stomach.

    An investigator from the Awakened Administration also came to investigate, but they reached the same conclusion as me.

    The Awakened Administration informed the hunters about the accidents and advised them not to hunt monsters that were beyond their rank or too numerous and to move in groups.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, I heard there were many casualties? So, does that mean we'll be going around with you from today?"

    Yoo Sajang asked, scared by the news of the casualties. He was huge, but he was also very timid.

    "No. From today, only the five brothers will go hunting separately."

    The five brothers and Sangheon looked at me with expressions that said, "What kind of person is this?"

    "Hyung, it could be dangerous, you know? I'll go with you."

    "No. You either join another hunter group to hunt or help out with the Hwagok work. The five brothers are going to hunt Mad Bulls today."

    "Mad Bulls? How are we supposed to catch the ones that killed D-rank hunters?"

    Yoo Sajang said, on the verge of tears.

    "They move in a straight line, so it's not difficult if you dodge and attack from the side. Think of it as bullfighting. And I'll be following behind you."

    "Ah... You should have said you were coming with us earlier, why scare us like that?"

    "But I won't interfere with the hunt at all."

    The five brothers' expressions brightened and darkened repeatedly, like a light being switched on and off.

    "I've looked at all three of the incidents, and to me, there are suspicious aspects that make it hard to see them as just abnormal monster behavior or hunter mistakes. You guys will have to act as bait."

    The light in the five brothers' faces went out and didn't come back on.

    I marked the locations where the accidents occurred with an X on the map. There didn't seem to be any major patterns, except that they were all in plains, but I had a feeling that something might come up if they hunted in the plains near those locations.

    "I'll be hiding, so don't worry and just hunt. You understood the characteristics I explained well, right?"

    "Yes..."

    "Why are you all so down? You've all surpassed level 10, haven't you? Do you think it's easy to level up this much in less than a month? Guys who aren't cut out for it won't make it no matter how hard you push them. So, have confidence."

    "Understood!"

    Their voices were a bit louder this time.

    I put on the invisibility cloak I had obtained after catching Richard, one of the Tellus terrorists. And when I covered my head with the hood, my figure disappeared. Even when I raised my arm, only a transparent, faint outline could be seen. If I lay flat on the ground like this, no one would be able to find me.

    Concealing my body wasn't really my preference, but the Awakened Administration didn't know about this item, so it was something I couldn't use carelessly. Still, there was no point in secretly keeping it if I didn't use it when needed, so I took it out for today's ambush.

    I climbed to a slightly higher ground and lay flat on the ground. Using the breathing technique I had learned in the deep sea, I drastically lowered my breathing and heart rate. This would make it even harder to detect me.

    In that state, I watched the five brothers hunt. Thanks to my keen senses, I could see and hear them clearly even from a distance.

    "Big Brother, do you see those two over there?"

    As a ranged dealer, Chang-hee was the first to spot the Mad Bulls in the distance and informed Yoo Sajang through his in-ear device.

    "Oh, I see them."

    Yoo Sajang, who had been squinting and looking for a while, finally spotted the Mad Bulls.

    "Two of them, huh? We can handle that. I'll go first."

    "Hyung! We're behind you. Don't worry."

    Si-hwan playfully punched Yoo Sajang's shoulder with his fist.

    "Thanks. Chang-hee, can you take care of the other one?"

    "Yes."

    Chang-hee took his position, and Yoo Sajang took the lead, with the other three standing behind him at a distance, covering his flanks. If they stood in a line when the Mad Bulls charged, they would be knocked away like bowling pins.

    "Here I go!"

    As Yoo Sajang shouted and ran forward, the Mad Bull suddenly raised its head and spotted him. The Mad Bull snorted a couple of times and charged at Yoo Sajang.

    Equipped with armor and even carrying a shield that suited his size, he finally looked somewhat like a hunter.

    Thwack!

    The mana bullet Chang-hee fired hit the Mad Bull in the forehead. The Mad Bull's head turned sideways, and its speed decreased. However, it didn't seem to have taken much damage, as it shook its head and picked up speed again. Chang-hee, an E-rank hunter, couldn't break through the Mad Bull's thick skull with his ranged attack.

    Bang!

    Realizing the problem, Chang-hee slowly exhaled and carefully fired another shot. The mana bullet, which seemed to have missed widely, curved and burrowed into the Mad Bull's ear canal as if being sucked in.

    The Mad Bull collapsed sideways at the speed it was running. No matter how much monsters strengthened their bodies with mana, they couldn't strengthen the inside of their heads.

    Noticing that and shooting at its ear while it was running was a commendable skill. Chang-hee definitely had the most potential for growth here.

    With one down, the pressure on Yoo Sajang lessened. Yoo Sajang's giant form was no smaller than the Mad Bull's.

    Yoo Sajang held his shield diagonally with his left hand and lowered his stance. He held a longsword in his right hand.

    Luring it by running in a circle might have been a good idea, but it wasn't suitable for Yoo Sajang, who had low agility and stamina. That's why I had advised him to watch the straightforward attacks of the beast carefully and parry them.

    The distance closed, and Yoo Sajang and the Mad Bull collided. At the moment of impact, Yoo Sajang pushed the bull's head aside with his shield as if deflecting it and tried to stab with his sword, but his timing was off, and he was sent flying backward.

    "Kuh-erk!"

    Thanks to his armor, he didn't have any external injuries, but it was an attack that would have caused considerable internal shock.

    "Hyung-nim! Uwooooooh!"

    As Si-hwan unleashed a shout, the surprised Mad Bull's legs tangled, and at that moment, Jinwoo and Minwoo approached the Mad Bull from both sides.

    "Minwoo-ya! Stab it!"

    Si-hwan shouted while luring the Mad Bull from the front, but the Mad Bull had already regained its senses and was spinning around, trying to ram the five brothers with its horns.

    "Uh?! Hyung, be careful!"

    Having missed their chance to attack, the five brothers were busy dodging the Mad Bull's attacks, flustered.

    I could see Chang-hee aiming to help his brothers.

    "Chang-hee, don't help them."

    I spoke to Chang-hee through the in-ear device.

    [Haa... but, Hyung are in danger?]

    "They're not in any danger at all. How many of you are going to gang up on one Mad Bull? And if you keep helping them, your brothers won't improve. You just keep a good lookout for any other approaching ones."

    Chang-hee understood and took his aim off the Mad Bull, scanning the more distant surroundings.

    "Kuh-uk... I'll lure it from the front, so stab it!"

    Yoo Sajang, who had been sent flying by the Mad Bull and regained his senses, charged from the front. He pushed the bull's head with his shield and stabbed with his sword. The attempt was good, but he didn't put enough strength into it, and his attack wasn't accurate. If he were alone, that level of skill would have gotten him killed. Fortunately, Yoo Sajang had his brothers watching his back. His brothers stabbed the Mad Bull in the neck and flanks from the sides.

    They continued the messy fight for several minutes, and the Mad Bull, riddled with holes, finally collapsed to the ground.

    "Hah... hah..."

    'They're all out of breath. To struggle this much against two Mad Bulls...'

    Even though it was frustrating, I intended to just watch as much as possible today.

    After drinking potions and regrouping, the five brothers moved on to find another Mad Bull.

    When they found a herd of Mad Bulls, the fight continued in a pattern where Chang-hee would take down one Mad Bull first, and then the four melee fighters would take on the remaining ones.

    Whether Chang-hee's first one-shot kill of a Mad Bull had some luck involved, he often missed completely or avoided the vital points. Still, the misfire rate did decrease over time.

    Yoo Sajang would push the Mad Bull off balance with his shield and then stab it in the neck. After being knocked around several times, he finally got the hang of it.

    "That's it!"

    His face brightened considerably after his first successful kill.

    The remaining three brothers didn't charge recklessly like Yoo Sajang but used their individual abilities to fight while exploiting openings. After hunting for several hours, they gradually got the hang of it. Even though it was frustrating to watch, it seemed they weren't entirely hopeless.

    I waited for several hours, but I didn't sense anything particularly strange.

    Since the accident, hunters who went out hunting were required to report to the Awakened Administration's headquarters periodically. If there was no report, it would be considered a problem, and I was to be dispatched immediately. Since they hadn't contacted me, it seemed no accidents had occurred today.

    I wondered if the whole day would be a bust when a dust cloud approached from far away.

  

    Looking closer, I saw a figure at the front leading a large group of Mad Bulls. While running, he casually looked back and occasionally hopped backward to check if the Mad Bulls were following well. Judging by that, it wasn't an emergency situation; he was definitely herding the monsters intentionally.

    He was wearing a red, sleek suit with a dagger strapped to his waist, the color of which was further provoking the Mad Bulls.

    The guy skillfully herded them towards the five brothers. I immediately took off my cloak and leaped forward.

    "Chang-hee, shoot!"

    [Huh?!]

    "Shoot that bastard!"

    [Y-yes! Yes!]

    Bang! Bang! Bang!

    He fired in quick succession, but he couldn't hit the guy who was running fast in a zigzag pattern.

    "Uh...? Uh? Guys! Run!"

    Yoo Sajang shouted, seeing dozens of Mad Bulls charging towards him.

    "With you being that slow, do you really think you can escape?"

    The guy taunted with a sly look and tried to pass through the five brothers, but I jumped in front of him, blocking his path.

    "Wh-what!"

    The guy, surprised by something shimmering, changed direction. It was a smooth change of direction that defied the momentum of his high-speed run.

    "Chang-hee! Keep firing! Minwoo, sic your summon on that bastard! The rest of you, hide behind me!"

    I threw off my cloak, grew to my giant form, and swung my armored arms, striking the herd of Mad Bulls.

    The herd of Mad Bulls collided with me and bounced off like waves crashing against a breakwater.

    The guy, seemingly trying to finish us off, lightly dodged Chang-hee's shots and Minwoo's new bird summon as he turned back.

    His sprinting speed alone was faster than the axe-wielder's. I hadn't seen any other abilities, but that speed alone put him on par with an A-rank hunter.

    However, his target was us, so it was easy to track his movements. I used my entire body to shield the five brothers, protecting them from the Mad Bulls and the guy.

    While blocking the Mad Bulls with my body, I shot aura from my fingertips, and Chang-hee's covering fire followed. And slowly, Minwoo's new bird summon latched onto the guy.

    "Tch..."

    The guy, his movements greatly restricted, clicked his tongue once and then ran away.

    "Are you guys alright?"

    "Yes!"

    "Call for rescue from the Awakened Administration! I'm going after that bastard."

    I immediately gave chase, but the red spandex's speed was too fast, and he was already out of sight. Judging by the huge gaps between his footprints, I could tell how fast he was running. The scent was faint, but not enough for me to lose track.

    After chasing for a few minutes, I saw the guy resting. He was fast, but he didn't seem to have the stamina for long-distance running.

    "Hoo..."

    I approached the guy from behind while cloaked in invisibility as he caught his breath.

    "...Huh?"

    The guy cracked his neck from side to side and then looked my way.

    We stared at each other for a moment without moving.

    As if he had no intention of prolonging the standoff, I saw the guy putting strength into his legs.

    To take the initiative, I swung my hand at the guy's neck. Despite the surprise attack, he flexibly leaned back to dodge and kicked out at me.

    Whack!

    I slammed my fist down on the guy's foot that was flying towards my groin.

    His reflexes were extraordinary. He quickly pulled back his foot after seeing me throw a punch.

    "Kuh-ack! You son of a bitch!"

    The guy groaned in pain after getting hit on the instep. If he hadn't stopped and pulled back his foot quickly, he would have had to get a prosthetic leg starting tomorrow.

    "Are you from New North Korea?"

    "I'm not North Korean, you know?"

    The guy, having regained some composure, slightly lifted his injured foot off the ground and answered my question.

    "You should relearn Seoul dialect before trying to scam people."

    His clumsy accent was similar to that of the people from New North Korea.

    "You damn bastard... barely escaped the Leader with your life."

    "Did you do this because you thought South Korea wouldn't advance further if hunters died?"

    "None of your business. You're going to die here."

    The guy bounced on the balls of his feet and drew two daggers from his waist.

    There was no need to just watch, so I rushed in and swung my fist, but he was fast as expected.

    The guy dodged backward, creating distance, and then charged at me. He was just a person running, but he was faster than arrows or Chang-hee's bullets.

    I swung my fist at the approaching red spandex, but he lightly ducked and slashed my side. The wound on my side wasn't deep. An attack of that level without aura was something I could afford to take.

    Then, the sonic boom generated by the guy moving at supersonic speed crashed into me. If I didn't have a Tough Body, I would have been a mess. However, it wasn't enough to damage my Tough Body. The wound was just a scratch, and even that had already regenerated.

    "What the hell?! What is this?!"

    The blood from my side that had gotten on the guy's dagger blade melted it. The dagger's sharpness completely disappeared.

    "Looks like the Leader didn't give you a good weapon like his axe, huh?"

    "Let's see if you can still talk so much even after your heart's pierced."

    The guy gritted his teeth, pulled back the hand holding the last remaining dagger, and charged. When he was about ten meters away from me, he thrust the dagger forward, and a ball of energy flew from its tip. It wasn't a slashing attack using the momentum of his run, but a skill that shot out in a single point, something I had seen another hunter use in the past. In terms of penetrating power alone, it was a skill comparable to aura.

    It was impossible to perceive and completely dodge an attack flying at that speed. Fortunately, this idiot aimed for my heart as he declared, so it was easy to prepare.

    I covered my heart with my arm to block it and sprayed blood mist at the guy who was trying to brush past me.

    Having seen the Leader get hit by it, the guy was startled and quickly changed direction. Thanks to that, his speed drastically decreased, and his posture crumbled. I ran through the mist and slammed into him with my shoulder.

    "Kuh-ek!"

    The guy sprawled on the ground like a frog hit by a car. Hunters who focused on speed like this guy often had all their stats invested in speed, so their defense was usually terrible.

    
      

    

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, are you sure this is the culprit?"

    An investigator asked me in front of the interrogation room.

    "We caught him at the scene, so there's no mistake."

    The investigator, having confirmed with me once more, entered the interrogation room and began questioning the guy.

    "What's your name?"

    He asked the guy who was wearing a straitjacket like the ones used in mental hospitals.

    "...."

    The guy just stared at the empty table and didn't say anything.

    "What was your reason for doing this?"

    "Did New North Korea send you?"

    "If you continue to not answer, you will be sentenced to death for murdering multiple hunters."

    They asked questions and even threatened him repeatedly, but the guy's mouth didn't open.

    "Could I have a word with him alone for a moment?"

    I asked the investigator who came out of the interrogation room.

    "...No. The Director gave strict orders to keep a close watch on Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    Did I bring him in too quickly? If I had roughed him up a bit before bringing him in, he might have been more cooperative.

    "Stop the interrogation."

    A man in a suit approached in front of the interrogation room.

    "What is it?"

    "I'm the public defender."

    "A public defender? Are you kidding me? You're going to defend a terrorist from New North Korea?"

    "Don't we not know if he's from New North Korea or South Korea?"

    "An unregistered hunter comes to North Korea and suddenly kills South Korean hunters? Do you think that makes sense?"

    A vein popped out on the Awakened Administration investigator's head.

    "Don't you know the principle of presumption of innocence? You can't treat someone as a criminal based on unconfirmed information."

    "Unconfirmed my ass! This bastard is a criminal caught in the act!"

    The investigator, who had been speaking politely, couldn't hold back his anger any longer and exploded.

    "Watch your mouth! No one died at the scene where he was caught! You seem to be trying to link him to the incidents of the past few days, but you'll need solid evidence! And we'll also need to verify whether he's from New North Korea or not! This isn't some lawless land where you can just arrest anyone you suspect?!"

    "Ah, screw this, it's too dirty to deal with!"

    The investigator, even more furious than me, left the scene.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, you should go back now too."

    "Ten people."

    "Pardon?"

    "Ten people died because of that bastard."

    "...That's still unknown. It could be someone else, couldn't it? Guilt or innocence will be decided in court."

    I knew this public defender's intentions were good. You couldn't persecute someone based solely on circumstantial evidence without concrete proof. You could end up catching the wrong person or, in the worst-case scenario, fabricating a criminal.

    There were awakened individuals with the ability to discern lies, so it would be good to utilize them, but like lie detectors, they were only considered reference material in court.

    I even thought about just breaking his neck when I caught him, but what was done was done, so I also went back.

    
      

    

    I had caught the red spandex and intended to make New North Korea pay the price, but they denied knowing anything about it.

    I couldn't make them pay immediately, but it was only natural for the Awakened Administration to focus their surveillance on New North Korea. In fact, it didn't seem likely that there would be many hunters like the red spandex or the axe-wielder in New North Korea, so there probably wouldn't be any more terrorist acts like this.

    And as some time passed, as expected, no further unexpected accidents occurred. Occasionally, there were injuries or deaths within the normal range, and even those were thoroughly investigated.

    "Hyung, so what exactly does New North Korea want?"

    "Who knows? I don't understand what they're thinking either. Apparently, they're demanding items or magic stones in exchange for giving up the rights to most of North Korean territory, excluding their own area."

    "So, does that mean New North Korea will exist within South Korea?"

    "I don't think so."

    "By the way, did you hear about the new gate that opened?"

    "Really? Hmm... it seems like they're increasing because people keep going up from South Korea. Just like Paul said, gates increase in places with a lot of people. How many new ones opened?"

    "Two new ones opened, so now there are three. New North Korea is in charge of the existing gate, and the Awakened Administration seems to be responsible for the other two."

    "There was an uproar about the money decreasing as the number of gates decreased, so it's a relief that at least those opened up. I'll get less flak."

    The subjugation of North Korea gradually progressed. Astronomical amounts of money were spent, but the costs were covered by magic stones and byproducts, and more importantly, it had greater significance in that South Korea was absorbing and restoring North Korean territory.

    Days went by with me finding and catching large monsters, and the five brothers and Sangheon also leveled up. Nayoung was still busy being called out to treat patients.

    I didn't know how much money she was receiving, but according to Sangheon, she might be earning more than Regen was making. Apparently, high-ranking individuals from overseas were paying to come for her treatment. Nayoung didn't know much about the business side of things, so President Yang was taking care of it for her.

    President Yang was meticulous and responsible in handling work, and he also had a wide network, so I thought it was a good decision to put him in charge of Regen's presidency.

    I had participated in the North Korean restoration mission with various purposes, but unfortunately, my level didn't increase. Of course, being able to manifest even a part of my armor and shoot aura like bullets were achievements, but it wasn't enough.

    Being so easily defeated by the axe-wielder last time had awakened my sense of crisis. If I had fought with the determination to kill the axe-wielder from the start, the outcome might have been different, but even considering that, I desperately felt that my current strength was insufficient.

    Beeee----

    While we were all chatting, my, Sangheon, and the five brothers' phones rang simultaneously.

    "Huh...?"

    Everyone checked the contents of the app, and their faces turned pale.

  

    "A gate break? Three at the same time?"

    Sangheon read the hunter alert on his app, his face turning ashen.

    "Grab only the essentials. We're leaving immediately."

    In my words, the five brothers and Sangheon frantically threw their belongings into the vehicle, and I also tossed my gear haphazardly, shoving it into the car.

    Thump thump!

    "Let's go!"

    I pounded on the back of the car while hanging on.

    I opened the app to grasp the full extent of the situation. Two gates near the temporary command center and one gate near New North Korea had all simultaneously ruptured. Three breaking at once was a first since the initial gate outbreaks. Such an event hadn't occurred in my past life at this time, so it seemed South Korea's North Korean territory recovery project had changed the future.

    The only saving grace was that there were many hunters nearby. With this many gathered, they should be able to stop the breaks. However, with three rupturing at the same time, the damage would inevitably be significant. That was also assuming New North Korea could handle one without any issues.

    "Hyung! Do you see them?!"

    "Yeah. I'm watching."

    Monsters that had already poured out of the gates were moving south. Unlike the ones that bred on Earth or the wild animals that had turned into monsters, the ones that came directly from the gates had an uncanny sense of human scent.

    Hanging on from the back, I jumped off the car while it was moving and dealt with the monsters in our path.

    "Chang-hee! Get up here and provide cover fire!"

    Chang-hee shot at the ones at a distance, and I used aura to take down the closer ones, but the terrifyingly large numbers were spreading out and moving south, like pissing on a frozen foot. Even though the aura I shot was small, it was compressed, so I couldn't use it indefinitely. My vitality would run out before I could take down all those monsters.

    Just like during the last troll gate break, I didn't have the energy to chase after these things. I had to block the entrances first. I could only hope that the hunters remaining in South Korea would stop the ones heading south.

    After driving for 30 minutes, we arrived at the nearest gate. This place was already hell. Modern weaponry and hunters were pouring attacks from the front, but they couldn't completely block all the emerging monsters, so they were running out in all directions.

    "You guys stay in the rear! Don't push yourselves too hard!"

    I left instructions for Sangheon and the five brothers and leaped into the center of the battlefield.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! Glad you could make it!"

    Leaving the commander who greeted me behind, I immediately grew to my giant form and jumped to the very front of the hunter unit.

    As I grew to the size of a troll and swept away all the small fry on the ground, defense became easier, and we could divert forces to the outskirts to contain the fleeing ones.

    "An A-rank hunter is here! Push forward!"

    The morale of the hunters rose as they saw me crushing the monsters in my giant form.

    Everyone started to take their positions, and now it was manageable. The D-rank of the gate that caused the break also played a part. The high-ranking monsters were C-rank monsters like minotaurs and hellhounds. There were many, but not so many that the forces here couldn't handle them.

    If it had been a C-rank or B-rank gate, it would have been much harder to stop.

    I was thinking that reinforcements would arrive from South Korea soon, so we just needed to hold out a little longer.

    "S-sir! A group of monsters is approaching from the flank!"

    "What? From the side? Are the ones that came out of the gate returning?"

    "N-no, sir. They're coming down from the north! From the direction of the New North Korean gate!"

    "Damn it, they couldn't stop it... Reorganize the troops! Strengthen the defense line on the flank! Don't hold back on the machine guns, mortars, and missiles! Pour everything you've got!"

    At the commander's order, modern weaponry incinerated the small fry, but large monsters burst through the flames and dust.

    "They're coming!!"

    I moved to the area where the monsters emerging from the gate and the ones coming down from the north were converging and struck them with my body and fists. However, even though they were smaller than me, the hellhounds, which were medium-sized monsters, swarmed like a pack of dogs, and I couldn't knock them all away, so many of them got past me to the rear.

    The B-rank hunters also fought hard, but it was just as difficult for them. They were increasingly pushed back by the sheer numbers, with three more swarming in for every one they took down.

    "If we let them through here, all these bastards will go to South Korea! Stop them!"

    "If you have time to shout, fire one more shot, you bastard!"

    The soldiers also yelled and fired machine guns and mortars. Even taking down the small fry could reduce the burden on the hunters.

    "Healer! Healer!"

    Hunters who had been on the front lines were getting injured one by one and falling back. The number of monsters was increasing, while the number of hunters was decreasing. At times like this, I wished Nayoung were here, but there was no point in thinking about someone who wasn't present.

    Just then, a troll walked out of the gate. Since it was a D-rank gate, multiple trolls wouldn't appear, but that single one was threatening enough.

    "Shit... are they trying to kill us all?!"

    I heard the hunters' cries of despair, but to me, it looked like an opportunity to get a good item.

    I left my position and ran towards it.

    "H-Hunter Lee Jisuk! Where are you going?!"

    A hunter fighting fiercely beside me with a spear shouted as I moved away. If I left, his position would become even more dangerous.

    "Don't stop him! If Hunter Lee Jisuk can't catch that troll, we're all dead! Watch the front!"

    Another hunter said, pushing an orc away with his shield.

    The troll, seeing me running towards it while stepping on and kicking away monsters, swung its massive club horizontally.

    Increasing my speed, I dove into its arms before the club could fully swing. Then, I hooked my arm around its shoulder and flipped it over, slamming it onto the ground.

    "Kuaaaaaaaah!"

    The troll screamed as its arm was bent backward.

    I pressed its neck against the ground and repeatedly and rapidly slammed my fist, imbued with aura, into its head. My fist, encased in armor and surrounded by aura, easily crushed the troll's head.

    I easily smashed the head of the troll that had given me trouble before, but there was no time to rejoice in my revenge. I immediately clamped its two legs under my armpits.

    "Wh-what... what are you trying to do?"

    "No way... get back!!"

    I spun it around. A giant swing, often seen in wrestling.

    Spinning around, I used its body as a weapon, smashing the monsters emerging from the gate.

    "The monsters are retreating! All ranged hunters, pour it in!"

    Then, I threw the troll into the most densely packed area of monsters. As the troll flew through the air, a huge shadow was cast, and soon it crashed down with a deafening roar. The troll, weighing dozens of tons, didn't stop rolling, flattening all the monsters beneath it.

    I picked up the troll's club. I didn't usually use weapons, and it was even harder to use them when I was in my giant form. However, the wooden club the troll had brought out of the gate was large enough for me to wield. And even though it was wood, being an item from the gate, its strength was greater than steel.

    Swinging the club, I knocked away and pushed back the surrounding monsters.

    "Good job! Take them all down!"

    "Damn it! You think you're the only ones with a troll?! We've got Giant Lee Jisuk!"

    Some hunters were so extremely excited that they were saying embarrassing things.

    With monsters also moving south from the flank, blocking the front of the gate became meaningless. The hunters shifted their formation into a horizontal line. Thanks to that, I ran back and forth, taking down the strong monsters. But with the front line extended, I couldn't cover everything.

    "Hold on!"

    A warrior pushing back a monster with his shield.

    "Potion... potion!"

    A hunter bleeding profusely from his stomach, looking for a potion.

    "Healer! Where's a healer!"

    The battlefield was a chaotic mess of people holding their fallen comrades and looking for healers.

    "Sh-shit... I'm not going to die!"

    Some hunters tried to retreat, stepping backward.

    Boom boom boom boom boom!!!

    A rain of fire fell from the sky, and a large number of monsters turned to ash.

    "R-reinforcements!"

    Looking at the sky, I saw a hunter on a helicopter pouring flames onto the ground with a wand.

    Following that, helicopters carrying more hunters approached in succession. It was the reinforcements.

    Thwack!

    Just as the hunters were about to jump out of the helicopters with ropes without landing, a massive arrow flew and pierced through a helicopter.

    "Huh?"

    Before the pilot and the surrounding hunters could even grasp what had happened, the helicopter exploded. The falling hunters were caught in the explosion and plummeted to the ground.

    "Wh-what?!"

    As arrows were also fired at the helicopters coming behind, the subsequent helicopters hastily changed direction.

    "What is it! A monster?!"

    "No! It was fired from the mountains!"

    Zzzing

    Feeling a sense of danger, I tilted my head back, and an arrow passed through where my head had been. The speed and power were such that if it had hit, it wouldn't have ended with just an injury.

    Thwack!

    The arrow that brushed past me pierced through all the monsters in a straight line and embedded itself in the ground.

    I immediately ran in the direction the arrow had come from. Being in my giant form was like making myself a bigger target, so I released my giant form, raised my arms to protect my head, and ran.

    With my keen senses-enhanced vision, I quickly scanned the mountains several kilometers away. When I deflected another incoming arrow with the back of my armored hand, I could pinpoint the direction more accurately. In the middle of a densely wooded mountain, I saw a figure drawing the string of a bow as tall as a person. His face was covered with a mask, but seeing that enormous bow and arrow, and his eyes, I recognized who it was. I wondered why that bastard was here now, but there was no time to think for long. Whatever the reason, I had to stop the one attacking us.

    Arrows flew in quick succession. Relying on my keen senses, I deflected them with my armor as I charged forward. Some brushed past me, but I regenerated immediately, so I didn't pay attention to them.

    Even though I had approached within striking distance, the guy showed no signs of fleeing.

    "Hwah!"

    The axe-wielder sprang out from the side, shouting, and swung his axe at me.

    I rolled to dodge and created distance.

    As the axe-wielder raised his hand, the guy who had been aiming the bow at me from behind loosened the bowstring and lowered the bow.

    "Why are you here? Shouldn't you be blocking the gate in New North Korea?"

    "Oh. Didn't you know? I caused these breaks."

    The guy said smugly, boasting.

    "What?"

    "I pushed all the useless trash into the gate up to its capacity and killed them."

    "You crazy bastard... do you have a death wish? If monsters spread out like this, do you think you'll be safe?"

    "Of course, I'll be safe. How do you think I've survived in North Korean territory until now? If you guys get pushed back by the monsters, we can go back to living as we always have."

    "So, did you also call Chen Fei?"

    I pointed my chin at the guy behind him.

    "...How did you know?"

    The archer was Chen Fei, a Chinese hunter. He wasn't very famous in South Korea yet, but he was a guy who would become an S-rank hunter in China in the future. No, judging by the power of his arrows, he might already be at the early stages of S-rank.

    "Well, I don't know how you know Chen Fei, but all the South Korean hunters will die here anyway. And later, China has agreed to wipe out the monsters by bombarding them with missiles like before."

    I thought it was strange that China was so quiet while we were restoring North Korean territory; they were plotting something like this behind our backs. China didn't have the manpower to directly occupy and restore it, but they were also resentful of us taking this land.

    "Was handing over the rights to North Korean territory to South Korea for a pittance also part of this plan? You never intended to coexist from the beginning."

    "Coexist? It would be a miracle if they just arrested me and put me on trial later. If I let South Korean bastards near me, I'd be assassinated without a trace. Why would I coexist?"

    "You're going to end up unable to sleep soundly because of the garbage you're doing, you bandit bastard."

    "Let's see if you can still flap your mouth like that even after your arms and legs are cut off."

    The guy, veins popping out on his head, infused his axe with a dark red aura and charged at me.

  

    The axe-wielder poured out a relentless barrage of attacks, but having fought him once yesterday, I had already grasped his pattern. The nature of the axe as a weapon, lacking any thrusting motions, made it even easier to figure out.

    Moreover, I didn't have to be careful not to kill him like yesterday.

    Unlike my restrained attack yesterday, I unleashed the poison mist at its maximum. The 10-meter-wide cloud of poison mist that shot towards him looked like a mass of red smoke.

    The axe-wielder quickly retreated, holding his breath, and like yesterday, burned away the poison mist with a wide, hemispherical spread of aura. However, the poison mist was several times denser than yesterday, so he had to maintain his aura for a longer time to burn it all away.

    In the meantime, I broke through the poison mist and circled around to the axe-wielder's flank, swinging my fist at his side. Before he could react to the simultaneous attack of the poison mist and me, I landed a blow to start... but I couldn't.

    It was because I sensed Chen Fei's killing intent with my heightened senses. I quickly twisted my body to dodge the arrow, and then the axe-wielder, having burned away all the poison mist, swung his axe at me.

    The attacks from the axe-wielder and Chen Fei poured down relentlessly. Each one was a formidable opponent, and with both of them attacking, I couldn't counterattack at all.

    "Why has the cocky bastard gotten so quiet?!"

    The axe-wielder became arrogant with the arrows flying at the exact right time, scratching his itch.

    I tried to place the axe-wielder between myself and Chen Fei to use him as a shield, but the axe-wielder saw through my intentions, and a fierce struggle for position ensued.

    While I was occupied with these two, the hunters near the gate were gradually being reinforced. If we could just hold out, support would arrive. The problem was that it could take several hours for the gate to close, and if a B-rank monster like a troll appeared, it wouldn't be easy to deal with with the current numbers.

    "Why do you look like you're waiting for someone?"

    When I glanced behind me, the axe-wielder, having read my thoughts, stopped attacking and asked.

    "Even if someone comes, it won't be anyone useful. I confirmed that Jeong Min-gi went into the gate in South Korea."

    He chuckled.

    "A bandit-looking guy surprisingly put some thought into this and pulled it off. Or did someone advise you? That Chinese guy over there?"

    Veins popped out on his head.

    "I'll tear you to shreds and throw you down with your girlfriend."

    "What?"

    "I caught the bitch coming up from Seoul. She'll have to pay the price for cursing me."

    "Where is she?"

    "Why do you need to know? You and that bitch are going to die today. Ah, but that bitch is pretty, so if she listens well, I'll keep her alive longer and dote on her instead of you."

    It was a deliberate provocation to anger me, but in reality, I hadn't been able to contact Nayoung. Until now, I had thought it was due to communication problems caused by the gate break.

    Nayoung was unmatched in wide-area attacks and special attacks, but catching her wasn't actually difficult. She was very vulnerable to long-range attacks, and someone with strong vitality like me could wear a mental defense item and ambush her.

    "I've been trying to fight too calmly."

    I charged straight at Chen Fei. I had to take down that bastard first.

    "Where do you think you're going!"

    The axe swung by the axe-wielder deeply split my back.

    Normally, I would have regenerated immediately and stopped the bleeding, but now I instead made the blood gush out like a fountain.

    Pouring out blood directly, not just spraying it, takes away a lot of moisture. In the long run, it was a bad move, but I was seeing red right now.

    The axe-wielder dodged the blood and charged again, slashing my back and arm. I was running at my maximum possible speed, so his attacks weren't deep.

    Chen Fei fired arrows at me in quick succession. I raised both arms in a boxing guard to protect my face, neck, and heart as I ran.

    The moment my left foot left the ground, an arrow pierced through my knee, leaving it mangled, but by the time my right foot landed and my left foot stepped down again, it had already healed.

    My heightened senses felt the attack from behind. It was an attack with all the axe-wielder's strength. I couldn't take that head-on. I sprayed poison mist in the direction I was running and entered it. While the axe-wielder circled around to avoid the poison mist, I got very close to Chen Fei.

    Chen Fei jumped backward to create distance and shot an arrow. A longbow wasn't meant for close combat, so its accuracy and power were reduced.

    As someone who used a longbow, Chen Fei had good strength, but he wasn't faster than me. And to make matters worse, he was jumping backward, so the distance closed rapidly.

    In a final desperate move, he swung his bow. I blocked the bow with my arm and sprayed poison mist at Chen Fei's face. My body had lost too much moisture, so the size wasn't very large.

    "Kuaaaaaaaah!!!"

    Chen Fei twisted his body to dodge, but the poison mist touched his right face and neck. He screamed in agony from the melting of his face and the inhaled poison. Just as I was about to take the final step to finish off the rolling guy.

    "You bastard! Stop!"

    The frantic axe-wielder swung both of his axes simultaneously. If I took that head-on, the accumulated damage would be significant, so I turned back and deflected his axes outward with the armor on my arm.

    As my arm was pushed aside, I aimed a punch at the axe-wielder's empty chest, but Chen Fei, whom I thought was a wreck, took out a throwing dagger and threw it at my back.

    It was fortunate that it didn't hit my head or heart, but it entered between my ribs and lodged in my lung. And then, a barrage of axe attacks came in quick succession. I rolled on the ground to create distance.

    My body was battered.

    "What? Starting to hurt now? Last time I saw, you don't regenerate infinitely, do you? I'll chop you into pieces until you die."

    In the background, I could hear in real-time the sounds of hunters and soldiers dying to the monsters coming out of the gate. Nayoung might have been caught by these damn bastards. The axe-wielder was swinging his axe using acceleration and berserker skills, making it hard to block and leaving no opening to go after Chen Fei. Chen Fei had drunk a potion and recovered.

    This situation was the very definition of a total mess.

    I had to move. Stronger, faster. To crush these two bastards.

    [Regeneration skill level has increased from B to A.]

    [Regeneration A: Consumes vitality to increase stats.]

    The extreme stress of the current situation and the continuous physical damage had increased the level of my Regeneration skill. Regeneration A-rank was a stage I hadn't even reached in my past life.

    I yearned to move faster and stronger, and I could feel my vitality burning throughout my body like fuel.

    The axe-wielder charged. His axe felt slower than a moment ago, and my movements had become faster.

    I grabbed the incoming axe blade with my left hand and applied force, causing my fingers to dig into the axe. Then, with my right hand, I struck down on his arm with a hand blade, severing it. Before he could even scream, I struck his face with my right hand, smashing it and sending him flying backward.

    Before the axe-wielder even hit the ground, I ran towards Chen Fei. Seeing the axe-wielder get taken down, he was fleeing without even looking back. After all, these two had only gathered for their own benefit, so there was no strong camaraderie between them.

    I was already faster than him a moment ago, so there was no way he could escape from me, who had become even faster. The distance between me and the guy was only a few meters. Chen Fei dove backward as if performing a dive, throwing daggers aimed at my head, neck, and heart. With the vitality burn I gained from Regeneration A-rank, my agility had increased by dozens, so they posed no threat, and I knocked them away one by one.

    Just as I was about to knock away the last one, I saw Chen Fei smiling even as he was sweating profusely.

    Thwack!

    The last dagger exploded the moment I knocked it away, creating a thick black smoke.

    I passed through the smoke, but he was already gone. That damn bastard must have used a escape skill. Before I could track him with his scent, I looked behind me, and the axe-wielder had also disappeared.

    "Damn it!!!"

    A curse escaped my lips involuntarily. The scents of the two bastards spread out in different directions.

    If I had to track one of them... it would be the axe-wielder. He was more likely to know Nayoung's location.

    I looked towards the gate and saw a large number of reinforcements had arrived and were blocking it. If there were no more interruptions, they should be able to handle it from now on.

    The aggressive efforts to recover North Korean territory over the past few months, as well as the achievements of the past decade, had been wiped clean by the monsters that had broken through today. But at least, the leader of New North Korea would die by my hand today.

    Following his scent, footprints, and the bloodstains from his arm, I tracked him.

    The bloodstains stopped. He had moved by car from here. Whether he had stolen it from the South Korean military or not, there were several South Korean soldiers' corpses on the ground.

    I followed the tire tracks. The scent was getting stronger, so the distance was getting closer. Then, I stopped in my tracks at a familiar scent. Nayoung.

    Following Nayoung's scent, I came to a hollowed-out area, and in the middle of it, Nayoung was tied up, lying on her side on the ground.

    She was unconscious, but her breathing was stable. I picked Nayoung up in my arms.

    "You son of a bitch!"

    The axe-wielder's voice came through a speaker. The source of the sound was a bunker about one kilometer away. His face was visible in the small window of the bunker, most of which was buried underground.

    Just as I was about to step forward to catch him, he smiled wickedly and slammed down something with his remaining arm.

    A warning from my heightened senses rang out, stronger than anything I had ever felt before.

    I faintly heard the sound of machinery moving underground.

    I instantly grew to my giant form and held Nayoung in my arms. There was no time to jump far away. I hardened my back as much as possible and turned my back to the ground.

    Kuaaaaaaang!

    An explosion violently propelled me into the sky, as if the giant beast called Earth was spitting me out.

    The shockwave and heat of the explosion scorched the surface of my body, and radiation burned through my insides. With the single-minded determination to protect Nayoung, I regenerated and hardened my entire body.

    And then, I fell from the sky.

    I felt like I would lose consciousness for a moment due to the pain and impact, but I clenched my teeth tightly and barely endured it. Looking at Nayoung in my arms, she wasn't seriously injured, and her heart was beating.

    Only then did I look at my own body and realize that not only my arms but my entire body was covered in armor. The intense desire to protect my body and Nayoung had shielded my entire being with armor. The black armor that covered my body resembled Nayoung's design.

    A mushroom cloud was rising beside me, still ascending.

    That crazy bastard had detonated the nuclear bomb North Korea had left behind. Even if he was inside a nuclear bunker, he wouldn't have wanted to die at such a close range, so it was fortunate for me that he had detonated a relatively low-yield tactical nuke.

    If it had been a stronger explosion, Nayoung wouldn't have survived, even if I had.

    I reached the peak and began to descend. I had gone up so high and was now coming down, so if I landed on the ground like this, Nayoung would definitely be impacted. I violently expelled aura from my feet to decelerate and landed on the ground.

    Nayoung's breathing wasn't good. No matter how much I had shielded her with my body and the newly formed armor, if that was a nuke, exposure to radiation was unavoidable.

    I ran towards the bunker where he was hiding.

    I was in pain from overusing my vitality, but there was no time to rest.

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    My stamina increased, as if to replenish the repeated physical damage and the stamina that was now almost completely depleted.

    It was like pouring a single cup of water on parched land, but it was much better than nothing.

    Thwack!

    I kicked the bunker door.

    The bastard who had been waiting for me swung his remaining axe at me, but while I had become faster by burning vitality, he had become much slower due to the backlash of Berserker.

    I twisted my body to dodge the axe and kicked him in the stomach.

    Thwack!

    "Cough..."

    The axe-wielder, who had been slammed into the wall like a piece of luggage, vomited a mouthful of blood.

    "You have an elixir, right? Give it to me."

    "Elixir? What elixir?"

    I stepped on and crushed the ankle of the guy who was playing dumb.

    "Kuaaaaaaaah!!"

  

    The axe-wielder, having lost one arm and with one leg crushed, writhed on the ground.

    "There won't be a second time. I can just kill you and ask your subordinate."

    He pointed to the technician trembling behind him. There was no way that ignorant brute could have operated this complicated machinery; that technician must have helped him.

    "Where's the elixir?"

    "H-here..."

    He took out a low-grade elixir he had hidden in his chest. I figured he would have an elixir, seeing how he had carefully taken his severed arm with him while escaping. If he had gone to a doctor or healer, he could have used it right away, but he hadn't been able to because he used a bomb on me. If it were a high-grade elixir, maybe, but a low-grade one wouldn't regrow severed limbs like mine.

    I snatched his elixir, dropped a drop into my mouth to confirm it wasn't poison, and then fed it to Nayoung.

    "Hah... I surrender. I won't resist."

    He raised his remaining hand.

    "Hand me over to the South Korean government! I'll even help control New North Korea."

    I didn't know how New North Korea operated, but if the leader was killed, there would be those who would resist.

    The South Korean government would probably want him alive.

    But

    "You should have known your place."

    I put my foot on his chest.

    "Wait!! If you kill me, my subordinates will!"

    Crunch.

    I put my weight on it, crushing his chest.

    [Your level has increased.]

    "Hic..."

    When I turned around, the technician lowered his gaze.

    I left the bunker and headed towards the South Korean forces. Even though I had given her an elixir, I needed to make sure Nayoung was completely healthy.

    
      

    

    Department Head Baek Young-shin greeted a man wearing a Chinese People's Liberation Army uniform. Unlike the well-pressed PLA uniform, the person wearing it had a massive build, as if he had never exercised a day in his life.

    "Welcome."

    Director Baek Young-shin's words were conveyed through a translator to the Chinese PLA diplomat's earpiece. The reverse was also true.

    "I'm busy, so let's make this quick."

    He hadn't walked far before he was out of breath, and he sat down without any pleasantries. Seeing his attitude even at a meeting for intergovernmental dialogue showed how China viewed South Korea. No matter how much weaker China had become compared to before, its military power was still stronger than South Korea's.

    "Ahem... last week, three gate breaks occurred in South Korea. While South Korean hunters were desperately resisting, there was a terrorist act targeting South Korean hunters. Today, we requested this meeting to discuss the responsibility of one of those terrorists, a Chinese hunter."

    Director Baek Young-shin spoke calmly, but a vein was throbbing on his forehead due to the rude attitude.

    "Director, you need to get your facts straight. Firstly, we did not commit any acts of terrorism. Secondly, isn't that North Korean territory? Not South Korea."

    He leaned back in his chair with an arrogant expression, as if Director Baek Young-shin's words had nothing to do with them.

    "Wasn't it already agreed upon ten years ago that North Korean territory would be recognized as South Korean territory?"

    "Isn't the situation different now compared to ten years ago?"

    "Are you saying you're going to break the agreement?"

    "What a frightening thing to say! The agreement was made according to the circumstances at the time, and since the circumstances have changed, it's only natural to discuss it again. And do you have any proof that our hunter did it?"

    "Are there any other S-rank hunters among East Asians who use a longbow besides Chen Fei?"

    "Aren't items something anyone can use? Are you really making a fuss based on the testimony of a single hunter who saw a face? Can you handle the consequences of this?"

    "Evidence... Yes, evidence you say? We have it."

    "Yes?"

    Director Baek Young-shin displayed a screen behind the diplomat, whose small eyes widened, buried in his fleshy face. The image quality wasn't great, but it was enough to recognize the face.

    [So, what do you want?]

    The axe-wielder asked Chen Fei.

    [I don't want anything. Just prevent South Korea from advancing. I'll cooperate to that end.]

    The translator next to the axe-wielder translated Chen Fei's Chinese words.

    Chinese subtitles were displayed on the video so that the diplomat could understand their conversation. I could tell how much Director Baek Young-shin had gritted his teeth for this meeting.

    [You're saying you'll help us without any compensation?]

    [Sometimes, what's needed isn't receiving compensation, but preventing losses. South Korea's northward advance is a loss for China. Do you need more reasons?]

    [No, I don't. Hehehe.]

    "Th-that! Where's the proof that's Chen Fei?! The video could have been manipulated! He could be a hunter from another country who speaks Chinese!"

    The diplomat, feeling guilty, suddenly raised his voice in defiance.

    "Besides the CCTV, fingerprints and DNA were found on the cup Chen Fei drank from."

    Director Baek Young-shin placed the prepared evidence on the table.

    "Ah, these are items that have already been verified by the World Hunter Federation. Stop trying to deny it."

    "Ahem... if you had evidence, you should have mentioned it beforehand before coming..."

    The Chinese ambassador, who had been sitting arrogantly, straightened his posture slightly. The Awakened Administration and the South Korean government had kept the information top secret until the very end to prevent China from responding or coming up with excuses in advance.

    "Now then, shall we talk about compensation? Including your denial just now."

    A smile filled the director's face, and the Chinese diplomat was sweating profusely.

    No matter how much China overwhelmed South Korea in terms of military power and the number of hunters, it couldn't go against the World Hunter Federation. If they incurred the federation's displeasure, they might not receive help when China was in danger, so they had no choice but to swallow their pride and comply with South Korea's demands.

    
      

    

    I heard that the South Korean government had extracted a huge amount of compensation from China. High-ranking officials of the country supposedly held long negotiations for several days and nights for this, but it was none of my business. I hated anything that gave me a headache, so I only attended the minimum number of meetings that required my presence.

    "Chairman, did you receive a commendation?"

    Jaein asked as I entered the Regen office.

    "Yeah. They used to scold me for moving around as I pleased, but now that they've squeezed a lot of money out of China, they gave me a commendation and some money."

    "Some? They should have given you a lot more. How stingy."

    "Yeah. I put it back into research funds, so you can use it comfortably."

    "...Is that the 5 billion won that came into the research funds a little while ago?"

    "Yeah."

    "Is that 'some,' Chairman?"

    It seemed my sense of money had dulled because of the large sums Regen earned. Besides, I didn't use money much. I didn't have much time to spend it, and I didn't have many things I wanted to do.

    "I think my sense of money is getting weird these days."

    Jaein shook her head.

    "Jaein, has the analysis of the material I gave you finished?"

    Since the money issue was irrelevant to me, I asked about something important.

    "Ah, the magic stone engine core? Yes. The magic stone is still the main material. The component analysis of the catalysts is also finished. We've established hypotheses for the failures and created several countermeasure versions, so now we just need to experiment."

    "The facilities are ready, right?"

    "We've prepared them as you instructed. But, are you really going to do it?"

    "Yes. Let's start as soon as it's ready."

    "Don't blame me no matter what happens..."

    
      

    

    A few days later, Jaein finished the preparations, and we went to the experimental facility prepared on the west coast.

    "I'm ready."

    I said as I entered the steel tank.

    [Chairman, are you really going to do this? Really?]

    Jaein's voice came from the speaker. Jaein was looking into the tank through a camera behind several layers of reinforced firewalls.

    "You worry too much. Just hurry up and do it."

    I said, looking at the camera.

    In front of me was the experimental Model 1 of the mana engine Jaein had created. In preparation for any unforeseen circumstances, I wore full-body armor and further enhanced my defense by surrounding it with aura.

    [Sigh... I don't know anymore...]

    A countdown began along with Jaein's sigh.

    [....4, 3, 2, 1, ignition!]

    A small amount of white liquid catalyst was dropped and mixed into the core containing the molten red magic stone, and the previously only red magic stone solution shone brightly.

    "How is it?"

    [It's stable so far. Currently at 5 percent of the maximum output estimate. We'll increase it to 10 percent over 30 seconds.]

    Along with a humming sound, the light of the magic stone became brighter, and a scorching heat was felt. Water drawn up by a pump circulated around the core, and the sound of a turbine spinning rapidly could be heard from above.

    [10 percent. It's stable. I'll continue.]

    The amount of catalyst was increased, slowly raising the output.

    [50 percent output achieved! It's a success! At this rate, we can produce electricity overwhelmingly cheaper than the energy and cost invested!]

    "Good job, Jaein..."

    [Huh...? Huh...? The output...]

    Just as I was about to congratulate her on the success, Jaein's voice sounded strange. Sure enough, the core shone blindingly bright, and the coolant was boiling furiously, spinning the turbine as if it would explode.

    [The output keeps increasing... 65... 80! Initiating emergency shutdown!]

    Jaein stopped the supply of the catalyst, but the light only grew stronger.

    [Exceeded 150 percent of the estimated output! It's still rising! Chairman, get out! It's going to explode!]

    "If I go out, Jaein-ssi will die."

    I wouldn't die, but if this exploded, Jaein and the other researchers outside wouldn't be safe. The explosion of a magic stone engine with an output exceeding expectations would definitely shatter that flimsy firewall. I was here in the first place to prevent that.

    I placed my hands on both sides of the core. The sides of the core were made very thin so that I could absorb the magic stone. With Regeneration having risen to A-rank, my absorption efficiency had greatly improved, making the machinery between my hands and the core practically nonexistent.

    As I absorbed the magic stone's energy, I felt my body fill with vitality. The problem was that, just like during the submarine incident, the energy kept coming in endlessly.

    The limit of vitality I could absorb had nearly doubled compared to the submarine incident, but it filled up in an instant.

    "Jaein! Water supply!"

    [Oh, the hell with it!]

    Jaein pressed a button, and water poured down like a waterfall from above.

    And I released heat from my entire body. As my body temperature rose, the black armor turned red-hot.

    My vision was obscured by the furiously boiling water, but the intense light of the magic stone shone through the bubbles.

    [Chairman, the output is decreasing! 50... 40... 30!]

    The core stabilized, and the water drained out through the drain.

    "Is it completely stable now?"

    [I... I think so. But just in case, I'll keep collecting data.]

    After that, I sat in the tank for several hours, experimenting with cores of various combinations. And I repeated the process of it going out of control and then stabilizing, over and over again.

    [It's a success! I can't believe we collected this much data! Normally, the facility would have been blown away several times by now.]

    None of the dozen or so cores prepared with various combinations had avoided going out of control, but Jaein seemed to consider it a success.

    "Then, is the development finished now?"

    [It doesn't work that quickly... The catalyst is very unstable. It's a time bomb, and we don't know when it will go off.]

    "Then, can't we use it as an attack bomb?"

    [A bomb is only useful if you know when it will explode. If it explodes before you throw it, or if it doesn't explode long after the target time, the enemy can throw it back.]

    "That's true too. But what about the bomb that exploded in the bank robbery?"

    [Chairman, if this succeeds, it's a great invention that's guaranteed to win at least two or three Nobel Prizes. Its power and efficiency are hundreds or thousands of times greater than that cheap magic stone bomb. There's no comparison. This isn't an experiment that will end in a day or two. We've collected valuable data today, so we need to research further to find the explosion threshold and the optimal catalyst composition and ratio.]

    "Then, let's make it explode once."

    [Pardon?]

    "You said we need to know the threshold, right? We need to see when and how it explodes, don't we?"

    Originally, experiments like this only end when they explode. Whether by accident or intentionally.

  

    [Chairman, when the core explodes, it won't just go 'bang' and be over. All the energy inside will detonate. Moreover, my previous calculations were wrong. According to the calculations reflecting today's experimental data, it'll have the power of at least a small nuclear bomb. And this building wasn't built to withstand that.]

    "Didn't I already get hit by one in North Korea and come back alive? And Jaein, you tested my armor, right? You said it blocks most energy?"

    After returning, I experimented with Jaein, and my armor blocked not only physical impact but also most kinds of energy – magic, aura, and even radiation. If it hadn't, Nayoung would have been charred black by the radiation.

    [No... still...]

    "It's okay. Evacuate all the researchers, and Jaein, you go out and collect data remotely."

    [....Really? If I leave, I can't control it like I can now? It'll just explode? This research facility alone cost hundreds of billions; it'll all be gone?]

    Even though the experimental facility was just a simple tunnel dug underground and reinforced with concrete for protection, there were many expensive things like turbines, computers, and experimental equipment.

    "Wouldn't the cost of researching this over time be more expensive? Detonating it once would probably give us more definitive data, don't you think?"

    [Well, that's true...]

    "Then execute it. I'll take all the responsibility."

    At my firm tone, Jaein gave up, and the staff began packing their belongings and evacuating to the surface. It took some time because they were carrying all the expensive equipment. After confirming everyone had evacuated, I enveloped the core with my entire body from above. When protecting Nayoung from the tactical nuke, I had enlarged myself as much as possible to embrace her. But now, I only needed to cover the core, so I enlarged myself to about 3 meters and then densely imbued my armor with aura.

    [Chairman, I'm going to pour in the catalyst now. I don't know when it will explode either.]

    "Yes, begin."

    First, the water supply started. After the tank was full, the catalyst was mixed into the core. The core became hotter faster and more intensely than at any point during today's experiments. It was hard to even open my eyes because of the furiously boiling water.

    Zzzzz... Zzzzz...

    The speaker must have gone out because Jaein's voice became full of static and then completely disappeared.

    'It's not exploding as quickly as I thought,' I thought. The next moment, a flash erupted, and the world turned white. And then, the impact. My eardrums burst from the immense sound that I couldn't even process.

    When it exploded in North Korea, the impact was dispersed as I flew upwards, but this time, I suppressed the explosion with my entire body, so the impact was even greater. With the explosion, the aura and armor I had wrapped around my chest shattered. After a brief moment, the shock subsided, and the vibrations lessened. The tank was broken in many places, but it maintained its general form, probably because I had blocked it well. The water had mostly disappeared, leaking and evaporating as the tank broke.

    "Ch... Chairman!! Are you okay... sob..."

    Jaein opened the top hatch of the tank and came in, then covered his mouth when he saw me. Looking down at my body, I saw a gaping hole below my solar plexus, revealing my spine and internal organs.

    "I'm okay."

    In reality, my body was regenerating in real-time, with flesh filling in. It was just taking some time because I had used too much vitality for defense and regeneration. While Jaein and the researchers cleaned up the lab, which was a mess from the explosion's vibrations, I drank a potion and absorbed magic stones to recover my body.

    "Anyway, today's data was incredibly valuable. It's all thanks to your reckless spirit, Chairman, that such an absurd experiment was even possible."

    "Is that a compliment? Or an insult?"

    Jaein just smiled without answering and then went back to the researchers, excitedly starting to analyze the data. He really looked excited, not exaggerating. Everyone was thrilled with the new data. If I left them like that, they'd probably research all night for several days. I should buy a lot of potion that works as an energy drink.

    The monsters I could hunt in subjugation missions were all small fry, so I couldn't level up. Now, I needed to enter at least an A-rank or even an S-rank gate. After several incidents were resolved, I finally had time and applied for an A-rank gate, but the gate reservation button was grayed out again. I felt like I was developing trauma from seeing that screen so often.

    I called the Awakened Administration to inquire.

    "I can't go alone?"

    "Of course not."

    The Awakened Administration official reacted as if I had asked something obvious. "The number of breaks this year is already more than what happened in the last ten years, so everyone is under an emergency administrative system right now."

    "So, I need at least three A-ranks and a B-rank, or five A-ranks if it's just A-ranks?"

    "That's right. If you don't have a guild, the Awakened Administration can introduce you to others, but there's a bit of a waiting time. And if you join a team, you have to undergo mandatory teamwork training conducted by the Awakened Administration."

    Without a guild, inconvenient things were starting to appear.

    "Ah, you could go with S-rank Hunter Jeong Min-gi. Then the two of you would be enough."

    "Okay, I understand for now."

    Going through the Awakened Administration seemed like it would take too much time. Should I really contact Hunter Jeong Min-gi?

    "I'm sorry. I need to raise my rank quickly..."

    Nayoung, who was next to me, lowered her head deeply.

    "What are you talking about? It says at least five people, right? You wouldn't have been able to go even if you were A-rank. And you've been really busy lately, haven't you? Don't worry about the gate, just focus on mana treatment. You need to rest too."

    When the tactical nuke exploded, I shielded Nayoung with my body and used the elixir in time, so thankfully, there were no aftereffects from the radiation exposure. But I didn't want to push her body too hard. And Nayoung reaching B-rank was already incredibly fast. She would become A-rank soon enough without overdoing it.

    "But, why aren't you S-rank yet, Oppa?"

    "Ah, apparently my record is ambiguous."

    "But you've done so much, like the Helen incident and the New North Korea incident?"

    "Well... Helen and the leader of New North Korea weren't recognized as S-rank by the agency, right? So, I, who defeated them, also wasn't recognized."

    "What about Chen Fei?"

    "In China, he's considered an A-rank hunter. He's also registered as A-rank with the World Hunter Federation. And even if South Korea promotes me to S-rank, I won't become S-rank right away. I need to be recognized by the World Hunter Federation, and apparently, I need a record of clearing A-rank gates."

    That was one of the reasons I was trying to enter an A-rank gate now. I had S-rank skills, but they wouldn't let me because I didn't have the record. It was like living in America and being fluent in English but not being recognized because I didn't have a TOEIC score.

    "Then, why don't you contact Hunter Jeong Min-gi? Even if you can't go together, you could go with the A-rank hunters from the Rose Guild, right?"

    "I guess I should."

    I immediately took out my phone and contacted the number I had received before.

    "Hello? This is Lee Jisuk. Is this Hunter Jeong Min-gi's phone?"

    [Oh, Hunter Lee Jisuk. Are you trying to join our guild? Good thinking.]

    He was still persistently trying to recruit me.

    "No, that's not it. I have a favor to ask. I'm trying to enter an A-rank gate..."

    [If you have a favor to ask, come to our guild right now.]

    "He hung up?"

    I looked at Nayoung, dumbfounded.

    "Still, isn't it positive that he told you to come?"

    "I feel like if I go, I'll get roped in... Sigh..."

    As Nayoung went to the hospital, I headed to the Rose Guild.

    Looking at the Rose Guild from the main gate, it resembled a university campus or a large corporation's production facility. Large buildings lined the long road leading from the main gate, all guild buildings. They had their own guild office, training grounds, byproduct processing facilities, and item crafting workshops. Truly befitting Korea's strongest guild.

    Looking at the map, I thought about where Hunter Jeong Min-gi might be.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk?"

    Someone called out to me, so I turned around. A man in his early twenties with an unremarkable face stood smiling. But I couldn't remember who he was. I had seen his face somewhere before. My intelligence stat had increased, and my memory had improved, but I still didn't remember faces or names of people I had passed by without paying much attention.

    "Ahaha, you don't remember me, do you?"

    He seemed a little upset when I stared blankly with a troubled expression, but he hid it with a smile.

    "I'm Lee Dong-bin, we fought together during the troll gate break. We were blocking the front lines together back then."

    Ah, the hunter who was struggling against the hellhounds. But to think that we were blocking it together... he must have pretty high self-esteem.

    "Ah, you used dual swords, right? I remember now."

    "But what brings you to our guild?"

    "Hunter Jeong Min-gi told me to come, but... I don't know where to go. He just told me to come to the guild and hung up."

    "He does that often. Follow me."

    "Thank you."

    I followed Hunter Lee Dong-bin.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, you know that the Rose Guild has an A-rank gate team, right?"

    "Of course. If Korea's strongest guild doesn't have an A-rank gate team, where else would it be?"

    There were only a few dozen A-rank hunters in Korea, and there weren't more than five A-team gate raid teams. One of them was the A-rank gate team that included Hunter Jeong Min-gi. This team wasn't fixed; they selected the best team members according to the type of gate and the timing of the clear.

    "Ahem... I recently joined as a main member."

    "Oh, really?"

    The words 'with your skills?' almost slipped out, but I held back. A main member wasn't a porter or support. He must be A-rank.

    "You're surprised, aren't you? Not many people in their twenties join an A-rank raid team."

    He took my surprise in a different direction than I intended, but if he seemed happy, that was fine. But was there an A-rank hunter who used dual swords in the Rose Guild at this time?

    "Ah!"

    I remembered. He was someone who was still an A-rank hunter nine years later. I didn't remember him because he wasn't particularly impactful. I had even fought alongside him.

    "What's wrong?"

    "Oh... it just feels like I've heard Hunter Lee Dong-bin's name somewhere before."

    "Hahaha, I did a magazine interview recently, maybe you saw it there?"

    "Yeah, maybe."

    "Ah, then you must have seen the pictures in the magazine too? I didn't want to, but they told me to pose like that. Didn't I look too cocky? And apparently, I'm the first person to be featured that long in that magazine."

    Listening to Lee Dong-bin's boasting about his magazine interview made the short distance feel long. Just as I was about to say something, we finally arrived at the guild leader's office. Hunter Lee Dong-bin knocked on the open door.

    "Guild Leader-nim, it's Lee Dong-bin."

    "Oh~ Dong-bin, come in."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi was leaning halfway on the sofa, comfortably looking at his phone.

    "I've brought Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    "Oh? You're here. You came quickly?"

    "You told me to come right now, so I did."

    "Hahahaha, good job. Want something to drink?"

    "Anything is fine."

    "Dong-bin-ah, can you go get us two iced coffees? Make them sweet."

    "....Yes."

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin bowed his head and went to get coffee.

    "So, when are you joining the guild?"

    "I'm not joining the guild. That's not why I came today. I'm trying to enter an A-rank gate, and I was wondering if I could go with the Rose Guild? If you just help me get in, I'm fine hunting separately."

    "Ah~ because of the changed regulations?"

    "Yes, they said it needs at least three A-ranks."

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, just because you can catch A-rank monsters doesn't mean you should take A-rank gates lightly. You can even encounter S-rank monsters if you're unlucky."

    S-rank monsters appearing in A-rank gates was a very, very rare occurrence. When that happened, you had no choice but to run to a corner of the gate without looking back and wait for rescue. S-rank monster... well, even if one did appear, I'd probably be okay.

    "You can go with our team."

    I thought it was too easy for him to agree.

    "If you pass the test."

    It was conditional.

  

    "You can go with our A-rank gate team. If you pass the test."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi's lips curled into a smile.

    "Test?"

    "I've already seen and heard about Hunter Lee Jisuk's skills, so I trust you, but if I don't confirm it properly, I'll hear nagging later."

    Looking at his eyes, it seemed he wasn't trying to verify my skills as the guild leader, but rather trying to satisfy his personal curiosity.

    "Alright."

    Being the one asking for a favor, I could accept this much. And it was a good opportunity to confirm the gap between me and a true S-rank hunter, not just a low-level S-rank like the axe-wielder or Chen Fei.

    "Then, let's go down!"

    Following Hunter Jeong Min-gi, we arrived inside the training facility building. The walls and ceiling were covered seamlessly with matte dark gray metal panels.

    "This... isn't this all recently developed reinforced material? The kind made by mixing modern technology with A-rank materials?"

    "That's right. It can easily withstand A-rank attacks."

    "To install something this expensive throughout the entire training facility... it really is the Rose Guild."

    I thought Regen made a lot of money, but seeing how much they had poured into just one building, there was no comparison. There was a reason they were the strongest guild.

    "If hunters neglect their training, their lives are in danger, so this kind of expenditure is necessary. And we bought it cheap. The salesperson said it would never break, but when I swung my sword at it, it cracked in one hit."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi laughed heartily.

    It reminded me of the time a car company supposedly testing bulletproof glass threw a steel ball at a car window and it shattered. The salesperson's confidence is important, but too much can have these kinds of side effects.

    "That... that's a good method."

    I should try using that next time.

    "You're not going to use weapons?"

    "No."

    "Come in."

    Jeong Min-gi, wearing dress pants and a white shirt, drew his sword.

    "Aren't you wearing any armor?"

    "It's just a light spar, why would I need armor?"

    "Light spar, you say?"

    He said "light spar," but the look in his eyes as he stared at me was incredibly sharp. Was this the same person who looked so laid-back just a moment ago?

    "Then, I'll learn from you."

    I wrapped my arms up to my elbows in armor and leaned forward. The distance between Hunter Jeong Min-gi and me was 30 meters. When my body was leaning as if it would fall, I kicked off the ground in an instant.

    And the moment my feet left the ground, Hunter Jeong Min-gi's sword swung horizontally. It was the crescent moon-shaped aura that had cut down the troll, shooting towards me. Unlike last time, I could barely see it this time. It was proof that I had grown a lot in the meantime.

    However, as well as I could see it, I could also tell how powerful it was. He had just swung his sword lightly, yet he shot out aura with this much speed and power. It made me realize once again that not all S-ranks were the same.

    I quickly changed direction to dodge and took another step forward.

    Five crescent moon-shaped auras, as sharp as blades, flew towards me.

    The five auras blocked my path in every direction except one. I had to either retreat completely or choose the obvious opening and go in. It felt like Hunter Jeong Min-gi deliberately left the opening, showing his bad personality. If I jumped into that opening, I would probably be attacked.

    I channeled aura into the armor on my arm, smashed Hunter Jeong Min-gi's aura, and took another step forward. Now, one more step and I would be within striking distance.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi's eyes widened slightly.

    But as if it was nothing much, he calmly swung his sword. An aura several times larger and more powerful than before flew towards me.

    I raised both arms, and the attack landed on my guard. The armor held up without breaking, but my body couldn't withstand it and was thrown backward.

    "I expected you to dodge the Crescent Moon Blade, but I didn't expect you to break it."

    So the aura that flew at me in a crescent moon shape was called Crescent Moon Blade.

    "I know you were holding back anyway."

    "Well, yeah. I can't just go all out, can I?"

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi hadn't even moved from his spot.

    I felt a little competitive. I covered my entire body in armor.

    "Oh ho, that's something I haven't seen before."

    Then, I burned my vitality to increase my physical abilities. With at least a 20 percent increase in my physical abilities, my body felt hot and lighter.

    And then, I charged.

    Crescent Moon Blades flew at me in succession. Perhaps because I dodged and blocked well, the Crescent Moon Blades were getting faster and stronger.

    I dodged in a zigzag pattern and shattered the ones I couldn't avoid.

    Finally, the distance closed, and just as I was about to throw a hook at his side.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi used the hilt of his sword to push my right hand away. Following that, he lightly blocked the left fist I threw in quick succession by wrapping the aura around his hand. It was incredibly smooth. It was clear that he was going easy on me right now.

    This person wasn't just skilled with a sword. Overall, his mastery of techniques was a level... no, two levels above mine. Currently, there are no rank distinctions above S-rank, but if I had to classify Jeong Min-gi, he would probably be around SSS-rank.

    And then a kick flew at me. It was called a kick, but it was clear that if it hit, I wouldn't just be pushed away, I would be cut.

    I bent my back to dodge and did a backflip to create distance.

    "Interesting. There aren't many among my younger siblings who are as good as you. Where did a rookie like you suddenly pop up from?"

    "Is the test over with this?"

    "Nah, this isn't enough. Shall we have a little more fun?"

    Actually, I wanted to experience Hunter Jeong Min-gi's full power.

    "You've seen Crescent Moon Blade, so now you should see the next one. It's called Sun Flash. Just so you know, the 'Sun' in Sun Flash isn't the number one, it's the sun."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands and pulled the sword above his shoulder, making it horizontal to the ground.

    An ominous feeling struck my head strongly, and I quickly threw myself to the side.

    And a piercing attack like a beam of light flew past. It was similar to the skill the red spandex guy used in New North Korea, but this flew as fast as a beam of light.

    Sun Flash grazed my leg, and a crack appeared in my armor. If it was this powerful just from grazing, it could probably pierce through if it hit directly.

    If I covered myself in aura, there probably wasn't anything I couldn't block, but to dodge that speed, I would have to keep my entire body constantly enveloped. No matter how efficient it had become, maintaining that for a long time was difficult.

    It was Hunter Jeong Min-gi's consideration to aim for my leg with the first attack. The thought of that flying towards my heart or head sent chills down my spine.

    "Oh, you dodged again? Then, let's keep going~"

    I focused on Hunter Jeong Min-gi's movements. Before I could even see the thrusting motion, another beam of light flew towards me.

    And then I understood why Hunter Jeong Min-gi specifically told me that the 'Sun' in Sun Flash wasn't the number one but the sun. True to its name, Sun Flash poured down attacks relentlessly like the midday sun. Thanks to that, I was too busy rolling around the training grounds to even think about closing the distance.

    Now that I was dodging all his attacks, any pretense of consideration had disappeared. He was openly aiming for vital points. I couldn't even think about closing the distance and just quickly circled the training grounds to dodge, but continuing to just run away like this made the spar pointless.

    Dodging and attacking wasn't really my style anyway.

    Circling around him, I suddenly changed direction and charged straight at Hunter Jeong Min-gi.

    Sun Flash flew towards me, aiming for me. I pulled the arm covered in aura to guard my head and chest.

    Sun Flash pierced the armor on my arm but didn't penetrate.

    Jeong Min-gi's eyes looked truly surprised this time. I threw a punch straight at him.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi lightly jumped back to evade and counterattacked. Thanks to my approach, he couldn't use Sun Flash, but his swordsmanship was powerful enough. I ignored the minor injuries and continued my attack. They were regenerating as soon as I took them anyway.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi kept me at his distance while staying out of my range, launching attacks.

    Truly befitting of a real S-rank. His refined techniques and abilities were incomparable to Helen or the axe-wielder.

    "Hoo... I've learned a lot."

    "Huh? What? Are you stopping?"

    "It doesn't seem like I can reach you no matter what I do."

    If I sprayed blood or ignored significant damage to my body and attacked, it might work a little. And if it went into a long fight, I might not lose, but I didn't want to reveal all my cards. Not that Hunter Jeong Min-gi had gone all out either.

    Thanks to the spar with Hunter Jeong Min-gi, I got a better sense of where I needed to go. Even though I had seen strong individuals in my past life, just seeing them as a B-rank hunter back then was completely different from experiencing this with my current A-rank body.

    "Alright, no need to push yourself. You passed the test. You can go with our guys when they go to the A-rank gate in a few days."

    "Thank you."

    "But are you really not going to join the guild?"

    He was a truly persistent person until the very end.

    "Guild Leader, the coffee..."

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin came into the training grounds with iced coffees. Come to think of it, I had him get coffee and then came here without saying anything.

    "Ah, Dong-bin-ah, thanks. Oh, and you're going to the A-rank gate in a few days, right? This friend of mine will go with you."

    "Yes? But Hunter Lee Jisuk isn't in our guild?"

    "It's okay. His skills are guaranteed."

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin looked displeased but didn't voice any particular complaints to Hunter Jeong Min-gi about it.

    "But... how did this happen?"

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin pointed at the wall.

    When Hunter Jeong Min-gi and I turned to look, there were holes and cracks all over the wall.

    "Oops..."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi rubbed his forehead. Well, I hadn't broken anything.

    
      

    

    A party of five A-rank hunters, including me and Sangheon, and six B and C-rank hunters stood before the gate.

    "I'm Lee Jisuk. Thank you for responding to my sudden request."

    Being the newcomer, I first greeted Hunter Shim Hee-ho, the party leader. He was one of the younger siblings Hunter Jeong Min-gi had mentioned a few times and was a founding member of the early Rose Guild.

    Hunter Shim Hee-ho was about two meters tall with a solid build. He looked just like CEO Yoo. Though their skills were worlds apart.

    "Greetings! I'm Yang Sangheon! C-rank! I use a sword! Please take care of me!"

    Sangheon greeted me loudly. Sangheon had come to support me. Actually, I didn't really need support, but the guild had a rule of assigning someone, so I refused and brought Sangheon, who I was comfortable with. Even though he was C-rank, he wouldn't be outdone anywhere, considering I had trained him. And going through an A-rank gate would be a good experience for Sangheon too.

    "Hehehe, welcome. Sangheon your enthusiasm is great!"

    Hunter Shim Hee-ho thumped Sangheon's shoulder, and Sangheon's face contorted in pain, but he didn't loosen his posture and forced a smile.

    Sangheon was overly nervous. He had been like this since we left. When I asked him why, he said it was because joining the Rose Guild was his dream. In fact, every hunter in Korea wanted to join the Rose Guild. As the strongest guild, their treatment was the best.

    "Alright, you all know the information I sent beforehand, but let me introduce our A-rank hunters. This is A-rank Healer Jeong Ji-eun. She's a talented member of our guild who also acts as a buffer."

    Hunter Shim Hee-ho introduced the party members.

    "Hello."

    Hunter Jeong Ji-eun, who greeted us reluctantly and curtly, was a small woman, just over 150 cm tall, but with a surprisingly glamorous figure. She looked to be in her early to mid-twenties... but it was hard to gauge female hunters' ages. They all looked young.

    "This is Hunter Yoon Dong-ha. He specializes in fire magic."

    Hunter Yoon Dong-ha nodded his head in greeting. He was the hunter who had come in a helicopter and poured flames during the New North Korea gate break. He had narrow eyes, a ponytail, and looked to be in his thirties. He acted as if he wasn't particularly interested in me.

    "And this is our youngest, Hunter Lee Dong-bin. He recently became A-rank and is participating as a main hunter for the first time today."

    "T-Team Leader, do you have to say things like that?"

    Lee Dong-bin said, glancing at me.

  

    "I'll put on my cold-weather gear!"

    The B and C-rank hunters who came as support took out insulated clothing from their bags and handed it to the A-rank hunters they were assigned to. Sangheon also took out and put on the cold-weather gear he had brought.

    A-rank gates are on a different level from B-rank. Not only do you have to fight stronger monsters, but you also have to contend with the surrounding environment. Some gates are scorching hot, and others have toxic rain. This particular gate had a very low temperature, around -30 degrees Celsius.

    Needless to say, hunting, which is already difficult, becomes even more challenging in such environments.

    "Hunter, here you go."

    A C-rank hunter helped Hunter Jeong Ji-eun put on her cold-weather gear.

    "Hey, it's touching the ground, isn't it?"

    "Pardon?"

    "Can't you see?! It's touching the ground! You should have brought the right size!"

    Since Jeong Ji-eun was short, the pants of the cold-weather gear she put on were dragging on the ground. The clothes were so big, she looked like a child wearing adult clothes.

    "I'm sorry. This was the smallest size of the special cold-weather gear we had in the guild."

    Hunters were generally tall. It was common for them to grow taller upon awakening, so there were hardly any under 160 cm. But Jeong Ji-eun was only in the early 150s.

    "Then! You should have had some made and brought them!"

    Jeong Ji-eun took off the clothes and threw them on the ground.

    "I'm sorry. I'll try folding the sleeves and legs."

    I turned my head at the familiar voice coming from behind. And when I saw Choi Ye-seul talking to Jeong Ji-eun, or rather, being unilaterally scolded, a helpless laugh escaped me.

    Villain Nayoung from my past life, serial killer Seo Kyung-hyun, and S-rank hunter Jeong Min-gi, with whom I didn't have much connection in my past life. Unlike those people, Choi Ye-seul actually had a connection with me, and it wasn't a bad one, but one where I received her kindness. I had thought I would repay her kindness if we met again, but I didn't expect that meeting to be so soon.

    
      

    

    It was about a year before I died in my past life. I was traveling with my comrades in a large mountain transport truck filled with food supplies.

    After humanity lost most of its farmland due to monster attacks, food was always scarce. Because of this, escorting food transport trucks, also known as "meal wagons," was of utmost importance.

    Even though they were my comrades during that time, we were just people doing missions together, and our relationship wasn't that deep. Was it because we lived in a world where we didn't know when we would die? Or perhaps our basic human senses had dulled because of the constant battles and seeing death up close too often.

    "...I'm hungry."

    I muttered, sitting in the back of the truck.

    "Me too."

    Sitting across from me was Choi Ye-seul, who was the same age as me. Choi Ye-seul, who had recently leveled up and become an A-rank hunter, had good compatibility with me, so we were often assigned to battles or missions together. Thanks to that, she was one of the few comrades I talked to the most.

    "There's so much food in the back, wouldn't it be okay to eat some without it even being noticeable?"

    "If you eat until you're full, it'll all disappear. There are many people who are hungrier than us, so be patient."

    "Leave it to the occupational saintess. You're amazing."

    "....Whatever."

    Ye-seul's expression didn't change, but I could see she was embarrassed. I could read her expressions and intentions, which others couldn't. It was because I had practiced a lot on the expressionless Ye-seul that I became able to read people's expressions and detect lies with my heightened senses.

    Unlike me, ordinary people couldn't read Ye-seul's expressions, so they often misunderstood her as a cold person, but in reality, she was incredibly kind-hearted. She would even find someone hungrier and share her own food, even though she only received a handful as rations. She seemed embarrassed by the title of "saintess," but I had never seen anyone more fitting for that name than Ye-seul.

    She was already thin, but she had become even more gaunt recently, with her cheekbones sticking out as if she kept giving away her food. Her expressionless face already made her look sensitive, but now she looked even sharper.

    "Should we catch something like a Mad Bull and eat it?"

    "They're poisonous, you know?"

    Monster poison was more deadly to ordinary people, but even hunters weren't safe from eating it. Mana wasn't all the same. You could tell just by the different colors of aura. It was the same principle as dying if you received a blood transfusion of a different blood type when you were low on blood.

    "I won't die."

    "Don't blindly trust your skill too much."

    Perhaps Ye-seul foresaw my future at this time. No, it didn't matter if she did or not, since everyone would die a year from then.

    Boom!

    "Ambush!!"

    Something flew from the side and hit the truck, and the vehicle shook violently. Thanks to that, Ye-seul and I inside the truck also crashed into the truck wall. My head rang from the impact and the loud noise.

    I hugged Ye-seul and jumped out the back of the truck. When I turned around, the side armor of the truck, which had been reinforced in several layers, was burning, probably hit by fire-based magic.

    And from the forest, the B-rank monsters Ogre Lord and Ogre Mage were approaching, leading hundreds of ogres.

    "Stay behind me!"

    I put Ye-seul down and jumped forward. At this time, I had just become B-rank, but with the support of Ye-seul, who was a healer, I could exert power beyond my abilities.

    With my regeneration ability and Ye-seul's healing, I didn't need to dodge. I attacked the ogres even once more in the time I would have spent dodging and dealt with them.

    I blocked the front while slaughtering the ogres, but there were too many enemies compared to our mere ten or so people. But we couldn't abandon this food. Even though it was tasteless compressed rations, if we rationed it, it was enough to feed hundreds or thousands of people for a month.

    "Ah... no way... run!"

    The number of ogres alone was more than we could handle, but when the A-rank monster Dullahan on horseback approached from the hill, the hunters who were deployed with us began to flee.

    "Don't run! Where are you going?! If we can't stop them here, we'll all die anyway!"

    There were some who fought to the end. But I had a strong feeling that this day would be my last. We were outnumbered, outmatched in quality, and even our morale was low.

    "Jisuk, take the people and run."

    "What?!"

    "I'll hold them off. Run."

    "Don't use that! You don't know yet!"

    I shouted while fighting.

    Ye-seul closed her eyes and strongly gripped the pure white staff with both hands. Pure white light spread in all directions from the gem embedded in the staff, enveloping the monsters and us.

    The monsters within the dome-shaped light couldn't move at all, as if their bodies were bound by chains. They roared and struggled to break free, but it was useless. On the contrary, not only were our movements free, but our wounds were also healed.

    It was Ye-seul's new skill she obtained upon leveling up, Sacrifice. She sacrificed her own life to create an indestructible sanctuary. Since it created a wall of this magnitude, the price couldn't have been small.

    "Why did you use it?!"

    I turned back to Ye-seul and shouted.

    "I'll give you my share of food. It won't fill you up much, though."

    Ye-seul, who never usually smiled, smiled. It was the first time I had seen her smile while being with her. To be able to smile even while dying. No, why was the first time I saw her smile when she was dying?

    "Hurry up and go."

    Ye-seul's body had turned white, and her skin looked like it would crumble soon.

    While Ye-seul held the monsters back, the truck had already departed.

    I looked back and forth between Ye-seul and the truck, then squeezed my eyes shut and ran towards the truck.

    The memory of that day became a nightmare that followed me for the remaining year of my life. Of course, there was no guarantee that I could have saved Ye-seul even if I had stayed. If I had stayed, we would have died together. But perhaps I could have evolved and saved Ye-seul. Even though the world was nearing its end, I was still being cautious.

    Wouldn't my death have been a little more meaningful if I had stayed by Ye-seul's side as she died that day? Could I sacrifice myself for others like Ye-seul did? She made me think a lot and greatly influenced my way of acting in this life.

    
      

    

    Looking at her now, I see her overlapping with the one I saw at the end. Her face was a mess back then because she had suffered so much, but she now looked young and healthy. Her expression was still sullen, though.

    "Hey, do you know you're getting into an A-rank gate thanks to me? Do you think you can find someone else who'll take a C-rank around and train them? Do a good job. A good job."

    "Yes."

    The short Hunter Jeong Ji-eun flicked the forehead of the tall Hunter Choi Ye-seul and nagged at her. As if it was a frequent occurrence, Choi Ye-seul lowered her forehead to make it easier to flick. Had she been scolded for being tall before?

    Ye-seul still had no expression on her face, but she was actually feeling apologetic.

    Originally, items like cold-weather gear were supposed to be taken care of by the hunters themselves. Supporters implicitly helped carry luggage and hand things over when needed, but their basic role was only to support in combat. In other words, they weren't personal managers for the A-rank hunters.

    So there was no reason to put up with such behavior. Besides, it wasn't even her fault, so I didn't understand why she was apologizing. However, since she replied with expressionless monosyllables, that apology wasn't conveyed to Jeong Ji-eun.

    "Tsk, are you kidding me? Go."

    When Ye-seul folded the sleeves and legs for her, Jeong Ji-eun reluctantly put it on.

    I wanted to help Ye-seul, but if I, a stranger, intervened and took her side, I would obviously be treated like a weirdo. Suddenly giving her money or items would also look strange. I wondered how I should help her.

    "Alright, everyone gather around for the briefing. Wyverns, which are A-rank monsters, appear in this gate, as well as minotaurs and owl bears, so we'll proceed while being mindful of the sky. Oh, manage your cold-weather gear well and use your warming items sparingly."

    After the brief briefing, the fully armed hunters lined up in front of the gate according to Hunter Shim Hee-ho's instructions. On the other hand, I didn't have anything particular with me, so I stood casually at the very back with Sangheon.

    "Hey, where's your cold-weather gear?"

    Jeong Ji-eun asked me sharply, looking at me. I was wearing a black short-sleeved shirt and shorts. It was an item I had asked Jaein to make. It had no defensive capabilities whatsoever. It simply stored itself when I wore armor and wrapped around my body again when I took off the armor. It had no other functions at all.

    "I don't need it."

    "....The Guild Leader-nim told you not to come, but since you're here anyway, stay in the back so you don't hinder the raid. I don't want to waste mana unnecessarily."

    "We'll see."

    "What?"

    "I came here to hunt; I can't just stay in the back."

    "You came here empty-handed without even cold-weather gear, let alone armor or weapons, and you're talking about hunting!"

    She shouted. She was short, but her voice was surprisingly loud. Honestly, if a hunter I had never heard of joined the team and was as unprepared as I was, it would be annoying.

    However, seeing her act rudely towards Ye-seul, I didn't feel like just smiling and brushing it off. Besides, no one else was saying anything, so why was she the only one making a fuss?

    "Whoa, Ji-eun, calm down. Hyung-nim said he confirmed his skills."

    Hunter Shim Hee-ho calmed Hunter Jeong Ji-eun down.

    Still, perhaps she respected Hunter Shim Hee-ho as the team leader, as Jeong Ji-eun glared at me, huffed loudly once, and turned away to her position.

    "Um... would you like to wear my cold-weather gear? It might be a little small, but it's better than nothing."

    Ye-seul took off her own cold-weather gear and held it out to me. She still liked to share her things with others.

    "What about you?"

    "I have healing, so I can just use that if I get a cold."

    Healing doesn't eliminate pain. She was saying she would heal herself if her body got frostbite from the extreme cold. If she was a saintess, then she was also the biggest pushover.

    "Thank you. But don't worry. I have a skill, so I don't feel the cold."

    I politely declined Ye-seul's offer and entered the gate. Indeed, it was cold, but it had no effect on me, who could withstand even the environment of the deep sea.

    I pushed forward against the cold and strong winds.

    "Minotaur pack spotted ahead!"

  

    The minotaur was a monster with the head of a bull and the body of a human, a massive creature standing at 3 meters tall. It typically wielded a double-bladed axe or a giant sword as a weapon. Befitting an A-rank gate, there were many of them, but they were only C-rank monsters.

    "Alright, front line, advance!"

    Following Hunter Shim Hee-ho's command, I also stepped forward. Scales emerged from my back and covered my body. Hunter Shim Hee-ho nodded as he saw the scales unfurl and spread over my entire body. He had an expression that said, "So, he didn't come empty-handed after all."

    The front line stood in a row and charged, while magic, arrows, and mana bullets flew from the rear.

    Before the warriors even clashed with the minotaur pack, a third of them had already fallen to the ranged attacks. The other attacks were mediocre, but the sight of dozens of fire arrows shot by Yoon Dong-ha, the Rose Guild's A-rank fire mage, piercing through the minotaurs and turning them to ash was quite impressive. An A-rank mage's area-of-effect magic shone brighter in such large-scale battles than in one-on-one fights.

    "Uwoooooo!"

    Shim Hee-ho, at the forefront, charged with arm shields covering from his elbows to his fists on both arms. It was time to see the skills of Jeong Min-gi's cherished younger brother.

    The shields had sharp points at both ends, making them items capable of both defense and offense.

    As befitting an A-rank hunter, he lightly deflected the axe of a minotaur, which was a meter taller than him, with his arm shield. Following that, he either stabbed the minotaur's neck with the sharp front part of the shield or spun his body like a top and struck its head with the pointed part on his elbow. This raging bear of a man didn't need healing or supporting fire.

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin also fought much better than during the troll gate break. Now that he was fighting alongside comrades he had trained with, it must have been easier for him. That day, monsters were everywhere, and all the allies were people he was seeing for the first time, so it must have been difficult to show his skills.

    I had seen enough, it was my turn to work. Defeating all these wouldn't increase my experience much, but it would look bad if I just played around in the back and then snatched an A-rank monster.

    I donned my armor from head to toe and enlarged myself to the size of a minotaur. I knocked down one minotaur with each blow, taking out about ten of the dozens of minotaurs by myself.

    Hunter Lee Dong-bin glanced at me and then recklessly jumped into the monster pack, taking several hits.

    "Hey! Stop going out there alone! Who's going to take responsibility if you run out of mana because of that?!"

    Hunter Jeong Ji-eun repeatedly cast healing spells on Hunter Lee Dong-bin.

    "S-sorry!"

    There were minor mishaps, but the raid proceeded smoothly.

    "Oh... so there was a reason why Hyung recommended him. Hehehehe."

    "Hmph. Well, he's not completely useless."

    She said that, but she seemed quite impressed, as the way Jeong Ji-eun looked at me softened.

    "Alright! Let's keep going."

    The other monsters that continued to appear weren't difficult for this team composition either. The problem was the environment. The temperature was -30 degrees Celsius, and winds blowing at tens of meters per second pierced through the cold-weather gear. And the exposed skin felt like it was being cut off, making it difficult for even superhuman hunters to endure. Especially for C-rank hunters.

    "I-I-I-I-I d-d-d-d-don't k-k-k-k-know w-w-w-why I-I-I f-f-f-f-followed..."

    Sangheon was trembling so much he couldn't even speak properly.

    "Tsk tsk... you're wearing cold-weather gear, aren't you?"

    "D-d-d-d-does t-t-t-that m-m-m-make i-i-it f-f-f-feel w-w-w-warm t-t-t-to y-y-y-you?"

    Sangheon glared at me with frost forming on his eyelashes.

    "Are you a monster?"

    I felt like I had seen a monster talk like that in some book.

    But Sangheon wasn't the only one suffering from the cold. The B and C-rank hunters were mostly in the same situation as Sangheon. Ye-seul too. Others might not know because of her expressionless face, but I knew. She was freezing to death right now. And yet, she had tried to give me her cold-weather gear. She was truly amazing.

    I was unsure how to help, but I should at least help with these small things.

    "Let's move forward a bit."

    I led Sangheon closer to Ye-seul. Then, I enlarged my body and emitted heat. As I grew to 4 meters tall and stood in front of them, blocking the wind, and a heat source of several hundred degrees appeared in front, the hunters' expressions brightened considerably.

    Some of them even followed me with their hands outstretched, as if they thought of me as a heater. Was this how the Pied Piper felt?

    Thanks to that, the marching speed increased. Hunter Shim Hee-ho smiled contentedly at me. It seemed like the guild recruitment offers would become even more persistent after today.

    "Team Leader, wyvern approaching from the 7 o'clock direction!"

    Looking at the sky, I could see a wyvern flapping its massive wings and flying towards us.

    "Oh, good. It finally showed up. Dong-ha-ya, I'm counting on you."

    Hunter Yoon Dong-ha pointed his staff at the wyvern and concentrated.

    "Fire Fall."

    When the wyvern approached within 100 meters, Hunter Yoon Dong-ha chanted the spell, and a waterfall of flames poured down from above the wyvern's head.

    Flames poured out as if a hole had been torn in the sky and struck the wyvern. Unable to withstand the pressure and heat of the flames, which were larger than its own body, the wyvern crashed to the ground.

    The creature that fell to the ground was 20 meters long from head to tail, looking several times larger than it did in the sky. If the drake I saw in North Korea felt thick and sturdy, the wyvern felt relatively slender and agile.

    "Second unit, retreat!"

    The second unit consisted of the B and C-rank hunters. No matter how many buffs they received, approaching a wyvern would be a one-hit kill, so Hunter Shim Hee-ho gave the order and charged at the wyvern alone.

    The wyvern swiped at the charging Hunter Shim Hee-ho with its front claws, and Hunter Shim Hee-ho crossed his arms and raised them to block the wyvern's massive forelimbs.

    "Uwoooooo!!!"

    To block the wyvern's attack head-on, he was stronger than I thought.

    While Hunter Shim Hee-ho tanked, the damage dealers launched attacks, but the wyvern, having noticed in advance, leaped far back, soared into the air, and flapped its wings powerfully. It was an agility that didn't suit its size.

    A wind that couldn't be thought of as simply caused by flapping its wings blew at everyone. Once a monster reached A-rank, it possessed not only physical abilities but also special abilities, and most wyverns could control wind or breathe fire.

    Hunters were injured one by one by the blade-like wind.

    Since they had originally intended to come by themselves, they would have caught it eventually even if they left it alone, but it was obvious that the damage would increase if they stayed longer. I enlarged myself to 5 meters and kicked the side of the flapping wyvern.

    With a sound like tearing cloth, the wyvern's side caved in, and it fell backward, howling in pain.

    "Good job. You can rest a bit."

    "Huh...? Huh...?"

    Hunter Shim Hee-ho stared blankly at me.

    The wyvern, having gotten back on its feet, was now looking completely at me, not Hunter Shim Hee-ho.

    Dodging the charging creature's forelimbs, I repeatedly struck its head. Even though I was hitting it with aura-infused blows, the fact that it didn't fall in one hit showed that it was indeed an A-rank monster. Tough hide, huge body, and threatening teeth and claws. On top of that, the ability to control wind.

    However, it was no match for me, who had grown twice as strong as when I fought the drake.

    Perhaps they were worried about me fighting alone, as Hunter Jeong Ji-eun's buff was cast on me for the first time since entering the gate. I felt a slight increase in strength and agility.

    And when I was hit, she and Ye-seul would shoot healing spells at me, and I could feel my vitality recovering. It wasn't a major crisis, and I had plenty of vitality, so it wasn't really necessary.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, fall back! We can't attack!"

    Since I had enlarged myself and was tangled with the wyvern, it wasn't easy for the damage dealers to attack.

    "Just shoot."

    "Pardon?"

    "You can just shoot; I won't get hurt."

    "No... still, how can we..."

    Unlike the worried Hunter Shim Hee-ho, Hunter Yoon Dong-ha unhesitatingly created and shot a massive fireball with a diameter of 2 meters.

    Glancing at Hunter Yoon Dong-ha chanting the spell, I grabbed the wyvern's neck to immobilize it. The fireball, hitting the creature's body directly, spread flames to me as well.

    "Hey?! Dong-ha-ya?!"

    "He told us to shoot," Hunter Yoon Dong-ha replied, sounding annoyed.

    It didn't matter. I could defend against a direct hit, so being hit by a few sparks was nothing. However, the wyvern thrashed in agony as its body caught fire. I gripped its neck tighter and absorbed its vitality. I could have poured aura into its body like I did when I caught the drake, but it was too wasteful, so I refrained. And since I had to continue acting as a heater, I needed to recharge a bit from this guy.

    "Huh... hehe... amazing. Everyone attacks! Our attacks won't work on Hunter Lee Jisuk anyway!"

    Arrows and magic flew in succession. As I held down its neck and absorbed its vitality while simultaneously getting hit by attacks from all directions, even the mighty wyvern couldn't last long and collapsed.

    "Wow... wyvern hide is famous for not being easily cut even with aura, but to catch it this easily..."

    "Is that person really A-rank?"

    "If we had left him alone, he probably would have caught it by himself?"

    "Thanks to him, this gate will be easy peasy."

    The B and C-rank hunters who benefited from me expressed great favor. On the other hand, Hunter Lee Dong-bin, who seemed jealous of me at first, now wouldn't even make eye contact and just kept his head down.

    He was a busy person, being jealous by himself and then getting discouraged by himself while I was just standing still.

    "Tsk, who knew he was that strong..."

    Jeong Ji-eun grumbled, perhaps remembering how she had picked a fight with me at the beginning. Everyone was far away, so she probably didn't think I could hear her.

    "Choi Ye-seul! Aren't you going to change this? Do you always have to make me wait until I say something?"

    Jeong Ji-eun took out a warming item that maintained body temperature from inside her cold-weather gear and threw it on the ground. The warming item, which looked like a hot pack that fell on the ground, was still warm enough to melt snow, so it was clear she was just being difficult for no reason again.

    "This is still warm. We don't have many, so if you use too much, it'll be tough later on," Ye-seul said, picking it up, and Jeong Ji-eun's face twisted sharply.

    "Just give it to me when I ask! Why do you have to say so much?!"

    She shouted, but the Rose Guild members, being used to it, didn't pay much attention.

    I took a warming hot pack from Sangheon's bag and gave it to Jeong Ji-eun.

    "Use this."

    "Oh my... you didn't have to..."

    Jeong Ji-eun smoothed out her fiercely contorted face as if nothing had happened.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, you're really strong, aren't you? And you've only been awakened for less than a year?"

    She was prickly at first, but now she was acting all friendly.

    "Yes. I got lucky."

    While chatting and diverting Jeong Ji-eun's attention, Ye-seul slightly bowed her head in greeting.

    The subsequent raid was bound to be even easier. Originally, it was a team capable of clearing the gate even without me, but I alone was playing a role greater than the entire Rose Guild team.

    "Can we really just coast like this?"

    A B-rank warrior, who was supposed to support Hunter Shim Hee-ho in case of danger, said this. As a B-rank hunter, his dangerous role was to draw the aggro of A-rank monsters, but now he was just watching from behind. Hunter Shim Hee-ho told him to stay back, saying it would be troublesome if he got caught under me or the wyvern if he carelessly intervened.

    I subtly continued to take care of Ye-seul, sharing my share of warming items or giving her food first.

    I didn't think this was enough to repay her kindness. But suddenly giving her a large sum of money or an A-rank item might seem strange. I could gradually become closer to her from now on and then offer various kinds of help.

    The gate raid was going smoothly. After raiding for several hours, we set up a temporary camp for rest. Made from things we had in our individual bags, it wasn't very spacious or luxurious, but everyone's expressions relaxed as they could finally breathe easier, shielded from the wind.

    "Thank you."

    I handed warm food to Ye-seul. Since I didn't need many items, Sangheon's bag also contained a warming item that kept the food warm, thanks to me. The other Rose Guild members were eating cold, preserved rations.

    "Oh my, don't I have a mouth too?"

    Jeong Ji-eun approached, sniffing the air.

  

    "Here. Ji-eun, please have some too."

    I handed a bowl of warm soup to Jeong Ji-eun, who had sniffed out the food like a ghost. As Ye-seul's senior, it wouldn't hurt to be nice to her.

    I chatted with Jeong Ji-eun for a bit to appease her and then went back to Ye-seul's side.

    "Ye-seul, when did you start your hunter career?"

    "It's been four years now."

    Being C-rank after four years wasn't slow or fast growth for a typical hunter. However, it was a bit slow for a hunter who would later become A-rank.

    Healers level up better when they heal people whose lives are in danger or strong individuals. In other words, their level could increase quickly or slowly depending on the environment they were in. And unlike warriors, a healer's hunter rank wasn't based much on achievements but on the amount of healing, the power of their buffs, and the presence of special skills, so once they leveled up, their rank would naturally rise as well.

    "Hmm... what's been the most difficult part of your growth?"

    I asked because everyone needed different things. Also, I had no information about Ye-seul at this point.

    "Nothing in particular."

    Still the same short answers.

    "Were you on a different team before?"

    "No. I joined parties occasionally or went on medical support missions."

    It was difficult to go to gates where you could improve your skills in temporary parties, and medical support missions for non-life-threatening situations didn't raise your level much. However, now that she had joined the Rose Guild's A-rank gate party, her level would probably increase.

    We moved while chatting occasionally and cleared the gate without much difficulty.

    "Hehehehe, Hunter Lee Jisuk! Thanks to you, we cut the time by more than half and hardly used any consumable items! Let's go together again next time!"

    "Sure."

    I needed to level up too and find a way to support Ye-seul.

    
      

    

    Lately, Nayoung had been acting strangely clingy. I didn't dislike it, but whenever I said I was going somewhere, she would quickly get ready and follow me.

    And Sangheon had a guilty look on his face.

    "You messed something up, didn't you?"

    Sangheon flinched without turning his head.

    "What is it? Tell me quickly."

    "Hahaha..."

    Sangheon laughed awkwardly and then stopped, running away.

    I spread my aura wide without condensing it and released it towards Sangheon's back as he ran.

    "Kuheok..."

    Pushed by the non-lethal aura, Sangheon tumbled on the ground.

    "Hyung?! Did you just use aura? In the house?!"

    "I controlled it. Tell me quickly. I won't control it this time."

    "....Hahahaha, well, you see..."

    
      

    

    "Noona, you should be careful."

    "Huh? Why?"

    "Hyung-nim was very kind to the women at the gate."

    "....Women? Who?"

    Nayoung's face turned cold.

    "Well, he took care of other people too, but there were two female healers, and he took especially good care of them."

    Hearing the word "healers," Nayoung felt like her heart had dropped. Was it possible that the witch she was wasn't needed anymore? Was it possible that healers were better than witches? Thinking this, she bit her lip.

    Sangheon, oblivious to Nayoung's change in expression, continued to chatter.

    "Wow, it was the first time I saw Hyung take the initiative to be so nice to others besides Noona. He's nice to us too, but then he makes us train hard and stuff, but he just gave them food, talked to them, and oh! The gate was really cold, you know? He even used his body to generate heat and acted like a heater. Well, that benefited both men and women, though."

    "I see."

    Nayoung's voice already showed no interest in Sangheon's words. She was just thinking various things in her head.

    Nayoung got up from her seat.

    "Where are you going?"

    "To make a call."

    
      

    

    "No... Hunter Bae Nayoung. Well, you see..."

    Director Baek Young-shin on the other end of the phone was sweating cold.

    "Director, you don't have to say any more. If you don't promote me to A-rank, I won't do any more healing activities. No, I won't do any more hunter activities at all."

    The Awakened Administration had benefited quite a bit from healing activities so far. If she suddenly stopped, it wouldn't just mean a loss of benefits; it could even lead to losses.

    "Aren't you already growing at a remarkably rapid pace? What's the rush?"

    "M-my position is in danger."

    "Position? What position?"

    "Anyway. A-rank, right now."

    
      

    

    "So... you're saying I was hitting on women at the gate? Especially healers?"

    "W-well... I think my word choice was very different from that..."

    Sangheon, who had been bowing his head, cautiously raised it slightly.

    "Who told you to get up?"

    Sangheon slammed his head back onto the floor.

    "You, my own brother, instead of helping your hyung, you're spreading rumors behind my back?"

    "No! But Hyung was really nice to the healers, wasn't he?"

    "You keep getting up? Should we make this a spar?"

    Sangheon quickly slammed his head onto the floor again.

    "Tsk..."

    This seemed to have caused an unnecessary misunderstanding.

    "You're going to have to explain this to Nayoung with me later."

    Nayoung had suddenly been called to the Awakened Administration, so we could talk after she got back. She left looking brighter than she had in a long time; I wondered what was going on.

    I had to do today's schedule before Nayoung returned. Since I wasn't traveling alone like before, I couldn't change my schedule as I pleased.

    I headed to the gate with Sangheon and cleared it with the Rose Guild members. Having seen them once, I felt somewhat more comfortable, and knowing their fighting styles made the clear time even shorter.

    "Thank you for your hard work!"

    The support hunters greeted us.

    "Everyone worked hard. See you at the next gate schedule."

    We bowed to each other as we left the cleared gate.

    "Ye-seul, isn't that a D-rank staff?"

    It wasn't unusable for Ye-seul, who was a C-rank hunter, but it definitely wasn't good.

    "Yes, it is."

    "Even if you just bought a B-rank, no, even a C-rank, your healing amount would increase, wouldn't it?"

    "....They're expensive."

    "Huh? You're running A-rank gates; are you short on money?"

    "There are quite a lot of expenses going out."

    She had been sponsoring and donating to those in need a lot since a long time ago.

    "Then, why don't you come to our workshop sometime?"

    "Regen?"

    "You know about it. I can give you a good price."

    "Are you only taking Ye-seul? Take me too!"

    Jeong Ji-eun rushed over and grabbed my arm.

    "Ji-eun already has good items, doesn't she?"

    "You never know, though. There might be something I need."

    Jeong Ji-eun pouted. If I forcefully excluded her here, she would probably take it out on Ye-seul later, so I went to Regen with Sangheon and both of them.

    "Hyung... what are you planning to do?"

    "What?"

    "I don't know either. Now..."

    After arriving, Sangheon went to take care of his business, and I guided Ji-eun and Ye-seul to the special exhibition room.

    "Oh my oh my... isn't this something they don't sell on the market?"

    The item Jeong Ji-eun was looking at was a prototype experimentally made by Jaein and not sold externally.

    Regen's goal, besides me making money, was to improve hunters' survivability by supplying high-quality items at reasonable prices. Because of this, there were many products that focused on mass production of a few types rather than customized production of many types, thereby increasing the price-to-performance ratio.

    "That's right. The person in charge of our development made it. They're all specially made, and their stats are superior to mass-produced items."

    "There are so many amazing things... this staff, does it directly increase physical attack power? Is that right?"

    Ye-seul read the specs written in front of the display case.

    "That's right. It seems unexpected results came out while experimenting with various things."

    The two of them looked at each item with fascination.

    "Chairman, the president is looking for you. Shall I tell him to come here?"

    One of the employees came in and said,

    "No, I'll go. You two take a look at the items."

    I told the two of them to look at the items and went to the president's office.

    
      

    

    "Isn't this incredibly expensive?"

    "Probably? It looks like it's made from the bones of that drake they caught a while ago."

    Ji-eun and Ye-seul were busy looking at the items and chatting.

    "Who...?"

    Nayoung entered the exhibition room. Jaein handled the functional design, but Nayoung was heavily involved in the exterior design. Recently, she had even set up a workshop behind the exhibition room.

    "Ah, she's someone from our Rose Guild. Don't worry about her. She came with Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    Jeong Ji-eun glanced at Nayoung sideways and spoke casually, as if talking to a subordinate employee.

    "With Brother?"

    "Brother? Ah, so she's his younger sister?"

    Ji-eun got up and scanned Nayoung.

    "Hmm... I thought we had become close, but I didn't know he had a younger sister."

    "C-close? Ah, by any chance, are you a healer from the Rose Guild?"

    "Ah, did you tell your family about me? How embarrassing."

    Nayoung's face hardened like ice, and an ominous purple mist spread around her.

    "Um... Hunter Jeong Ji-eun, I think there's a misunderstanding..."

    Ye-seul tried to stop Jeong Ji-eun.

    "She's his younger sister, but they don't look alike~. But what did Brother say about me? I'm curious."

    "I... I'm not his younger sister."

    "What, are you an employee? Can an employee call the chairman so carelessly? You have no manners."

    It was Jeong Ji-eun herself who misunderstood her as an employee, but it hurt her pride that she had used honorifics for an employee.

    "W-what do you mean, manners?!"

    "Whatever, go do your work. Oh, and if you see Hunter Lee Jisuk, bring him here."

    The difference in treatment and salary between an A-rank hunter and a workshop employee was like heaven and earth. However, there weren't many people who openly looked down on employees like Jeong Ji-eun did. Even then, she was just misunderstanding Nayoung based on her own assumptions.

    "You..."

    "Hunter Jeong Ji-eun, there's a misunderstanding right now..."

    Ye-seul tried to stop Ji-eun.

    "Why have you been interrupting me since earlier?! And don't you have any sense? If Hunter Lee Jisuk calls you, you should just leave. Why did you have to follow him here?"

    "No, the problem isn't us right now, it's that person..."

    Slap!

    "You're talking back again? Do you think I'm easy to mess with these days?"

    Jeong Ji-eun slapped Ye-seul across the face, and Ye-seul's head snapped to the side.

    "What are you doing!"

    Nayoung shouted at Ji-eun.

    "Who are you? Didn't you hear me tell you to go do your work? Damn it, why are only these kinds of people sticking to me these days?"

    "Hunter Jeong Ji-eun, please watch your words..."

    "I told you to shut up!"

    Jeong Ji-eun raised her hand again to hit Ye-seul, but Nayoung grabbed it and stopped her. Both Nayoung and Ye-seul were tall, so they ended up looking down at Ji-eun.

    "I hate... I hate it when people look down on me!"

    She pulled her arm free, grabbed Nayoung, and slapped her across the face. Nayoung's head turned, then snapped back, and she punched Ji-eun in the nose.

    "Kyaaa!"

    Ji-eun fell backward.

    "You crazy bitch!"

    Ji-eun, who had fallen, used her short height to tackle Nayoung, grabbing both her legs and flipping her backward.

    There were regulations against using skills outside, and both subconsciously knew that using skills would escalate the fight too much, so neither of them used any skills.

    Surprised by the sudden attack, Nayoung couldn't break her fall and landed on the ground with a thud, and Ji-eun climbed on top of the fallen Nayoung.

    Even though one was a healer and the other a witch specializing in debuffs, both were A-rank hunters with high basic physical abilities, and their fight was faster and more intense than any non-awakened martial arts league.

    "You bitch! How dare you lay a hand on an A-rank hunter?!"

    "Hunter Lee Ji-eun! This person isn't an employee!"

    Ye-seul tried to stop Ji-eun from behind.

    "I told you to just shut up!"

    Ji-eun pushed Ye-seul with her arm, and Ye-seul crashed into the wall and fainted. Even if they were both healers, the difference in power was overwhelming with a two-rank difference.

    "I'm going to fix your bad habits."

    Ji-eun pulled her arm back, about to hit Nayoung's face.

    And Nayoung's eyes glowed purple.

  

    "...I was wrong... I'm sorry..."

    I had a brief conversation with President Yang and returned to find Jeong Ji-eun kneeling and bowing her head deeply, begging Nayoung for forgiveness. Both of them had faces covered in wounds, and their clothes and hair were a mess.

    Item display cases were scattered here and there, and the walls and floor were also broken. It looked as if a typhoon had swept through.

    Behind them, Ye-seul was unconscious. Judging from her steady breathing and heartbeat, it seemed she had just fainted.

    "What in the world happened?"

    "Uh... Brother... well..."

    Nayoung looked back and forth between me and Ji-eun, looking uneasy. When Nayoung couldn't explain properly, Ji-eun seemed to seize the opportunity and crawled quickly towards me on her knees.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! This woman! She assaulted me! And she even used a skill!"

    "Nayoung is my girlfriend. She's not the type to start trouble. What did you do?"

    I had never seen Nayoung get into such a messy fight with anyone. She might lose control if someone provoked her, but she wasn't the type to initiate problems.

    "Brother..."

    Nayoung's eyes welled up with tears.

    "G-girlfriend? You had a girlfriend? No, never mind that! What did I even do?! You're blaming me when you don't even know what happened?"

    Jeong Ji-eun pushed me. But I wasn't someone a healer could push around, so Jeong Ji-eun lost her balance and fell instead.

    "We'll know what happened if we watch the video, right?"

    I pointed to the camera above. It was a place with a mountain of important items, so access was restricted, and the camera was always recording.

    "Y-you guys think you'll get away with this! Guild Leader won't let this slide!"

    
      

    

    The Rose Guild's guild leader's office. We were actually playing back the CCTV to clarify what happened.

    In the video, Jeong Ji-eun climbed on top of the fallen Nayoung and threw punches down at her. Nayoung blocked a few blows with her arms, then knocked away Ji-eun's fist with her arm and grabbed her by the collar, rolling her over.

    Her dynamic visual acuity to deflect incoming punches had been honed through numerous training sessions with me. An ordinary healer would never have to deal with such direct attacks in the first place.

    Nayoung could have climbed on top of Ji-eun, but she backed away.

    "You!"

    Ji-eun got up and charged. Nayoung, having secured distance, threw a high kick with her long leg.

    Ji-eun raised her arm to defend, but the impact seemed significant even through her block.

    Nayoung then threw several low kicks and unleashed a flurry of punches using her long reach. Her combination was excellent.

    When the people watching the video with us turned to look at Nayoung, Nayoung lowered her head deeply.

    "Wasn't she supposed to be... magic-type?"

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi asked with a dumbfounded look.

    "That's right."

    I answered Nayoung.

    After that, it was almost one-sided. Nayoung didn't dodge Ji-eun's attacks but took them, hitting back twice or three times for every hit she received. It looked like she had learned from watching me fight; I should warn her. I could recover, but Nayoung couldn't.

    Whenever Ji-eun tried to use healing magic, Nayoung punched her, so Jeong Ji-eun couldn't even cast a healing spell and just got beaten up thoroughly. Contrary to Ji-eun's testimony that Nayoung used a skill, there was no sign of Nayoung using any skills in the video.

    "O-okay... I was wrong!"

    Then, she knelt down, held out her hands, and begged for forgiveness. With that, I turned off the screen.

    "I'm sorry this happened..."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi bowed his head slightly. Next to him, Jeong Ji-eun was also bowing her head, but her face was full of resentment.

    "It's my fault for not training our hunters properly."

    "Well... Hunter Jeong Ji-eun started it, but it was a mutual assault, so it's okay. Hunter Bae Nayoung also said she wanted to let it go."

    Nayoung, sitting next to me, nodded. It seemed that getting to beat her up thoroughly, as seen in the video, had resolved any lingering resentment.

    "I'm truly sorry once again."

    "And what will happen to Hunter Choi Ye-seul from now on?"

    Jeong Ji-eun flinched when Choi Ye-seul's name came up.

    "It seems difficult for her to stay with Hunter Jeong Ji-eun."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi pressed his temples as if he had a headache.

    "She'll be removed from the A-rank gate team, then?"

    They couldn't remove Jeong Ji-eun, one of the few A-rank healers in the country, so from the guild's perspective, it was better to remove Choi Ye-seul, who was only C-rank, even though she was the victim.

    "That's probably how it will be. But I'll put her in another good team and personally keep an eye on her so this doesn't happen again."

    If she was removed from the A-rank gate team and went to a B or C-rank team, her growth would inevitably slow down. I had wanted to help, but it seemed I had ended up hindering Ye-seul's growth.

    "Why don't you transfer her to us instead?"

    "Transfer?"

    "Since Hunter Choi Ye-seul is only C-rank anyway, it won't have a big impact on the Rose Guild, right?"

    If they lined up all the B and C-rank hunters who wanted to join the Rose Guild, the line would probably stretch for hundreds of meters.

    "If she's okay with it, we have no reason to stop her."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi turned his gaze to Ye-seul.

    "Ye-seul, we're going to start going to A-rank gates separately now, and we need a healer. Would you like to come with us?"

    "Still, I'll stay with the Rose Guild. Many of my colleagues are here too."

    Ye-seul politely declined.

    "The treatment will be like this..."

    I wrote down an annual salary on a piece of paper and slid it to Ye-seul.

    "Please take care of me."

    Ye-seul bowed her head deeply and answered immediately.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, how much are you spending exactly?"

    I answered Hunter Jeong Min-gi's question by shrugging my shoulders.

    No guild would recruit a C-rank hunter with such benefits. I wouldn't have offered such exceptional treatment if she were just any C-rank hunter, but since she was clearly someone who would become A-rank, I had no regrets about the investment.

    
      

    

    "Hyung, the entry limit for A-rank gates has been changed to two people. It seems they're lowering the alert level because there haven't been any accidents for the past few months."

    Nayoung suddenly looked at the distant mountains.

    "Yeah. I guess it's because there haven't been any accidents."

    I knew Nayoung had done something. For her to suddenly get promoted to A-rank, and for the number of A-rank hunters required for entry to change from five to two, it was too good to be true.

    "Nayoung, Director Baek asked how you were doing. Have you met him recently?"

    Director Baek Young-shin asked if Nayoung was doing well, but his expression looked more worried about what might happen than concerned for Nayoung.

    "I haven't met him."

    She still wouldn't make eye contact.

    "Well, whatever the reason, we can finally start moving in earnest."

    Now there were no issues with entry. Since teams from various guilds would be entering the A-rank gates, we would have to compete with other guilds, but our mobility was better, so it wouldn't be a problem. The gates were quite large to begin with.

    "The three of you, including Choi Ye-seul Hunter, will go together."

    "Brother, will four of us be okay?"

    "It's more than enough. Actually, I'm going to train Sangheon and Choi Ye-seul Hunter. Going with just you and me would be enough."

    
      

    

    "Hyung!! Aren't you going to help?!"

    Sangheon, surrounded by a Lizardman pack, shouted. Lizardmen were E-rank and no match for Sangheon, but the problem was the Lizardman King. The lizardmen it commanded were like they had received buffs, so the more they gathered, the stronger they became, making them difficult to deal with. Now that dozens had gathered, each one was as strong as a C-rank monster.

    "Ye-seul, just keep him from dying."

    "Y-yes! Yes!"

    Ye-seul was sweating as she cast heals and buffs to keep Sangheon alive.

    Behind them, Nayoung cast Blind. The lizardmen were in the state of severely nearsighted people wearing glasses that didn't fit their eyes. They could see outlines, but they couldn't accurately identify what was what, so as long as Sangheon didn't let his guard down, he wouldn't die.

    Sangheon dodged the lizardmen's tridents stabbing in from all directions, but there were too many of them, and he couldn't even think about counterattacking, just trying to create distance.

    "Sangheon, if you run away backward, I'm leaving you behind."

    "Hyung! Isn't this you taking out your anger on me for what I told Noona?!"

    "Seeing as you have time to say that, it looks like you're still doing okay."

    I took out a snack and started eating it while watching Sangheon scream. I was definitely not doing this out of anger. Sangheon couldn't stay C-rank forever, could he? This was all for Sangheon's sake.

    Ye-seul made a regretful face as she watched me sit comfortably and tear off jerky. Her expression seemed to say, "Are these people villains? Why did I come to a place like this?"

    But this was actually a good environment for Ye-seul too. Her level would go up when she healed many injured and dangerous people, and there was no way there would be a place that leveled up healers by grinding party members like this. I should send her with the Five Brothers later.

    Nayoung, who hadn't shown it but was jealous of Ye-seul, seemed to have eased up a bit after seeing me work Ye-seul and Sangheon hard. And the fact that I had confidently called Nayoung my girlfriend in front of everyone also helped. Actually, I hadn't really hidden it before.

    In my past life, I had seen Ye-seul as a potential romantic interest, but I was too busy trying to survive back then, so the relationship didn't develop beyond that. And now that I had Nayoung, my heart didn't go out to other women. I only had the desire to repay Ye-seul's kindness.

    We gradually cleared the gate, and all four of us leveled up.

    Today, we had cleared an A-rank gate and were coming out.

    "Hyung! That person looks like they're being chased by an orc!"

    In the distance, a handsome man with silver-white hair and an orc were running towards us.

    "It's rare to see an orc outside a gate..."

    I looked in the direction Sangheon had pointed.

    "Looking at that man's expression, it doesn't seem like he's being chased. Besides, he's running side by side with the orc. And who are those people behind them?"

    "Behind? Where?"

    Sangheon, who had been squinting, spotted the people I was talking about. Dozens of hunters were coming towards us from afar.

    I was about to send an aura towards the orc's head to take care of the monster first. But... this orc was different from the usual orcs. Unlike the other orcs who were always naked, this one was dressed like a wizard. I had never seen or heard of an orc dressed so neatly.

    Since the orc wasn't a threat anyway, I dispersed the gathered aura and absorbed it to assess the situation.

    "Huh? Hyung, those people are from the Azure Dragon Guild!"

    Sangheon said, looking at the dozens of hunters chasing from behind. The Azure Dragon Guild was ranked 3rd among Korean guilds. They insisted they were 1st because of their large numbers, but they had no S-rank hunters and fewer A-rank hunters than the 2nd-ranked Valkyrie Guild, so they were treated as the perennial 3rd-ranked guild.

    However, in terms of scale, they were not a guild to be ignored. They accepted hunters down to F-rank, so they had thousands of registered hunters.

    "Do not attack!"

    The man running with the orc said, shielding the orc in front of him.

    "This person is not a monster!"

    The handsome man with flowing silver-white hair said. He was slender, but the aura he exuded made it clear that he was strong.

    "Everyone gets behind me. Stay alert so you can always fight or run away."

    I moved Nayoung, Sangheon, and Ye-seul behind me.

    The silver-haired man and the orc approached and slowed down.

    The orc stared intently at my face.

    "Greetings. My name is Sonorim. Are you the warrior who defeated Helen?"

    The orc Sonorim spoke in a calm, low voice. He was about my height, had a solid build befitting an orc, and showed none of the anger and madness towards humans that typical orcs possessed.

    "Hyung! H-he talked! The orc!"

    "The common knowledge that orcs cannot speak is incorrect. You have only seen the orcs who invade your world, so I cannot blame you."

    "Who are you people?"

    I held out my hand, refusing any further approach, and asked.

    "We are people from Tellus. I am Sonorim, a scholar and mage, and my friend here is Blitz, a warrior."

    His tone was extremely calm and polite.

    "Tellus!"

    The three behind me immediately went into battle stance.

  

    "It seems the people of Exberion have tarnished the impression of Tellus."

    Sonorim sighed, looking at our group, which was on guard.

    "We come from a different country than those who arrived on Earth some time ago. Our continents, nations, and ideologies are all different."

    "Hold on, everyone step aside for a moment."

    Since the Azure Dragon Guild had arrived, I moved the orc and the silver-haired man to the side.

    The Azure Dragon Guild arrived, and our team, the Azure Dragon Guild, and the two people from Tellus stood in a triangular formation.

    "Hey, hunter! Don't interfere and get lost!"

    A man with a sharp-featured face at the front shouted. It was amusing how rude the human was while the orc was exceedingly polite.

    He held a sword and a large shield, looking like a typical tank.

    "Why are you chasing them?"

    "Didn't you hear?! We're the Azure Dragon Guild! Get out of here right now!"

    The man banged the guild mark on his shield with the flat of his sword.

    "T-team leader!"

    A hunter next to him whispered in the team leader's ear, and the team leader's expression changed.

    "...Ahem. It's Hunter Lee Jisuk and Hunter Bae Nayoung. My apologies."

    He must have recognized my face. It would have been nice if he had spoken so politely from the beginning.

    "It's fine. What's the situation right now?"

    "This is not something Hunter Lee Jisuk needs to concern himself with. This is an internal matter for the Azure Dragon Guild, so please step aside."

    "Do you know that these people are from Tellus?"

    "I do not. I am merely carrying out orders from above. I do not wish for armed conflict, so please step aside."

    His heart rate increased, and the hand holding his weapon tightened.

    "Why do you want to fight?"

    "If you don't move, I will have no choice. Even if you are the much-talked-about Hunter Lee Jisuk, I am also an A-rank hunter."

    The Azure Dragon Guild members surrounded us tightly.

    "Sangheon, Ye-seul, protect Nayoung. Nayoung, Blind."

    As I donned my armor, the three of them moved with perfect coordination.

    Ye-seul cast the Goddess's Shield skill, and a translucent spherical barrier enveloped Nayoung and Ye-seul. It was a skill she acquired as her level rose during the grueling march through the A-rank gate.

    "Attack from the rear!"

    The team leader took me on, and under his command, the ranged hunters drew their bows and chanted spells. However, most of them were B and C-rank, meaning their reactions were slow.

    Nayoung's Blind took effect first, and everyone's eyes became cloudy. Not knowing where to shoot, they couldn't attack.

    The team leader and the B-rank hunters, whose Blind was dispelled first by a healer, charged at me.

    "There are many rumors, but in the end, he's just another A-rank! Surround him!"

    I needed to raise my rank quickly so I wouldn't receive such misunderstandings.

    I grabbed the team leader's sword that was thrusting towards me with my bare hand.

    "Huh?"

    I kicked the surprised man's shield away, and an arrow flew from behind the team leader. I snatched the arrow, broke it in half with one hand, and condensed the aura, sending it towards the archer's torso.

    An ice spear from a mage flew and pierced my body. It couldn't penetrate my armor and only managed to freeze the surface of it. The thin layer of ice that formed on the outside shattered and fell off as I moved.

    As I approached to deal with the mage, another melee warrior blocked my path. His sword swung towards my neck. It wasn't aura, but it was filled with so much mana that it seemed to be a skill with power comparable to aura.

    I took it straight to the neck without defending. A sword of that level couldn't even scratch my armor. I grabbed the warrior's neck, lifted him up, and slammed him into the ground.

    "Y-you think you'll get away with this! We're the Azure Dragon Guild!"

    The last remaining A-rank mage, who had cast the ice spear at me, screamed at us.

    "We're acting in self-defense. You guys attacked us."

    I said that and lightly struck the mage's neck, knocking him unconscious.

    Turning around, I saw Sangheon beating up the B and C-rank hunters of the Azure Dragon Guild who were affected by Blind with his scabbard. He was releasing all the stress he had accumulated on the Azure Dragon Guild thugs.

    "Why did you guys run away instead of fighting them?"

    I asked Sonorim and the silver-haired man.

    "Although we haven't been on Earth for long, we know how much evil the empire of Exberion has committed. If I were to use my power here, the notoriety of Tellus would only spread further, so I couldn't use it."

    "Hmm..."

    "We have no intention of fighting. We merely wish to seek cooperation from Lee Jisuk."

    "You know me?"

    "We were able to come here with the help of a great being. And that being told us to seek help from Lee Jisuk."

    Sonorim spoke consistently calmly. It was unsettling to see a belligerent orc act like this.

    "Who is this great being?"

    "It is Tellus itself, an existence revered as a god. It does not interfere in the affairs of people, but it has judged that the current state deviates from the flow of the world."

    "Are you talking about the God of Destruction?"

    "No. I am referring to the worsened situation of Tellus due to the Bridge Gate. The weakening of the Exberion Empire and the eastern continent countries allied with them is a welcome thing, but if things continue as they are, even innocent people will suffer. We implore you, could you not close it?"

    "How can we believe all that you're saying?"

    "We did not come to use violent methods. We will fully cooperate. Let us resolve this through dialogue. However, if I fail, the next to come will not be beings as weak as us."

    "Aren't you their master? Weak?"

    "M-me... that orc is the master?!"

    Sangheon, who had bound all the small fry, was surprised to hear our conversation. Nayoung and Ye-seul also seemed quite taken aback.

    "Weak and strong are relative. Compared to the great being, I am an infinitely insignificant existence."

    Looking at the orc who spoke with such humility throughout, even the fighting spirit I had harbored disappeared.

    "Alright. Let's go together then."

    I took them to the Awakened Administration. And I would also hand over the Azure Dragon Guild attackers to the Awakened Administration.

    "Why do you keep bringing trouble with you? Hunter Lee Jisuk..."

    Director Baek Young-shin pressed his temples.

    "No, I swear, I was just standing still this time. Really."

    "It seems the Azure Dragon Guild is planning to cut its losses and abandon that team. Since A-rank hunters are always in short supply, we've decided to impose a fine and place them under government supervision for their hunter activities for the next few years."

    The punishment might seem light, but entering gates as the government orders without receiving a salary was worse than serving a prison sentence. Due to the extradition treaty, they couldn't go to other countries either. If they were S-rank, there might be countries willing to risk international disputes to take them, but A-rank wasn't worth that much.

    "So, how much can we trust that orc... no, those people are saying?"

    "I can't read an orc's expression, but I didn't get a bad feeling. And although that man didn't have much of an expression either, he wasn't lying. Oh, but I could definitely tell that the Azure Dragon Guild was hiding something."

    "We suspect they were trying to capture the people of Tellus to extract information about the other world and monopolize it."

    "Wouldn't that be impossible with Paul around?"

    "We are receiving information from him, but he didn't know much useful information like what Helen gave us. For example, if you asked a Korean person to make a cell phone from scratch, could they do it?"

    "No, they couldn't. I understand."

    "And the prevailing opinion was that it was dangerous to try and understand Tellus based on information from just one person, Paul. In this situation, an ally is very welcome. Shall we go in and have a conversation?"

    "Me too?"

    "Those people said they wouldn't talk if Hunter Lee Jisuk wasn't there."

    "So that's why you called me..."

    I entered the interrogation room made of reinforced walls with the director.

    "Lee Jisuk."

    The orc greeted me while seated. He couldn't get up even if he wanted to, as his hands and feet were restrained.

    "What did you call me here to talk about?"

    "As I mentioned last time, we would like you to close the gate."

    "Or else the great being will attack us, is that it?"

    "My apologies if it sounded like a threat. It is not pleasant for the western continent to clean up the mess made by the eastern continent, but we will actively cooperate for the future of the planet Tellus."

    "Cooperation, you say?"

    "Earth's mechanical civilization has developed overwhelmingly. Because of that, it seems magical technology has not developed much. As I possess a considerable amount of knowledge among mages, I may be able to help with its development."

    Director Baek Young-shin had actually said before he came in that Paul wasn't very useful, so a master-level, skilled mage would be much more helpful than Paul. Moreover, since he was from a different faction, we could also obtain diverse information about international affairs.

    "We will also provide the items we brought. However, some of them were taken by the people we first encountered."

    He meant the Azure Dragon Guild took them when they first approached.

    "If you give us detailed information about the items, we will retrieve them."

    Director Baek Young-shin made a note on his pad next to me.

    "Then, do you trust us?"

    "That depends on how the two of you act from now on."

    After that, we received brief information about the political situation of Tellus and what kind of technologies they could transfer over the course of about an hour.

    "What do you think, Director?"

    I asked Director Baek Young-shin after we stepped out for a coffee break.

    "The hunters who can discern lies were watching from behind from the beginning, and they said they couldn't sense any falsehoods."

    "I didn't feel any hostility either."

    "We'll need to discuss it internally, but it looks like we can proceed positively."

    After several days of discussion, we agreed to close the Bridge Gate on the condition of receiving the technology transfer first.

    And as compensation for my contribution, I put Jaein on the technology transfer team. She had proven her skills during the previous Gate Bridge incident, so it wasn't difficult.

    "S-sir! Did you see this?! I've never even thought of such an idea!"

    Jaein thrust what he had learned today at me.

    The paper Jaein held out was densely filled with symbols, charts, and letters that looked like either doodles or notes.

    "That's amazing."

    I couldn't understand a single thing, but I just went along with it.

    "This... with this!"

    "Jaein, Jaein, breathe. Breathe."

    I calmed down the extremely excited Jaein.

    Jaein, who had been looking at the paper so closely that his eyes almost touched it, suddenly lifted her head and stared blankly into the air.

    "Jaein?"

    "Hyung... I think he's broken?"

    Sangheon waved his hand in front of Jaein's eyes, but there was no reaction in his pupils.

    "That's it!"

    Jaein muttered to himself, jumped up from his seat, and left the room like a storm.

    "Is she okay? Jaein-hyung?"

    "Okay... I don't know..."

    Turning my gaze to the corner, I saw Nayoung also staring blankly into the air. It seemed she had received magical knowledge from Sonorim, and she had praised it immensely, saying it was qualitatively and quantitatively different from what she had received from Paul.

    After that, she had been scribbling something in her notebook for days or staring into the air as if organizing something in her head. Sometimes she would wave her hands in the air.

    "Is this really okay?"

    Looking at the two of them, I couldn't reassure Sangheon's worries.

  

    In addition to the transfer of magical technology, I also received political and geographical information from Sonorim.

    Sonorim explained in detail, without any concealment, what countries existed on Tellus, what their relationships were like with each other, and what kinds of races and ethnicities there were.

    As expected, the Exberion Empire was like an axis of evil. Not only did they oppress different races, but their iron-fisted rule through a perfectly divided class system meant that human rights didn't exist even within the empire. They constantly waged wars to expand their territory, squeezing the life out of their people to do so.

    Their war crimes were so heinous that I wouldn't have believed them if it hadn't been for what Helen had done before. I would have thought it was just slander from an enemy. However, because of Helen's actions, Sonorim's words had credibility.

    "What's the goal of this being called the God of Destruction?"

    I asked Sonorim, who had been providing information for a long time and was taking a short break.

    "Well, we are only speculating as well. We don't know for sure."

    "Not even that great being?"

    "Hahahaha, that being is not someone we mere existences can converse with. This time as well, we only unilaterally received oracles and items before coming over."

    "What are the God of Destruction's subordinates? There are orcs like you and werewolves like Blitz, right?"

    "What do you think the end would be for those who suffered the God of Destruction's invasion?"

    It wasn't that I had never thought about it, but rather that it was a topic I didn't want to think about. Would they kill them all and make the planet their own, or would they enslave them?

    "Those who come through the gate had egos like me. However, after their planet is invaded by the God of Destruction and they are dragged away, their intelligence is eradicated, and then they invade other planets."

    "...If we get occupied, we'll be sent to invade other stars too, then."

    "That's right. The God of Destruction's movements are something we, who are like dust compared to the universe, cannot resist."

    "So, you're saying we should just sit here and die?"

    "No. We must struggle as much as possible. I will too."

    "Didn't you just say it was an irresistible flow?"

    "That is..."

    
      Thwack!
    

    "W-what was that?!"

    The building shook, and Director Baek Young-shin covered his ears at the loud noise.

    Then, screams, the sound of swords clashing, and something exploding followed in quick succession.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, escape with Sonorim!"

    The sounds were getting closer to the room we were in. Director Baek Young-shin shielded the door with his body and pointed to the window for me.

    "Director, our positions are reversed."

    I grabbed the director's shoulder, pulled him back, and placed him next to Sonorim.

    "Could you protect him?"

    "Of course."

    Sonorim reached into the air and took out a staff. It looked like he used space magic like Helen.

    "W-what... weren't you supposed to have surrendered your weapons?!"

    "I did. And I simply brought them back."

    Now that the minimum protection was in place, it was time to find out what was happening.

    I was about to open the door, but I felt a murderous intent from outside, so I kicked the door as it was.

    Since it was a reinforced door, it didn't break but flew off entirely, pushing the person behind it straight into the wall.

    "What? Who are you guys?"

    Hunters with bloodshot eyes swarmed towards the room we were in.

    "Aren't you guys from the Azure Dragon Guild! What is the meaning of this?!"

    Director Baek Young-shin, who recognized the intruders' faces, shouted.

    "There's no grudge."

    I didn't know their objective, but their expressions seemed filled with fear rather than anger, and their entire bodies were covered in considerable injuries. I wondered what was so terrifying that they kept charging even with such wounds.

    But I could deal with them first and think about the reasons later. There were eleven hunters in front of me. They had made it this far with such a small number. It seemed that the number of resident hunters was low because no one expected a madman to attack the Awakened Administration.

    I lunged forward and struck the chin of the hunter standing closest.

    But these guys ignored me and only targeted Sonorim. They didn't even blink at their comrades getting hurt. They even charged at Sonorim and cast magic while they themselves were being attacked.

    However, Sonorim's barrier didn't break despite their aggressive offensive. That was to be expected, as the level of the intruders was only around B-rank. The guy who was crushed under the door I kicked open first might be around A-rank at best.

    It didn't take even a few seconds to knock them all down.

    "What are these guys?"

    Looking closely, I noticed something attached to the necks of all the fallen intruders. A round object the size of a ping pong ball was stuck to their necks. The texture was like a droplet or slime made of black liquid. It wasn't ordinary liquid, as it hadn't fallen off or lost its shape even while the Azure Dragon Guild hunters were rampaging.

    
      Thwack!
    

    As I tried to get closer to check, the droplet on the neck exploded, pushing me back. It was a destructive power that I couldn't have imagined coming from something so small.

    "A... no! I did as you told me!"

    One of the Azure Dragon Guild members screamed and tried to scratch off the droplet on his neck, but he only scratched his own skin, leaving no marks on the object.

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom!
    

    And then they all exploded sequentially.

    When the second droplet exploded, I enlarged my body until it reached the ceiling and simultaneously donned my armor. I turned my back to shield the director and Sonorim. Even though we were several meters away, the explosion cracked the armor on my back.

    I took some damage, but I blocked the attack, so the director and Sonorim were safe. The moment I felt relieved, the floor collapsed. I enveloped them from above with the falling debris.

    "Director, are you alright?"

    I pushed away the debris and secured some space. One side of the Awakened Administration branch building we were in had completely collapsed.

    "Thanks to you. Thank you."

    The director, who had gotten up after dusting himself off, had a pale face due to the unexpected situation, but he wasn't agitated or panicked. On the other hand, Sonorim's usual gentle and calm expression had changed to a fierce one befitting an orc.

    "Sonorim, you know what that was just now, right?"

    "I do... I don't know how he got here, but it's definitely the master of the eastern continent, the Exberion Empire. I can never forget that hideous thing."

    "Wasn't he not supposed to be able to come here?"

    "I don't know. I couldn't cross over myself, so I received his help, but how he, who isn't even a space mage, crossed over..."

    "What kind of guy is he?"

    "Franklin Conlay Ahern. A master notorious for his cruelty even in the eastern continent. He considers human lives, especially those of other countries or races, as nothing more than insects. That special magic and its power are infamous even in Tellus."

    "Isn't he nearby? The bombs didn't go off immediately but after the fight ended. Wasn't it remotely controlled?"

    "That seems unlikely."

    "Why?"

    "If he were nearby, it wouldn't be this quiet. He probably set a condition or made them explode on a timer."

    The director's phone rang.

    [Director! This is a disaster!]

    "I know. I was inside the building."

    [Huh? That's not it! Several Awakened Administration branches are being attacked simultaneously right now!]

    "What? Not just here?"

    [People who appear to be Azure Dragon Guild members attacked and exploded after being subdued. Please return to headquarters immediately!]

    "I'm going there now. Hunter Lee Jisuk, did you hear that?"

    "Yes. Let's go together."

    Sonorim used telekinesis to lift his silver-haired companion from the rubble.

    "Are you alright?"

    His clothes were stained with blood.

    "Don't worry. Blitz might be weak in attack, but his defense is strong. It would take a master-level to kill him."

    As I looked at him after hearing that, the torn flesh on his back was healing in real-time. He seemed to have regeneration or recovery abilities similar to mine.

    
      

    

    The Azure Dragon Guild members who carried out the suicide attacks were all looking for people from the other world. Excluding Sonorim and Blitz, Paul too.

    And they were partially successful. Paul had been taken by them.

    It seemed that it wasn't a time limit but that they would explode the moment movement stopped in one place. The ones who took Paul hadn't exploded, but the subdued Azure Dragon Guild members invariably exploded after their movement stopped for a certain period.

    The highest alert was issued nationwide to find the culprit. Some people wondered what the fuss was about over one person, but a master-level was an S-rank hunter. Moreover, this guy clearly had some screws loose, so his danger level was higher than any modern weapon.

    "Where is that bastard?"

    I asked the Azure Dragon Guild Leader. The director had requested my presence because I could catch most lies just by looking at someone's face. Even now, the director and top officials of the Awakened Administration and government agents were watching from behind a magic mirror.

    "I... I don't know..."

    "You're the guild leader; if you don't know, who does?"

    "I really don't know!! He came to our guild, attached those damn things to our guild members, and threatened us. He said they'd explode if we didn't listen."

    "And you just listened?"

    "Of course not. We're the Azure Dragon Guild. And everyone stopped when they saw the heads of the first guys who charged to smash him get blown off."

    "But why did that guy go to your guild? How?"

    "T-that... I don't know. Why, how did he came..."

    It had been a long time since I had seen someone lie so obviously. He was exhibiting all the classic behaviors of someone who was lying through their teeth.

    "Shim Tae-joo. You don't seem to understand the seriousness of this situation... Hundreds of Awakened Administration employees have been killed or injured by this terrorism."

    "I heard... But our guild hunters are also victims."

    "Victims? Try telling that to the families of the dead."

    Every time a criminal said they were also a victim, I would have been a billionaire if I had received money for it. Who in this world doesn't have their own circumstances? That doesn't give them the right to trample on the lives of unrelated people.

    "I don't know what I don't know. Alright! Lawyer! Call our guild's lawyer!"

    "I think you're mistaken about something. You've violated the National Security Act, the Gate Special Act, and the Hunter Special Act all at once. You have no grounds to object to immediate disposal."

    "W-what?! I didn't do anything."

    "Really? Then why weren't you affected by that guy's restraints?"

    "I was. I got free thanks to my skill."

    "Skill?"

    "I can create tangible clones. I transferred the one attached to the right side of my neck to a clone and created distance the moment it exploded, so I survived."

    "That's quite a convenient ability."

    "Originally, I should have merged back, but because of the explosion, my abilities have drastically decreased. I don't know how long it will take to recover."

    "Alright. I'll believe the part about your skill. But you're lying about why and how that guy went to Azure Dragon, aren't you? Not long ago, your guild members caused a fuss at the gate demanding Sonorim and Blitz, so weren't you resentful after getting reprimanded?"

    "No! We underwent so much investigation because of that incident!"

    "So, because of that, you lost money, lost time, and even lost guild members. So you held a grudge and tried to get revenge on the Awakened Administration, didn't you? Your skill is just an excuse, and you're an accomplice to that guy, aren't you?"

    "Of course not! We were just trying to get back what we lost..."

    "Get back what?"

    Caught.

    "Yeah, since you lost out on the Sonorim and Blitz deal, weren't you trying to extort information from Franklin to make money?"

    "N-no! I don't know anything about that! My subordinates did it on their own!"

    "So you did it?"

    "L-lawyer!"

    After that, things progressed quickly. As expected, they had taken Franklin to the guild and tried to make him talk, but they were instead overpowered, had bombs attached to their necks, and came to the Awakened Administration. They said they would be released if they brought the other worlders.

    I finished the interrogation for now and went outside the interrogation room.

    "Hmm... We did find out that the last place he was seen was the Azure Dragon Guild's training facility on the outskirts, but that was quite a while ago, so will he still be there?"

    A government agent who had been listening to the conversation from outside expressed his concern.

  

    After hearing the Azure Dragon Guild Leader's confession, we belatedly sent a reconnaissance team to the Azure Dragon Guild training facility.

    "He's there?"

    A face with fine blonde hair, a small stature, and a large, square jaw appeared on the screen. It was captured by the reconnaissance hunter's telescopic camera. It was the same appearance Sonorim had described.

    "...So, he hasn't moved from there?"

    "I don't know what his goal is, but he's an inherently arrogant being, so it wouldn't be strange if he hasn't fled," Sonorim added.

    "Isn't that a good thing? Let's go."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi, who had been listening to the story, stood up and took the lead. He was followed by other hunters and the government's anti-hunter special forces.

    Military vehicles and helicopters surrounded the training grounds from a distance. Fortunately, it wasn't an area with many private residences, so it was easy to issue an evacuation order. Even as they encircled the area, Franklin didn't move.

    "No movement?"

    "He's just sitting there talking with the Azure Dragon Guild members."

    "What's the conversation about?"

    "It's not certain, but it seems he's asking about the situation on Earth."

    "No more waiting."

    The anti-hunter special forces took out large-caliber guns. With barrels 1.5 meters long and a total length exceeding 2 meters, they were closer to cannons than guns. They used special bullets created by Jaein through research at Regen, made by carving magic stones into shape and inscribing spells.

    "The power verification is complete. Its power was incomparable to existing sniper rifles," the anti-hunter special forces commander, with a short haircut and wearing a beret, said confidently.

    "I've been hit by it, but it didn't have the attack power of Ilseom..."

    "You test products with your body?" Hunter Jeong Min-gi looked exasperated.

    "It's the only way to be sure."

    I was shot by it during the development phase. The fact that a D or E-rank hunter could easily fire an attack equivalent to Ilseom with a gun was significant. Although a single bullet was incredibly expensive, it would be effective enough to surprise attack B or A-rank hunters. But would it work against an S-rank, especially one that Sonorim said was among the top tier of S-rank hunters?

    "Ahem. Being prepared and facing it head-on is different from a surprise attack. Let's try it once," the anti-hunter special forces commander pressed. It seemed hunters would have to go in anyway, but there was no harm in trying.

    The sniper took position. Everyone held their breath, not wanting to disturb the sniper's concentration.

    
      Thwack!
    

    The special magic stone bullet for anti-hunters left the barrel and flew, followed by a shockwave and a loud bang.

    The guy, having noticed, slowly turned his eyes towards us in a fleeting moment. And he smiled.

    And the bullet hit the guy's head. Upon impact, a different impact sound than at the time of firing spread out.

    A little dust rose, but we could already tell the guy was unharmed. He slowly turned his head back, flipped his flowing hair behind his head, and turned his body towards us.

    Then, pointing at us with his index finger, he said something short.

    It was a distance of 2 kilometers. I could see him, but the other hunters were watching through telescopes. No matter how strong Franklin was, I wondered what he could possibly do, but the Azure Dragon Guild members who heard Franklin's words charged like a swarm of dogs.

    They might not have been the strongest, but befitting the guild with the largest number of members, there were many of them. And every single one had a Devil's Tear attached to their neck, face, or head.

    "Subdue them without approaching! Try not to kill them!"

    If we got too close, we would get caught in the explosion if they detonated. However, it wasn't easy to stop hunters charging with their lives on the line without injuring them.

    "Get out of here!"

    "Damn it! I don't want to die!"

    The defending side and the attacking side clashed. Fortunately, our side's hunters were much higher level, so they subdued them one by one without inflicting fatal wounds.

    At that moment, Franklin flicked his fingers.

    
      Thwack!
    

    The Devil's Tears of two hunters who had been subdued and fallen to the ground caused a massive explosion.

    "Kghack!"

    Even though we had kept a certain distance, the hunters were blown backward by the explosion. We couldn't subdue the swarming hunters while keeping our distance.

    And Devil's Tears were newly created on the corpses of the Azure Dragon Guild members who died in the explosion and the hunters who were caught in it.

    "That... that didn't happen at the Awakened Administration, did it?"

    "If you die by Franklin's attack when he's nearby, your soul is taken by him," Sonorim answered my question.

    "Then... that means it's infinite."

    One exploded, but two or three more appeared.

    Even now, Azure Dragon Guild members were exploding and dying at the front, and the hunters who got too close were being caught in the explosions, replenishing Franklin's Devil's Tears.

    However, the government couldn't just snipe all the captured hunters who were acting as human shields.

    "Brother..."

    "Damn it... is there no other way?"

    As I nodded, Nayoung stepped forward, extended her staff, and a black wave spread forward.

    And the Azure Dragon Guild hunters who were charging fell down unconscious.

    "W-what... what is this?" the captain asked.

    "I put them to sleep. Isn't this better?"

    It was the S-rank skill Mind Control that she had recently learned while receiving magical knowledge from Sonorim. It was a skill that interfered with the mind, like Blind or Nightmare. Only the direction was different. As her understanding of magic deepened, Nayoung could interfere with the target's mind in the desired direction and could now put them to sleep at will.

    Now, the Blind and Nightmare skills had disappeared from Nayoung's skill window, and the Mind Control skill had taken their place.

    Like the existing curses, the Mind Control skill became more difficult the higher the target's level or intelligence stat, the greater the number of targets, or the more the command went against their will. In other words, it was difficult to make that many Azure Dragon Guild members risk their lives to attack Franklin, but putting them to sleep was easy. The low average skill level of the Azure Dragon Guild members also helped.

    "Good job."

    I lightly padded Nayoung's shoulder.

    It would have been nice if she had used it from the beginning, but I wanted to hide this skill as much as possible. Right now, they only knew she could put people to sleep, but someone perceptive might be able to deduce that she could control people's minds. If that happened, people around Nayoung, whose job was a witch, wouldn't look at her favorably.

    "As expected, hunters should be caught by hunters."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi drew his sword.

    "Only those who can completely avoid that tear-like thing or won't die even if it explodes should come with me. The rest stay further back."

    At Hunter Jeong Min-gi's words, the hunters retreated en masse. If a strong hunter was captured and followed Franklin's orders, it would only cause more trouble. A strong hunter might also be more resistant to Nayoung's Mind Control.

    When even the A-rank hunters retreated, only me, Hunter Jeong Min-gi, Sonorim, Blitz, and Nayoung remained. Support from S-rank hunters overseas didn't fit the timing.

    "Nayoun, you go back too."

    "Maybe my curse will work on him?"

    "I know your attack power, Nayoung, but can you evade his attacks?" Sonorim asked.

    "...Be careful."

    Nayoung reluctantly stepped back. Me, Hunter Jeong Min-gi, Sonorim, and Blitz jumped forward, avoiding the fallen Azure Dragon Guild hunters scattered along the way.

    As we approached, Franklin waved his hand in the air as if conducting an orchestra, and Devil's Tears bulged and appeared in the air. As he continued to wave his hand, the Devil's Tears that had already appeared stretched out and split into two or three. And the ones that split repeated the process, increasing exponentially.

    "H... isn't that cheating?"

    "I agree..."

    It was a number that I couldn't help but agree with Hunter Jeong Min-gi on.

    "Such a large number... Each of that person's Devil's Tears was created by sacrificing the powerless," Sonorim gritted his teeth. He was more insane than I thought. His source of power was sacrifice, and there were already at least a thousand of them just in sight.

    "Sonorim, is there a way to attack that?"

    "I apologize. I only know that you must break through the Devil's Tears and attack him directly."

    "Is that so? Let's see..."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi slowly walked sideways. Then he pulled his arm back and thrust it forward in an instant.

    Ilseom.

    He had found a tiny gap in the many spheres and pierced through it.

    However, one of the Devil's Tears flew into Ilseom's path and exploded.

    "H... he reacted at that speed?"

    "It won't be easy. Devil's Tears are a terrifying technique, but Franklin himself has probably strengthened his body using sacrifices as well."

    "The stench of an orc has spread even to Earth. How in the world did you cross over from the western continent?"

    Franklin said, looking at Sonorim. His arrogant voice and expression were filled with contempt.

    "I borrowed the power of a great being."

    "Ah, you mean that great being who abandoned all life on Tellus?"

    "Someone like you wouldn't understand that being's profound intentions. I came to close the Bridge Gate under that being's command."

    "Huh, unexpectedly, our goals are the same."

    "Don't compare me to a murderer like you. We came to talk. By the way, how did you come? Did you find some kind of magical tool Helen left behind?"

    "What, Helen? No, I made a sacrifice and asked a demon. It's not difficult for demons to move between dimensions anyway."

    "Demon... that would be you. How many people did you kill for that kind of price?"

    "Hmm... was it thousands? Tens of thousands? Isn't it great? You western continent guys multiply like cockroaches no matter how many we catch, so we need to kill a few to make Tellus more pleasant."

    Sonorim's face distorted at the nonsensical words.

    "Calm yourself. He's not someone you can easily defeat by getting agitated," Blitz calmed Sonorim down.

    "There's no chance of victory if we all charge straight ahead. Let's divide into four directions, disperse the Devil's Tears, and then attack."

    Blitz transformed into his werewolf form. He had said his regeneration was good; his true identity wasn't human but a wolf beastman. Glossy silver-white fur covered his entire body.

    Blitz, who had transformed, or rather, released his transformation, was a head taller than the ordinary werewolves I had seen at the gate. And his blue eyes were clear, unlike the murky eyes of monster werewolves.

    "I'll take the right."

    Blitz went to the right, Sonorim to the left, and Hunter Jeong Min-gi held the front.

    I circled around to the back to take position. Franklin stood still in his spot again, just watching. It seemed he wanted to watch and enjoy our desperate struggle.

    "Are you all ready? I'm tired of waiting."

    Blitz spread both hands wide, and a claw-like aura about 20 centimeters long formed at the tips of his ten fingers.

    "A wolf and an orc, huh? Aha, Blitz and Sonorim of Malbokia? The ones who constantly interfered with the empire's affairs. What's your guts today? You guys always ran away with your tails between your legs when I appeared."

    "Even if I die here, I will avenge my brothers," Blitz charged first, and at the same time, Hunter Jeong Min-gi fired Ilseom repeatedly. I also charged from the right, and Sonorim unleashed blue flames from his staff.

    Judging Jeong Min-gi to be the biggest threat, he stared in that direction and flicked his fingers.

    And Devil's Tears flew towards the four of us from the four directions of attack, as if they had eyes, and exploded. Me and Blitz couldn't push through the explosions and were blown backward, and Sonorim's flames were also pushed back and disappeared by the explosions. Hunter Jeong Min-gi's Ilseom shattered a Devil's Tear but didn't reach Franklin.

    "Are we supposed to block all those damn attacks?"

    Only about ten of the countless spheres floating in the sky from the previous clash had been destroyed. On the other hand, we could become incapacitated with just one direct hit.

    "It's going to be a long day," Hunter Jeong Min-gi fired Ilseom in quick succession, shattering Devil's Tears and looking for an opening. Now Franklin wasn't just standing still either. Dozens of Devil's Tears flew towards us as if they had a will of their own.

  

    Blitz slashed his claws through the air, unleashing five streaks of aura that sliced at the Devil's Tears, but even with rapid strikes, only one was destroyed.

    Blitz continuously evaded the incoming projectiles by stepping on the air to change direction or leaping high.

    Sonorim poured forth blue flames with his magic, detonating the approaching spheres, but the sweat beading on his brow indicated the situation was dire. No matter how powerful a master-level mage he was, mana was finite, and pouring it out like that meant he would collapse before long.

    I, in my own brute way, charged in and struck the Devil's Tears with fists imbued with life force. When an explosion occurred, I leaped backward to mitigate the impact, but the problem was that I was taking considerable damage as well. No matter how far back I jumped, I couldn't outrun the explosion, so the shock was significant. If I continued to take direct hits from the explosions, I wouldn't last long.

    Unlike the struggling three of us, Hunter Jeong Min-gi unleashed Ilseom in rapid succession, shattering at least one, and often three or four, Devil's Tears with a single strike.

    If a chain reaction of explosions had occurred, we could have significantly reduced their numbers, but the Devil's Tears passed through the explosions of other Devil's Tears as if they didn't exist, continuing to attack us.

    Exchanging glances, we simultaneously created distance between ourselves and Franklin.

    "What? Is that already the end? Still, that knight was a bit entertaining. How about coming to the empire? I'll give you treatment befitting your worth."

    "I don't think a place called the empire would suit me."

    "Is that so? Then die here."

    Before we even had a chance to catch our breath, the Devil's Tears came flying again.

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom!
    

    Easily over a hundred Devil's Tears exploded in quick succession before reaching us.

    The impact of the massive explosions filled the area with dust.

    "Wha...?"

    For the first time, bewilderment appeared on Franklin's face.

    Turning around, I saw Nayoung far in the distance, her staff pointed in our direction. Nayoung's widespread curse was Corruption. The surface of the Devil's Tears seemed to crumble and then explode. Seeing the Devil's Tears detonate in a chain reaction, the feeling of hopelessness I had felt slightly dissipated.

    "Your girlfriend... doesn't she have a guild?"

    "Isn't now the time for that?"

    "We need to talk later."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi fired Ilseom again. Thanks to Nayoung's attack, the number of Devil's Tears was significantly decreasing. As more openings appeared, Franklin deployed even more between himself and Hunter Jeong Min-gi.

    "I don't know why that witch is hostile towards me, but I can't let her rampage any longer."

    As Franklin waved his hand, dozens of Devil's Tears flew towards Nayoung from all directions.

    "No!"

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi, Sonorim, and Blitz all charged forward, intercepting more than half of the Devil's Tears heading for Nayoung, but still, about a dozen flew towards her. Nayoung tried to shoot them down with Corruption, but their speed was faster than bullets, and their small size made it difficult to hit them with the curse.

    Burning my life force, I approached at top speed and detonated one. There was no time to evade the explosion. I broke through, taking the full force of the blast.

    Thanks to that, I regenerated my battered body and continued to detonate them one by one.

    Behind me, the other three were desperately holding Franklin back, putting their lives on the line, so no additional attacks flew towards Nayoung. Or rather, judging by the smile that didn't leave his lips, it seemed he was still enjoying himself.

    Seeing the Devil's Tears approaching at high speed, Nayoung, who had stopped attacking, fled backward, but the Devil's Tears were too fast for her to evade.

    Only three remained.

    The distance was barely a few hundred meters. At this speed, it would be a blink of an eye.

    Two.

    Thwack! Due to being too hasty, I took the explosion head-on, and my body was thrown backward.

    I pushed off the ground again and charged forward. Nayoung was already within the blast radius of the last remaining Devil's Tear.

    Nayoung deployed a purple barrier, but the Devil's Tear pierced through it as if tearing thin paper. By the time I got close, it had already attached itself to Nayoung's neck.

    "Witch, kill those guys if you don't want to die."

    Franklin's face was filled with elation as he watched us, enjoying this situation. If this bastard had just fought seriously from the beginning, he could have killed us all, but the way he used the Azure Dragon Guild members and what he was doing to Nayoung now showed that he was a twisted human being from the core.

    "Oppa... I'm sorry."

    She had come to help, and thanks to Nayoung destroying a large number of Devil's Tears, we had gained a slight chance of victory.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi, Sonorim, and Blitz also stopped attacking and stared at the Devil's Tear attached to Nayoung's neck.

    "I'll count to three."

    "Two."

    
      Crunch.
    

    "What?"

    I bit down on the Devil's Tear on Nayoung's neck, breaking through only the top layer of her skin, and swallowed it. Her blood vessels weren't damaged, but blood streamed down Nayoung's pale neck.

    And I moved away from Nayoung.

    "Oppa!"

    "I've never detonated one inside my stomach before. This will be interesting."

    The bastard raised his hand, and I focused all my life force and aura into my abdomen, intending to defend as much as possible.

    Blitz ran over, picked up Nayoung, and leaped away.

    "First one."

    Franklin flicked his fingers.

    With a loud boom, an explosion erupted from my solar plexus.

    "Oh ho, protecting the inside and leaving only one spot open, you're smarter than I thought," Franklin said, looking at me, who was battered but still standing. Just as he said, I had enveloped my insides with aura and intentionally left only the front open. Thanks to that, a hole had been blown through my stomach, but I had managed to prevent my entire body from being torn to pieces. The remaining life force slowly regenerated the hole in my stomach.

    I was standing on two legs, but I didn't know how much longer I could last. I had been hit directly by explosions multiple times while running towards Nayoung, and the explosion inside my body had depleted almost all of my life force.

    "That lizard-like guy is finished, the dog ran away, the orc's mana is depleted, and now only you remain."

    Dozens of Franklin's Devil's Tears flew towards Hunter Jeong Min-gi. Even at a glance, he had destroyed more than half, but since the initial number was so large, Franklin still had plenty to spare.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi held his sword straight up with both hands and closed his eyes.

    "Full Moon."

    Light spread from the tip of his sword, and a bright, moon-like sphere formed around him.

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!
    

    Dozens of Devil's Tears collided with the Full Moon and exploded, filling the surroundings with dust.

    When the dust settled, all that was visible was Hunter Jeong Min-gi's Full Moon, riddled with holes. He hadn't completely blocked them, as his armor was tattered in places and stained with blood.

    "Impressive."

    The bastard mocked us, but I couldn't see a way to stop him. He still had too much power left, and we hadn't even managed to scratch him so far.

    "Now, if I kill all the hunters of your country, you won't be able to block this gate anymore. Why couldn't Helen do something so simple..."

    The bastard clicked his tongue.

    He was right. We had already lost hundreds of hunters today, and if we lost more here, we wouldn't be able to block the gates in Korea, and breaches would occur one after another.

    We couldn't just stand by and be defeated. I was absorbing life force from the ground, but it was too little compared to what I needed.

    Franklin hadn't appeared in my past life. Even dealing with the events that had occurred in my past life had been overwhelming, so why were these kinds of bastards continuing to appear? It felt like a god was interfering with my attempts to go back to the past and change the future.

    Unable to see a way out, I lowered my head in frustration.

    "Chairman!"

    Turning my head weakly, I saw Jaein calling me from far away.

    "Take this!"

    A high-speed drone flew towards me.

    I caught the drone that was flying as if it would crash into me. In the center of the drone, a brightly glowing red core was visible.

    "What is this?"

    "I made it with a new catalyst! It should be stable!"

    She had continued her research using the magical engineering knowledge she received from Sonorim, and it seemed she had achieved some results.

    I absorbed the life force from the core in my hand. The life force that surged into my body in an instant was incomparable to what I could draw from the earth, let alone what I could absorb from monsters.

    I couldn't continue fighting while holding it in my hand. I released the armor in the center of my chest, placed the core close to my heart, and then covered it again with the armor. It looked as if a red heart was glowing from within my armor.

    "That... what is that? That overflowing life force... could it be a Dragon Heart?"

    I didn't know what a Dragon Heart was, but I now had a way to counterattack.

    I unleashed the life force I had absorbed from the core throughout my body. It wasn't as refined as Hunter Jeong Min-gi's, but if the quality wasn't good, I could just overwhelm him with quantity.

    Red aura violently swirled around me. I felt like a super-powered alien from a shonen manga.

    And I relentlessly burned the life force from my entire body to enhance my physical abilities.

    I met the eyes of Blitz, who had returned after taking Nayoung to the rear. I nodded to express my gratitude and turned my gaze to Franklin.

    Sensing something, the bastard sent Devil's Tears flying towards me. I punched the ones flying straight at me, causing explosions, but my ridiculously thick aura only pushed me back slightly; it wasn't enough to break through.

    I glared at the countless Devil's Tears that followed. They were so dense that even if I moved as fast as I could, I wouldn't be able to dodge them all, but I quickly found the optimal route with the least impact and approached rapidly.

    The bastard's eyes changed as if he was flustered, and for the first time, he moved from his spot.

    As the bastard retreated, he gathered the widely dispersed Devil's Tears. Thanks to this, the ones that had been about a meter apart were now packed together at 10-centimeter intervals.

    Unable to find a way in, my feet stopped.

    "T-that's right! Something like you can't break through this!"

    "It's no fun if you do it all by yourself."

    "I'm a human from your world, so you can't leave me out."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi unleashed Ilseom, Blitz fired aura with his claws, and Sonorim poured out blue flames. I also relentlessly shot out my life force, detonating the clustered Devil's Tears.

    The Devil's Tears on the outer edges of the bastard's formation gradually exploded.

    "You pathetic worms played around a bit, and now you're getting cocky."

    Growing impatient as the number of Devil's Tears decreased, Franklin retrieved them and stuck them all over his body.

    "Sonorim, what is that?"

    "I don't know... I've never heard of it."

    "All the lucky ones who saw this have died."

    Black Devil's Tears covered his body without any gaps, and soon his appearance changed as if he had become a demon. His small stature grew, his legs lengthening to be similar to mine, and his torso and limbs thickened.

    The bastard took a step, and in an instant, he appeared before my eyes.

    I saw him appear and dodged backward, but it was already too late.

    
      Thwack!
    

    The bastard's fist landed on my arm guards. The force was so great that my body flew backward like a cannonball and slammed into the ground.

    Franklin took the attacks from Hunter Jeong Min-gi and Sonorim head-on, but they only slightly scratched his skin, and the wounds healed instantly.

    "Damn it... is that similar to Jisuk's armor? It keeps regenerating?"

    "It seems so. But if that's the case, it will have the same weakness. There's no such thing as infinite energy."

    "So it will eventually run out if we keep hitting it? How long?"

    "Well..."

    "My luck is terrible today."

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi sighed.

    As I tried to crawl out from the ground, the bastard's figure blurred again.

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    Unable to track him with my eyes, I spewed out poison mist around me.

    "Kghaaaaaaack!"

    Franklin, who was approaching, was hit by the poison mist and began to scratch his skin.

    "Did Jisuk's attack work?"

    "Poison...? There's no way poison would work on someone like that..."

    "This uncivilized bastard spat on me!"

    He hadn't been affected by the poison. He was enraged that he had been hit by the blood from my mouth. Whatever the reason, he was full of openings.

  

    I lunged at Franklin, who was wide open as he scraped the blood I had spat onto his face. I tried to slam my fist into his stomach, pouring aura inside, but it failed to penetrate the outer skin of the demon-like creature and was repelled.

    "Die!"

    My attack snapped him out of it. The arm he swung grew into the massive hand of a monstrous beast with vicious claws and struck me.

    The other three unleashed attacks on his back, but he only targeted me. It was better this way. My attacks might not be very effective, but his attacks weren't doing any real damage to me either.

    Right now, I was surrounded by a thick layer of aura, preventing any fatal blows. Minor injuries were being healed by the seemingly endless life force drawn from the core.

    Franklin and I became entangled, exchanging blows until I managed to grab his arm and throw him over. In the brief moment his body was falling, he landed consecutive punches on my head and torso.

    I slammed him into the ground and rained down a barrage of punches, but even as he lay on the ground taking my attacks, he swung his enlarged beast hand to strike me.

    Taking advantage of the entangled state, I spat blood onto his face. He seemed to have a strong resistance to poison, but continuous exposure would have some effect, and there was a bigger bonus.

    "Kghaaaaack! Again with the face!"

    Enraged, he charged at me with the sole intent of killing me. I also didn't evade his attack and clashed head-on. And when our hands met, I spewed poison mist again.

    "Kghaaack! You lowlife! Street vermin! You spat on my face! Filthy blood!"

    He stopped fighting and frantically scratched at his face.

    Even though his outer skin was covering him, so it wasn't a direct touch, the skin rippled as if he was psychologically shocked.

    
      Thwack.
    

    A sword protruded from Franklin's chest.

    "Huh?"

    He stopped scratching his face and looked down at his stomach.

    "Did you forget about me?"

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi had stabbed Franklin in the back with his sword.

    "Y-you... that thing pierced my body?"

    "Ranged attacks aren't really my forte. And Jisuk's spit really got you riled up."

    "It's blood, not spit."

    I dusted off the dirt on my body. My defense might be superior, but I still couldn't match Hunter Jeong Min-gi's pinpoint piercing attacks. The aura concentrated on Hunter Jeong Min-gi's sword was solid and stable, as if it had been one with the blade from the beginning.

    "It took too long because I couldn't get close thanks to that damned tear-rain thing."

    "Cough..."

    "Just go already."

    
      Slash!
    

    The sword that had been stabbed into his stomach slid out sideways.

    "Get back!"

    Sonorim shouted, and at the same time, Hunter Jeong Min-gi widened the distance.

    "Good instincts."

    "What..."

    His side had already healed, and vicious claws had emerged from Franklin's hand. If Hunter Jeong Min-gi, who thought it was over, had been closer, he might have suffered an unexpected blow.

    "I have harvested thousands of souls. Did you think I would die from a pierced stomach? But it was my mistake to try and conserve souls. I'll admit it, you're quite something for a piece of vermin."

    The bastard released his transformation.

    And a Devil's Tear bulged out from his hand. However, unlike the ones that had been about the size of a ping pong ball until now, this one continued to grow.

    "What do you think will happen if this explodes?"

    The bastard gave a chilling smile as he looked at the Devil's Tear in his hand.

    Even one exploding had been powerful, so if something like that went off, the entire surroundings would surely be blown away.

    "Farewell."

    The Devil's Tear, about a meter in diameter, fell from his hand and slowly floated into the air.

    "Everyone gather! Sonorim! Barrier!"

    I enlarged myself and blocked with my body, while Hunter Jeong Min-gi deployed Full Moon, and Sonorim cast a space distortion barrier and a mana barrier.

    And then, there was a light whooshing sound from the sky and a slight tremor in the air. And then...

    
      Kaaaaaaaaaboom!
    

    My ears shook from the impact.

    The fact that the shock had already reached my back meant that all the barriers had been breached, and only I remained. I enveloped my back with aura and focused my life force to regenerate.

    The vibrations and impact of the continuous explosion subsided after a while.

    When the dust settled, Franklin was visible, smiling. However, the smile didn't last long.

    "You... you blocked that?"

    My insides were a mess, but I had drawn on the core's life force to regenerate, so I looked fine on the outside. Perhaps because I had excessively drawn on the seemingly endless life force of the core, its output felt unstable, but the bastard didn't know that, just as I didn't know his limits.

    "How in the world..."

    He looked at me with the eyes one would use to look at a monster.

    "Is that all you've got?"

    The surroundings had become ruins, and the three others besides me had lost consciousness. They seemed to have suffered severe injuries from the massive impact, but they were still breathing, so I could deal with them later.

    "...Incredible. Alright, I'll admit it. You're different from the other vermin. Come to the empire. I'll grant you the rank of count."

    "Count this or that. You're not coming? Fine, I'll go then."

    As I took a step, the bastard flinched.

    "...You've used it all up, haven't you, your soul?"

    "....."

    The bastard was silent. He probably hadn't expected me to withstand that.

    "Demon God! Please return me to the empire!"

    The bastard stretched both arms towards the sky and summoned a magic circle with geometric patterns in the air.

    Clouds swirled in a circle in the sky above his hands.

    Feeling ominous, I rushed forward, but I was blocked by the black clouds surrounding him. Unlike clouds, they had a strong repulsive force, and I couldn't break through.

    A huge demon with massive horns revealed its face from the swirling clouds in the ceiling of the cavern. Its face alone was several meters wide, so I couldn't even fathom how large its main body was.

    [The price?]

    "I... I offer that guy's life!" Franklin pointed at me.

    [That one is not yours. If you wish to offer him as a sacrifice, take his life.]

    I was horrified, wondering if it really just took lives like that. If so, it would be invincible.

    "T-then... the territory! I offer the lives of the imperial territory's people!"

    [Their lives are not yours either.]

    "Then what do you want!"

    [If you die, I will take your soul.]

    "...I will offer it."

    Franklin gritted his teeth and replied. He didn't value the lives of others but cherished his own soul.

    [The deal is made.]

    A huge hand of the evil god emerged from the air and poked the air with its index fingernail, opening a gate.

    [Go.]

    "...Thank you."

    "Like hell!"

    If the bastard escaped and came back, he wouldn't underestimate us and become arrogant like this time. He would replenish his Devil's Tears and meticulously plan to destroy us.

    As I followed, the bastard quickly flew his body towards the gate.

    And the moment I grabbed his ankle, I met the evil god's eyes. The evil god didn't seem to have any feelings about me following. Was it not protecting its own servant?

    Before I could resolve the question, my body was already being sucked into the gate.

    The place I exited through the gate was a massive underground cavern. Tree roots spread in all directions from the ceiling, crawling along the walls.

    "Die!"

    While I was looking around, the bastard ambushed me using the few remaining Devil's Tears.

    I wasn't so weak that I couldn't block something like that anymore. The moment I tried to draw power from the core, it shook violently.

    And energy beyond what I was absorbing was being released. It was as if the core was trying to expel everything remaining.

    Had I used it too roughly?

    Without even thinking of blocking the attack, I focused on stabilizing the core first.

    "T-that's right! There's no way someone like you could have created a Dragon Heart!"

    The elated bastard didn't explode the few remaining Devil's Tears but used them like iron balls to strike me. As if that wasn't enough, he poured fire magic on me, something he hadn't used until now.

    Using the absorbed energy, I created a barrier of aura, but the speed and amount of life force coming in were too much. My body couldn't handle it.

    "Die!"

    The bastard, unaware of my struggles, shot a Devil's Tear sharpened like a needle towards my forehead.

    Unable to move my body, I concentrated aura on my forehead, but the strong impact knocked my head back. And in the brief moment my concentration broke, the core completely went berserk.

    Feeling my chest burning, I ripped the core out with my hand and threw it towards Franklin.

    "Huh?"

    The bastard had a dumbfounded expression as he looked at the mana core that had fallen at his feet.

    
      Kukwakwakwang!
    

    The ground and ceiling shook violently, and I couldn't get my bearings from the falling dirt, tree roots, and rocks from the ceiling.

    I wondered if I would be buried alive like this, but the space was surprisingly maintained. I pushed away the dirt covering me, stood up, and shook off my body.

    And then, a woman walked out from the darkness behind me. She was a tall, beautiful woman with waist-length black hair, deep black eyes that held no light, and pale skin.

    She was wearing a flimsy, nightgown-like dress that revealed her slender figure. However, contrary to her seemingly powerless appearance, the aura she exuded was unlike anything I had ever experienced. Could even a hundred S-rank hunters working together defeat her? It would be like a hundred ants trying to take down an elephant.

    "You've come into someone else's home and made a mess."

    I felt like my body was being crushed. It felt like the gravity around me had increased tenfold or a hundredfold.

    "What should I do with you..."

    While she pondered my fate, I tried to escape, but my body wouldn't budge.

    "Tsk..."

    Her black eyes, which had been looking at me, turned upwards.

    Clouds swirled in the cavern ceiling where her gaze was directed, and the evil god who had made a deal with Franklin revealed its head.

    [Long time no see, Slothful Darkness.]

    "Garp... are you insane? Setting foot in this place?"

    [Calm yourself, I have come only because I have something to receive from that one.]

    As Garp waved his hand, a black orb floated up from where Franklin had exploded and entered Garp's hand.

    "Hmph... it's the first time I've seen a soul so corrupted."

    [Much time was spent to make it this way.]

    The demon had no intention of waiting to take the soul. If he sent Franklin here, either I would kill him, or that being called Darkness would.

    "You still do such filthy things. Because of you, the western and eastern continents are still divided."

    [Wasn't it you who didn't care about the affairs of the human world?]

    "Hmph. It just angers me that it has become noisy because of you."

    [Krrrrrrrkrrrrrrk.]

    A disgusting, phlegmy laugh echoed.

    [See you again, Slothful Darkness.]

    Garp entered the swirling vortex, and the vortex dissipated.

    "Then... what should I do with you?"

    Deep black eyes turned towards me. And she slowly scanned me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

    Then she approached and stared intently into my eyes. It felt like my mind was being sucked into her dark, deep eyes. And conversely, it felt like she was thoroughly probing my inner self.

    She stopped scanning me.

    "You've made a mess of someone else's home, so you must be prepared for the consequences, right?"

    Her expression was emotionless and languid, but the pressure she exuded was terrifying.

  

    The woman the demon Garp had called Darkness pondered my fate.

    "I apologize. I'll fix it."

    I didn't know where this was or who this woman was, but I understood enough to know that I shouldn't displease her.

    "Is that so? How?"

    I had said I would fix it, but the original form of the space was so shattered that I couldn't even tell what it had looked like. If it weren't for the tangled roots hanging down, it probably would have completely collapsed. Surviving that explosion meant those weren't ordinary roots.

    "Because you damaged the roots, purification is not taking place. The roots will grow back over time, so you purify it in the meantime."

    Following her gaze, I saw a disgusting mass wriggling and flowing, forming a black swamp. A feeling of revulsion arose within me.

    "How do I do that..."

    "Can't you absorb and release life force?"

    "Yes..."

    I didn't know how she knew. While she was scanning me earlier?

    "Absorb the life force until only dregs remain."

    Darkness said, gesturing with her chin towards the swamp filled with filth.

    "All of that...?"

    The swamp seemed endless.

    "Never mind. I'll just kill you..."

    "Can I start right away?"

    "...Do so."

    Ignoring Darkness's gaze, I approached the edge of the swamp.

    As I put my hand into the swamp, it felt squishy, and something full of foreign substances pricked my hand. Even putting my hand in a toilet wouldn't feel this unpleasant. It wasn't just a feeling of dirtiness; there was a physiological revulsion.

    Still, feeling Darkness's gaze from behind, I tried to absorb life force as instructed. However, there was nothing left to absorb. Even corpses and seawater had life force, but this was like trying to absorb life force from the sand of a desert.

    I racked my brain, wondering how not to displease her.

    "Stop using your head and absorb."

    "...There's nothing to absorb, though..."

    "What? What are you talking about so much here?"

    As Darkness reached out her hand, small, reddish particles from the swamp were sucked into her hand. The life force of each particle was weak, but countless numbers of them emerged from the vast swamp, instantly brightening the dark cavern.

    The gathered particles coalesced into a fist-sized sphere on her hand. As Darkness raised her hand, the floating red sphere was absorbed into the roots hanging down from the cavern ceiling.

    "Can't you do this?"

    "I can't."

    It didn't seem like something I could do even after a hundred years of training.

    "A hundred years? Is that so?"

    "You're reading my mi..."

    "Shall we bet whether it will take a hundred years or not?"

    "I don't have that much time. I'll return first and then offer appropriate compensation later..."

    "Where do you think you're going? Finish cleaning up."

    She was impossible to reason with.

    "What are you talking about? Where else would you find someone as reasonable as me?"

    "....."

    I tried my best to empty my mind.

    As Darkness reached out her hand towards me, the life force in my body was sucked away.

    I tried to contain the life force within my body, but it was futile. I had thought of my body as a sturdy vessel made of steel that held my life force, but as Darkness drained it, it felt like a leaky ladle.

    "If you don't replenish it from the swamp, you will die."

    "Kuh..."

    I tried to escape, but an intangible pressure was pressing down on me from three sides. The only opening was towards the swamp.

    Reluctantly, I dipped my hand into the swamp again.

    I concentrated to absorb, but I couldn't focus because I could feel my life force being sucked away in real-time.

    I collapsed as I was and plunged my head into the swamp, losing consciousness.

    When I regained consciousness, I felt my body floating on the swamp.

    "You're awake."

    I had only opened my eyes and hadn't made any sound of waking up, but Darkness noticed like a ghost.

    "P-please wait!"

    I said, holding out my hand forward, but she drained my life force without a word.

    My life force was being sucked away at an even faster rate than when I had fainted earlier.

    Since my whole body was submerged in the swamp, I should have been able to absorb it better, but I still felt nothing from the swamp.

    "J-just... a moment..."

    Before I could protest or say anything, I lost consciousness again.

    I repeated this process of waking up and losing consciousness.

    [Your level has increased.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    As my life force was continuously drained, my stamina and level increased. If I didn't have the Strong Mind skill, I might have already gone mad from the pain.

    [The level of your Poison Resistance skill has increased from D to C.]

    [The level of your Poison Resistance skill has increased from C to B.]

    As I kept my body submerged in the unidentified swamp, my Poison Resistance skill steadily increased.

    I fainted several times, dozens of times, hundreds of times. Perhaps my body didn't want to die, as I finally absorbed life force from the swamp. It was a minuscule amount, but it was a first.

    "You're a slow learner. It's only now working. But you're too weak. Do it faster."

    The life force being taken away felt like a thick stream, but the absorption was like dust, so there was no real difference in the speed at which I fainted. However, after grasping the knack and repeating it several times, the amount of life force being absorbed, which had been like dust, slightly increased, and the distance from which it was absorbed, which had been only near my skin, gradually increased to several centimeters, then several meters.

    And finally, I was able to absorb life force from the swamp at the same rate it was being taken away, and I stopped fainting.

    "Now, you're finally somewhat useful. Do it on your own now. I'll let you go when you've purified it all."

    "...All of this?"

    The swamp was enormous. And slimy masses constantly fell from the holes riddled in the cavern ceiling, filling the swamp.

    "Wouldn't it end sooner if you started instead of talking?"

    With those words, Darkness moved away from the swamp.

    I looked around, intending to escape.

    "If I catch you trying to escape, there won't be a second chance."

    Darkness's voice echoed clearly from afar.

    Reluctantly, I submerged myself in the swamp again.

    Perhaps I had adapted now, as I no longer felt a stinging sensation on my body.

    After I absorbed the life force, the squishy sludge of the swamp turned into dust and sank to the bottom.

    Thanks to this, the water level of the swamp lowered the more I absorbed. Of course, the amount was so minuscule that I didn't even notice the water level decreasing at first.

    I absorbed it all day, but I only absorbed half of what Darkness had absorbed instantly on the first day.

    "Didn't you say you didn't have time? At this rate, even if you do it until you die, it will only keep increasing."

    She didn't help but only nagged.

    "If I were going to do it, why would I make you do it? You're quite a complaining one."

    "Could you please stop reading my mind?"

    "Could you stop existing for a moment? Would that work? It's the same for me. What can I do if I just hear it?"

    "Could I... take a break?"

    My body and mind were a mess after spending so much time in a cycle of fainting and absorbing life force from the swamp.

    "Alright. Sleep."

    Darkness extended a finger towards me, and I instantly lost consciousness.

    
      

    

    When I woke up, I was on a bed, and my clothes had been changed.

    "If you're awake, then work."

    "Did you change my clothes?"

    "Why are you embarrassed?"

    "....."

    "You seem to feel like a woman because my appearance is womanly. You're quite the lecherous one. This is just an outward appearance."

    "Who exactly are you?"

    "I am Darkness."

    "What do you mean by that?"

    What a ridiculous thing to say.

    "Impudent one. I am a primordial being. Our existence was born when Tellus was created. Because Tellus exists, I exist, and because I exist, Tellus exists."

    "Then... are you a god?"

    "Well, what a god is differs from person to person, but there are those who worship me as a god."

    "But why don't you stop the gate, the God of Destruction? You seem to have enough power."

    "...You don't need to know. Just work."

    Darkness cut me off.

    "Why are you making me do this?"

    "It seems I've become comfortable now. You've become quite talkative."

    "If you were going to kill me, you would have done it already. Didn't you replenish my life force when I fainted? Someone like you wouldn't kill me just for asking a few questions, would you?"

    "Hmph... insolent one. You're filthy, and I dislike it."

    "Huh?"

    "The swamp, I mean. Isn't it dirty and smelly?"

    "...Just for that reason? No, more importantly, why are you absorbing this?"

    "This is the end of the world. The things that lived and died in the world, the crumbled remains, flow into here. And when they are purified, they go back into the world to become a new life."

    "Is it a cycle?"

    "Without the cycle, the world cannot be sustained."

    "But I can't release it like that..."

    I could shoot it out as aura, but I couldn't gently absorb it into other things like Darkness.

    "You really are a useless one."

    Darkness frowned.

    "Take my hand."

    "Yes..."

    I reluctantly took her hand.

    "Infuse life force into me."

    "...Understood."

    I thought I might get hurt, but she wasn't someone I needed to worry about.

    I tried to release only pure life force, but it wouldn't leave my body.

    But if I condensed it, it would become an attack.

    "It feels like we are slowly breaking down the boundary between you and me. Think of it as becoming one."

    "Hoo..."

    I took a deep breath and thought of Darkness's hand as my own, just as I had heard. Like my body had extended.

    I could feel life force wriggling in my hand.

    After a moment, my life force moved into Darkness's hand. The beginning was difficult, but now it was easy. I could freely send life force.

    "Now go and work."

    Darkness disappeared as if she had no further business.

    "Hoo..."

    Knowing that the swamp was the world's filth, I didn't want to go in either. However, my skills weren't high enough to absorb such a small amount of life force from a distance like Darkness.

    I submerged my body up to my waist in the swamp and began to absorb.

    As I continued to absorb for days and nights, I couldn't stop worrying. If I suddenly disappeared, my mother, Nayoung, and my colleagues would be worried.

    "Your thoughts of your lover are slowing you down. You lecherous one."

    "No... I wasn't thinking anything lewd, I was just worried."

    "Your speech has become shorter."

    "I was worried, though..."

    "Hmph, do as you please. I don't care about such human formalities. If you miss your lover, you'd better hurry. It seems a whole bunch is about to pour in."

    No sooner had Darkness finished speaking than the things that had been trickling down until now poured down like a waterfall, threatening to burst through the holes in the ceiling. Twice as much had fallen as I had absorbed so far.

    "What is this?"

    "It seems there was even a previous life. There is more death at such times."

    Darkness, who usually had a languid expression as if everything was a bother, had a small hint of sadness on her face just now.

    "Wouldn't it end faster if you helped?"

    "No."

    She disappeared again. It wasn't for nothing that the demon Garp had called her Slothful Darkness.

    "Damn it..."

    I cursed under my breath but continued to absorb, hoping that Darkness's promise to send me back wasn't a lie.

  

    No sunlight penetrated the underground cavern. Only the sporadically glowing moss plants or stones on the walls provided a faint glimmer of visibility. My eyesight was good, so seeing wasn't a problem, but my sense of time was gradually becoming hazy. How much time had passed?

    I absorbed life force from the swamp for such a long time that I lost my sense of time. With endless repetition, the range and amount I could absorb gradually increased.

    And after quite a bit more time had passed, the water level of the swamp had noticeably decreased compared to the beginning.

    I poured the life force I had absorbed from the swamp into the roots. Each time, the broken roots rapidly grew back and finally reached the swamp. Now, the roots were directly absorbing life force from the swamp.

    "Now you're somewhat useful. How about living here and continuing to clean up?"

    "....Didn't you say you'd let me go once it was all cleaned up?"

    Aside from the time I spent absorbing life force from the swamp, I also cleaned up the collapsed parts of the soil and walls, so the cavern was quite tidy now.

    "Hmph. That was a jest."

    As Darkness waved her hand, the nightgown she was wearing transformed into an outdoor dress.

    "Let's go."

    The soil of the smooth wall in front of her pushed outward, creating a passage that was excessively large for two people to pass through. I had never even considered moving that much soil with magic. With that level of ability, there was no point in me cleaning up in the first place.

    We silently ascended a sloped passage for a long time until the end of the passage came into view. After a long time underground, we finally emerged outside.

    Outside the cave was a forest. Or rather, could this even be called a forest? There was a tree right in front of where we exited the passage, and that tree was so enormous that its top couldn't be seen.

    The tree was so tall it looked like it would pierce the sky, and its trunk's diameter alone was hundreds of meters. Its branches spread out for several kilometers in all directions. Beneath it were trees growing to tens of meters despite not receiving direct sunlight. These were large trees in their own right, but they were the size of weeds compared to the central tree.

    It was clear that this tree was the one that had sent its roots down into the underground.

    And there was something different now that we were outside. The life force existing in the world felt vivid against my skin and as if I could see it. There had been almost nothing to feel life force from underground, so I hadn't known. Perhaps the training in the swamp had drastically increased my sensitivity to life force. This gave me more ways to detect and search.

    "This is what humans call the World Tree," Eres added as I quietly sensed the abundant life force of the forest.

    "I've only heard about it in stories."

    "It's not that grand, though."

    "I see. Well, I'll be going then."

    I wanted to be impressed by the tree later; my immediate desire was to get away from Darkness.

    "Do you know how to get to your world?"

    "...."

    Of course, I didn't know.

    Franklin had made a contract with a demon to come to Earth, and Sonorim had said he had received something from a great being. In other words, there was no way I could just ask a local wizard to go.

    "You truly are foolish from beginning to end. I will send you."

    "Huh? Really?"

    "What would a being like me gain from lying to a mere insect like you, you impudent one?"

    "Thank you."

    "Then let's go."

    "....Are we walking? Can't we just teleport or something?"

    "Not opening one here."

    "Are you not opening one? Or can't you open one?"

    "You're starting to crawl up again. Shall I throw you back into the swamp?"

    "No, ma'am. I apologize."

    "Tsk... humans have erected barriers here. It's not that I can't move because of such things, but if I did, the humans' barriers would break."

    "Isn't it okay if they break?"

    "There are rules among us primordial beings. Do not unnecessarily interfere in the human world."

    "Is that why you're not stopping the gate either?"

    "Something like that."

    "Um... but what about me?"

    She said not to interfere, so was it okay to keep me locked up and make me work like this?

    "....You are not from this world, so it's fine."

    Darkness took a step, as if not wanting to argue further. She took a light step, and her body moved forward smoothly.

    Not wanting to lose sight of Darkness, who was moving further away, I also picked up speed.

    Darkness seemed to just lightly push off rocks or grass with her feet, but she moved forward at a speed that defied the laws of physics.

    "Hah... hah..."

    Even though I was burning life force as fuel and running at top speed, the distance between us kept widening. Even the expression on Darkness's face as she glanced back at me was utterly serene.

    Staring at Darkness, who had already become a dot and disappeared, I collapsed onto the ground.

    "Hah... hah..."

    I didn't know how long it had been since I had been this out of breath.

    I had run for long periods before, but I had never run this long, putting all my strength into each step. Even this was only possible because of the abilities I gained thanks to Darkness; it would have been impossible if I hadn't been absorbing life force from the surroundings.

    However, even though I absorbed a lot of life force, my body couldn't use the absorbed life force efficiently. What good was having a lake of oil if my engine was that of a subcompact car?

    "You... truly are inept."

    Darkness, who had returned at some point, looked down at me with pity.

    "If you're done resting, I'll go slowly, so follow me again."

    Darkness returned and took off again in less than five seconds.

    "Hah..."

    I was dumbfounded. I was still out of breath, but I ran again.

    Darkness didn't leave any footprints, and there was no scent at all. If I lost her, it would be the end, so I desperately tried to chase after her.

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Your Agility has increased by 1.]

    [Your Stamina has increased by 1.]

    My stats had increased a bit, and the amount of life force I was burning increased. Thanks to the increased rate of stat growth, my speed has become much faster.

    Taking a brief rest, I opened my status window for the first time in a while.

    
      

    

    Name: Lee Jisuk

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 50

    Strength 122 (171), Stamina 126 (177), Agility 119 (167), Inteligence 55 (77), Life Force 1260, Mana 452.5

    Skills: Regeneration A, Solid Body A, Strong Mind A, Poison Resistance B, Keen Senses A, Potent Blood A

    
      

    

    It still bothered me that I didn't have a class, but stats that were boosted by about 40 percent were definitely something no S-rank hunter possessed. Of course, Hunter Jeong Min-gi could move several times faster than his stats when using his skills, so he might still be faster than me, but I felt confident that I wouldn't be helplessly defeated like last time.

    I saw Darkness standing still beside me, looking around. Even with my increased stats, I couldn't even think of trying to fight that being. If there was someone like that among the enemies I had to fight in the future, there would be no hope.

    "You've gotten a bit faster now."

    I was too out of breath to reply, but I gave a somewhat confident smile as I caught up beside her.

    "It seems I don't need to go slowly anymore."

    With those words, her speed doubled what it was before.

    "W-wait... just a moment... wait..."

    This was the phrase I had said the most since coming to Tellus.

    
      

    

    Tellus was said to be vast, and even though I had been running at hundreds of kilometers per hour, it took several hours to finally leave the forest. Of course, we had stopped a few times because of me.

    "What an enormous forest."

    I put my hands on my knees, catching my breath, and looked back to see the forest we had emerged from stretching endlessly.

    "Let's go, we still have a long way to go."

    Darkness slowed down.

    "Why aren't you going faster?"

    "Running like that will make us conspicuous here."

    I looked around, but no one was visible.

    "If that's the case, then just follow me."

    Darkness took the first step. Since she didn't seem like she would listen to my opinion anyway, I followed behind her.

    "What is your world like?"

    Darkness asked, perhaps bored after walking for a bit.

    "Wouldn't places where people live be similar everywhere?"

    "You truly are an insincere one."

    "Um... it's a world where machines are more developed than magic."

    "Machines are more useful than magic?"

    "Magic itself is something I only recently acquired. I didn't have mana in the first place."

    "Don't you have life force?"

    "I couldn't utilize that either."

    "You come from a difficult place to live."

    "Well, it's incredibly convenient, actually. With machines, most things can be solved. Thanks to that, the population exceeded five billion."

    A lot of people died in the initial gate break incident 20 years ago, and it had risen again to that level.

    "Oh... five billion? That's quite a lot."

    After several hours of walking at a brisk pace while chatting, castle walls came into view.

    "Before we enter, I will teach you the common language of Tellus."

    Darkness placed her hand on my head.

    "The Tellus language?"

    "You can't speak the language here, can you?"

    "But I can understand what you're saying, Darkness?"

    Our first encounter had been so intense that I hadn't even thought about how we were communicating. It was also because all the people on Tellus seemed to understand each other.

    "Foolish one. A being like me does not convey meaning through words. Words are merely a form. I am directly transmitting meaning to your mind."

    Ah, so that's why I understood Garp too? It wasn't that he was kindly speaking in Korean.

    "Blasphemous one. How dare you compare Garp and me?"

    "I apologize..."

    Darkness placed her hand on my head, and there was no feeling at all...

    "Kghack!"

    Information flooded into my head as if being crammed in, and I felt extreme pain, but my body wouldn't move. I was tortured standing like that, and it wasn't until several minutes later that it stopped.

    [Your Strong Mind skill level has increased from A to S.]

    Due to the extreme pain and mental interference, my Strong Mind skill leveled up to S-rank.

    "It is done."

    "Is translation magic usually this painful?"

    I asked, rubbing my head.

    "It is not translation magic. I have directly inscribed the common language of Tellus into your small brain. This way, the magic won't be undone, would it?"

    "It hurts too much, though?"

    "That is why it is usually not used. Because the brain would be shattered. But you regenerate like a lizard, don't you?"

    Damn it.

    I cursed inwardly and glanced at Eres, worried that she might read my mind and scold me.

    "What are you looking at?"

    "Oh... nothing?"

    "Hmm. Your mental barrier has become stronger in the meantime."

    Eres, you idiot.

    "It was noisy before because I could hear your thoughts clearly, but it's good that it has become quiet."

    She really can't hear me.

    My ability even affected a being of that caliber. Realizing this was a greater achievement than just not having my mind read.

    "We're almost there."

    Following Darkness a bit further, castle gates appeared.

    "Halt!"

    Two guards pointed the tips of their spears at us.

    "That direction is the forbidden forest, you... where did you come from?"

    Forbidden forest? So it was originally a place where entry was not allowed. That's why they were looking at us warily.

    "Royal court mage."

    Darkness held out a ring she was wearing on her finger. Light spread from the jewel of the ring, which had a seal engraved on it, creating golden patterns in the air.

    "My apologies!"

    The guard immediately straightened his spear and stood at attention.

    "It's fine. Open the gate."

    "Yes, sir!"

    We passed through the castle gates, leaving behind the disciplined guard.

    "Royal court mage? It seems you weren't just in the cave."

    "I occasionally come out to see the human world."

    Darkness strode forward confidently, as if she knew the way.

    "I will borrow a carriage."

    And she entered a building and spoke before the employee could even greet her.

    "Welcome! Sir, where are you headed?"

    A young clerk who looked to be about fifteen years old displayed excellent professionalism despite Darkness's overbearing attitude, asking with a smile.

    "To the southern border. With the best horse and carriage."

    Darkness dropped a few gold coins on the table as if throwing them.

    "Y-yes... please wait a moment!"

    The boy's eyes widened as if they would pop out at the sight of the gold coins. He hurriedly tried to go through the door behind him but turned back to us.

    "T-that... um... ah... if you would please wait while seated, I will have the carriage ready immediately. Would you like something to drink?"

    "Liquor."

    "Yes... yes!"

    A moment later, the boy returned with a luxurious-looking bottle of liquor and two glasses and then retreated again.

    "Hmm... not bad, but too weak."

    While Darkness savored the liquor, the boy returned with a middle-aged man who seemed to be the owner.

    "Welcome! It is an infinite honor to have such distinguished guests visit our Brown Trading Company! I am Abraham Brown, the owner of the company. May I humbly ask for your honorable name?"

    "No. The carriage?"

    "Pardon? Ah, a fine carriage is prepared. Um... I apologize, but without some form of identification, I cannot lend out the carriage..."

    Darkness took out a few more gold coins and threw them at Brown's face. The gold coins stuck to his greasy face.

    "This way for the carriage!"

    Abraham, with gold coins stuck to his face, led us with the brightest expression in the world.

  

    The carriage was luxurious at first glance. Its level of craftsmanship was different from the surrounding buildings or people's clothes.

    "Is this all you have?"

    It looked luxurious to me, but Darkness didn't seem too pleased.

    "I-I apologize. This is the best our trading company has."

    "What about that one over there?"

    There was a larger and better-looking carriage next to it.

    "That's my personal carriage..."

    Gold coins.

    "....but from now on, the guest may use it!"

    Even if I didn't know the exact amount, the gold coins they had just received would more than cover the cost of the carriage. It meant that even if we didn't return the carriage and just took it, it would still be a profitable deal for them.

    "We will depart immediately."

    "Yes! Maron!"

    "Yes!"

    At Abraham's call, the boy I had seen earlier ran over.

    "Escort these two and come back!"

    "Huh? I'm not a coachman?"

    "You know how to drive a carriage, don't you!"

    "I do, but..."

    "Two silver coins if you go and come back."

    Abraham whispered into Maron's ear.

    "I'll be back!"

    I didn't know how many silver coins there were, but after receiving dozens of gold coins, just two silver coins seemed stingy. Still, it must have been enough for Maron, as he was full of enthusiasm.

    Maron opened the door and led us to the carriage.

    "Then, we will depart."

    Despite saying he wasn't a coachman, Maron skillfully started the carriage.

    As we rode in the carriage along the well-paved road, it was relaxing and comfortable, but I worried about when we would be able to leave the empire at this pace.

    "Why are we going by carriage? With your abilities, Darkness, there must be many ways other than teleportation."

    "You truly are talkative. Just look at the scenery and be quiet. And in front of people, call me Eres. Your name is obviously not from around here, so I will call you Jin."

    I didn't remember telling her my name. She probably read my inner thoughts when we first met and found out.

    Fortunately, the empire had a variety of races, so they didn't look strangely at me and Eres, who had black hair and black eyes. However, other races besides elves and dwarves, such as beastmen or orcs, were rare. There were only a few who appeared to be slaves.

    Even after leaving the city by carriage, the roads were well-maintained. Paving such long roads meant they had sufficient technology and labor, as well as the power to protect these roads.

    "Why are you so surprised? This is near the capital of the empire, so it's not strange for the roads to be well-maintained," Eres said as I was lost in thought.

    "You're right. And I heard the gate damage was severe, but it looks peaceful."

    "It's near the capital, and this area is famous as a resort, so wealthy people often come to visit. That's why the defense against monsters is also well-maintained."

    "A resort?"

    "The Spring of Fate is near here."

    "What kind of place is that?"

    "Can't you tell just by hearing the name?"

    "Could you just tell me?"

    "Hmph. It is a place that shows you your fate."

    "....Really?"

    "Shall we go?"

    Eres asked with a teasing expression. Did I seem foolish to her, a being of her caliber, for being curious about fate?

    But it would be a lie to say I wasn't curious. Am I doing well right now? Would I really be able to stop that thing called the God of Destruction?

    "Would it be alright?"

    "It's on the way anyway. Let's go."

    After driving along the well-paved road for a while, the number of buildings gradually increased. We were entering a more bustling area.

    "There are... so many people."

    There were many visitors who looked wealthy at a glance, pulling luxurious carriages and wearing expensive clothes.

    "It is a famous tourist destination even within the empire."

    Even though it was near the capital, and I had heard it was in crisis due to the gate incident, they were still sightseeing? I began to doubt if Sonorim had tricked me.

    "The crisis is for those without power. Do you see those people over there?" Eres pointed to the knights and mages around us.

    "Yes."

    "They are all quasi-masters. They are not beings that monsters that come out of the gate can contend with. If necessary, master-level warriors or mages will come via transfer magic circles, so there is no safer place than this."

    Maron skillfully drove the carriage through the large crowds, and when we got near the spring, a large gate appeared.

    "Welcome to the Spring of Fate! Are there two of you?"

    As we opened the carriage window, the gatekeeper greeted us.

    "Just this one. I am accompanying him."

    "Yes! One person. That will be 5 gold."

    Considering how surprised Maron had been at the Brown Trading Company, 5 gold was clearly a considerable sum. Of course, it might be cheap for the price of seeing one's fate.

    Eres took out money from her pocket and tossed it. It would be nice if she just handed it over politely, but she always threw it. The gatekeeper seemed used to it, skillfully catching the scattering gold coins and bowing excessively.

    "Please take this message stone. It will vibrate and glow when it is your turn."

    It was an item shaped like a vibrating pager that you might receive at a coffee shop. Of course, it was an incomparably more expensive item than that. It worked with magic and could receive signals from quite far away. It was an item occasionally used even at the gates, so using it merely as a vibrating pager was very Tellus-like, with its advanced magic.

    "How long will it take?"

    "If it's your current number, about a week."

    The gatekeeper flipped through the papers in a stack.

    "....Let's just go."

    I was curious about my fate, but I didn't want to waste too much time here when there were people waiting for me back on Earth.

    "No. We've already come all this way, so we should rest."

    "Pardon?"

    "We will rest at the hot springs near the Spring of Fate. Faster."

    Eres took out a few more gold coins and waved them at the gatekeeper.

    "Ahem ahem. Ah, there happened to be a cancellation earlier. It should be about two days."

    Eres increased the amount of gold coins.

    "I will make sure it glows by tomorrow."

    Eres threw the gold coins, and he skillfully caught them again. His quick change of attitude made me wonder if he was a sibling of Abraham from the Brown Trading Company. In the end, we paid about 20 gold for something that cost 5 gold, but Eres, who seemed to have a lot of money, didn't care at all.

    "To the noble's inn district."

    As Eres gave the order to Maron, Maron drove the carriage.

    We crossed the city and arrived at the inn district. They were called inns, but they were lined with magnificent hotels that looked like palaces.

    Eres got out of the carriage and went into an inn. Maron just bowed politely towards us and didn't follow.

    The lobby was a spacious area with a ceiling at least 10 meters high. The entire place was dazzlingly decorated with gold ornaments and crystals, making it clear how expensive it was.

    "Two rooms. One day."

    Eres, who had gone to the lobby, still spoke briefly and to the point.

    "Welcome. What kind of rooms would you like?"

    Silently falling gold coins and the inn receptionist quickly snatching them up.

    "We will prepare the best rooms for you."

    Her waist bent in half.

    "I am going to the hot springs, so you can do whatever you want."

    "I will go too."

    Since we had come all this way, I also wanted to enjoy the hot springs.

    The interior of the room I was led to by a servant was as splendid as the lobby. There were marble floors, expensive-looking high-end furniture, and glowing lamps made of who-knows-what hanging here and there.

    "The hot springs are through that door. Bathrobes are prepared here."

    The servant showed me the way, then walked backward and left the room. The bathrobe was made of a white, flowing material. I wondered if I should take off my underwear to wear it, but then I thought I could just take out the shorts and short-sleeved shirt item Jaein had made if needed, so I took everything off and put it on.

    Changing into the bathrobe, I opened the door leading to the hot springs, and a passage appeared. After walking a short distance along the passage connected to my room, the hot springs were right there. A private direct passage from the room to the hot springs was luxurious.

    Hidden behind the row of inns, which I hadn't noticed because of the large building, a vast hot spring area unfolded. Each large hot spring was spread out in wide layers like steps on a gently sloping hill. The hot spring area was densely surrounded by luxurious inns like the one we were staying in.

    "Huh?"

    I was first surprised by the scale, and the second surprise was that there was no gender separation. Everyone was wearing robes, but since they were white and thin, it was practically the same as not wearing anything once you got into the water. Still, no one seemed embarrassed. Was it a cultural difference?

    "Have you come?"

    Eres, who was soaking in the hot spring, tilted her head back and looked at me. Her robe clung to her body, clearly revealing her figure, but she didn't seem embarrassed.

    She was already enjoying a drink she had received, so it seemed she was thoroughly enjoying this place.

    "Someone who is said to be the incarnation of darkness enjoys things like this?"

    "There is no reason why I shouldn't. I have occasionally come out to the human world and enjoyed such things before."

    Her eyes looked distant, as if she was reminiscing about something.

    "Stop with the useless thoughts and enjoy yourself too. We have time until tomorrow anyway, don't we?"

    If wasting a day to see my fate was the price, it wasn't too bad. Besides, Eres wasn't the type to listen even if I said I wanted to go quickly.

    I sat down in the hot spring, and the warm water welcomed me. Even though my body was fine even in boiling water, I wasn't without sensation. Sitting comfortably in the warm water made my body feel relaxed. It was the complete opposite of the unpleasant swamp in Eres's cave.

    "What kind of drink would you like?" a servant came and asked.

    "The same as what that person is having."

    I didn't know what they had, so I ordered the same thing as Eres.

    Soon after, the servant came with a high-class liquor bottle and two glasses, quietly placed the drink next to me, and retreated silently.

    There was a glass next to me that looked like it was carved from crystal. Its size was smaller than a soju glass.

    Without thinking, I poured and swallowed the drink.

    I managed to swallow it, but it felt like swallowing a ball of fire.

    "Hahahaha, do you even know what you're drinking?"

    "Cough... what is this?"

    Even drinking pure alcohol wouldn't be this potent. Flames swirled in my mouth and esophagus, and my internal organs repeatedly melted and regenerated.

    [The level of your Poison Resistance skill has increased from B to A.]

    Damn it... it was poison. It even leveled up to A-rank in one go, which was hard to achieve.

    "This is a liquor called Salamander's Fire. Dwarves created it by infusing the essence of the fire spirit Salamander, so it's originally meant to be diluted hundreds of times before drinking. How does it suit your palate?" Eres looked at me and laughed, casually downing her drink.

    "No, but do they just bring something like this out?"

    "They weren't going to give it, but when I gave them gold coins, they brought it. Since I'm drinking leisurely, wouldn't it be natural to offer some to you as well?"

    I spent the day enjoying the hot springs and a grand dinner with the giggling Eres.

    The next morning, as Eres was relaxing in the hot springs with a potent drink from the morning, a man who looked like a servant approached her.

    "Lady, our master would like to have a word with you. Would that be alright?"

    Looking in the direction the servant who spoke to Eres was pointing, I saw a man in his early thirties standing arrogantly. His hair, puffed up like a well-risen bread, was slick and stiff, maintaining its shape even in this humid place, thanks to whatever he had applied.

    The servant wasn't just any inn servant in uniform; he was a personal servant who followed that bread-head around.

    "Get lost." Eres didn't even spare him a glance.

    The servant looked embarrassed and had no choice but to return to his master. And then...

    The bread-head slapped the servant's cheek. The sound wasn't just of flesh hitting flesh, but of bones colliding, and the servant fell to the ground. Judging by the unusual force, that guy was also a mana user.

    The bread-head kicked the unconscious servant aside like a piece of luggage and approached Eres.

  

    "Ahem... Lady, my servant has been rude."

    "The rude one is you. Get lost."

    Truly consistent.

    "Hmph... Do you know who I am?! I spoke to you because you're somewhat decent-looking, and now you're acting all high and mighty!"

    "Now, now, calm down and go enjoy the hot springs."

    I stood up and blocked the guy approaching Eres.

    "Oh ho, so you had someone to rely on?"

    The guy scanned my body. I was tall and had more than average muscle, so he probably thought of me as a bodyguard.

    "Get out of the way! You're a lowly thing!"

    The bread-head swung his hand to slap my cheek, just like he had hit his servant. But I wasn't one to flinch at that level.

    "Kghack!"

    Instead, he cried out, grabbing his hand as if it hurt.

    "You bastard!"

    The guy must have been a mage, not a warrior, as flames erupted from his right hand.

    I slightly twisted my body to dodge the flames and grabbed the hand spewing fire, twisting it.

    "Kghaaack! You... do you really think you'll get away with this! Just you wait! I'll wipe out your entire lineage!"

    The bread-head spouted a cliché line and retreated. If Eres had stepped in, that kind of guy would have instantly turned to dust, so I had stepped in out of pity, but that pity was slowly disappearing.

    "It seems like it's going to get noisy, shall we go inside?"

    "Why should I? I am comfortable right now."

    Oh well, whatever.

    I also sank back into the hot springs. Maybe, just maybe, even though she said that, the bread-head would give up...

    "Those damn lovebirds!"

    Nope, he didn't give up. No, wait, had he given up on living? Hearing the commotion, the surrounding tourists hurriedly left.

    I sighed loudly once and stood up.

    "Strike!"

    Before I could say anything, several knights swung their swords. They seemed to be at least B-rank, and their momentum was quite fierce.

    I covered both hands in armor, deflected the incoming sword blades, and evenly punched each of them in the stomach, emptying their insides.

    "Tsk... filthy. Can't you do things cleanly?"

    "...I apologize."

    Eres spoke lightly, but I felt a strong pressure from her glare, and I unconsciously apologized. I wondered if she really needed to glare at me like that for something that wasn't even a big mistake, but since I was powerless, I had no choice but to endure it.

    "Kuh... guards! Guards!"

    The bread-head, tireless, called for additional guards, and knights and mages swarmed in. I didn't want to kill people over something like this, but subduing that many without causing major injuries was more difficult than killing them.

    "Aren't you going to help?"

    "I do not interfere in the affairs of the human world."

    "No, but you've been throwing money around and enjoying the hot springs?"

    What kind of arbitrary rule was that?

    "Do you want to go back to the swamp?"

    "No, ma'am."

    I had no choice. I had to hold out until Eres was satisfied.

    I deflected the attacks and magic of the incoming knights to prevent them from reaching Eres. Since attacks were also coming at my body, I covered my entire body in armor.

    "I-is that a Dragon Knight! Summon the master!"

    I didn't know what a Dragon Knight was, but it was obvious that things would get complicated if a master came.

    While I grabbed the neck of the guy who was going to summon the master and knocked him unconscious, the bread-head, seizing the opportunity, tried to grab Eres by the hair.

    "No!"

    I hurriedly changed direction again, but it was too late. There were too many of them, and I couldn't stop the guy who secretly approached Eres.

    The moment the bread-head's fingers were about to touch Eres's hair...

    The whites of Eres's eyes turned completely black. Even though the sun was out, it became dark as if no light was reaching the ground, and everything around us froze as if time had stopped. I also couldn't move, and my life force was dwindling every second.

    After a few seconds in that state, the pressure released, and the knights and mages around me collapsed like puppets with severed strings.

    "T-they're dead?"

    While the others had fainted, the bread-head, who had been closest to Eres, had stopped breathing.

    "....."

    "You said you wouldn't interfere in the human world?"

    "....This much is fine. The world won't be greatly affected by the death of such vermin. Ahem, now that I've enjoyed myself, let's go."

    "No... after causing this?"

    "If we go up now, we should be able to reach the Spring of Fate."

    Actually, I wasn't unhappy about going quickly. Staying here would only make things bigger. The tourists had disappeared, and all the attackers had fainted, so no one would know where we went.

    Since we had no luggage to pack, I immediately called Maron, and we headed to the Spring of Fate by carriage.

    "It is not yet your turn."

    Eres threw gold coins.

    "Open the gate!"

    The iron gate opened to the left and right, creating a path for the carriage to enter.

    "From here, you must walk."

    After passing through the iron gate and driving the carriage slowly for about five minutes, another employee was guarding the path.

    Getting out of the carriage and walking along the path leading to the spring, I saw several other groups heading towards the spring besides us.

    "Tsk... there are so many."

    "If we cut in line here, it will only cause more commotion, so let's wait patiently."

    There were no signs of anyone chasing us anyway.

    "Hmph."

    Eres surprisingly listened to me.

    As we slowly moved along with the other people, a small clearing surrounded by forest trees appeared. It looked like a naturally formed space, but there was an unnatural feeling that it wasn't naturally formed.

    And in the very center, there was only a slanted rock; there was no spring anywhere.

    "Watch."

    At Eres's words, I quietly watched as a young female noble, whose turn it was, walked up to the rock. Then she put her hand under the rock.

    Lowering my posture, I saw water pooled under the rock. However, it was stuck to the underside of the rock as if gravity was reversed, and it looked like a small spring.

    "How does that work?"

    "Don't you have something like this in your world?"

    "No, we don't."

    "Just watch."

    The noblewoman put her hand into the spring. The air around the spring seemed to be cut off, and a buzzing sound spread from within.

    [You will soon marry the man you love. You will have three children, and all of them will hold important positions in the empire.]

    "Hmm? Does it just tell you like that?"

    "Can you hear that?"

    "Yes."

    I was someone who had identified terrain using sonar even underwater. Even if it was completely cut off, I could understand because the air was subtly vibrating.

    "You have a useless talent."

    I continued to listen to the story, regardless of what Eres said.

    [The business you invested in will flourish several times over. Your name will always be heard in places where the empire's money gathers.]

    [You will become a master. Starting as the vice-commander of the Imperial Knights, you will become the commander of the First Knights.]

    There was no way only great people would gather in this place, yet everyone was hearing only good things.

    It was my turn, and I put my hand into the spring.

    [You will prevent destruction. There will be hardship, but the fruits of that hardship will be sweet. What you truly desire, peaceful days with your loved ones, is not far off.]

    I took my hand out and returned to Eres.

    "You knew, didn't you?"

    "Hehehe..."

    Eres chuckled mischievously.

    "Hoo... what a waste of time."

    "How did you know?"

    "I was once attacked by a demonic sword, and it felt similar. Is that a monster or a spirit? It just tells you what you want to hear, right?"

    "That is correct. It is an ancient spirit. Do not despise it. It is merely a benevolent spirit trying to encourage people. The rumors have already spread among those who come here, so they do not come expecting something grand. However, most of those who have heard the spirit's words have succeeded, even if it didn't happen exactly as predicted."

    "Well, if a voice like that guarantees success, it's enough to give you confidence."

    I was exhausted from wasting time, but there was something mystical about that voice. It felt like things would really work out.

    "Can we go now?"

    "Let's go."

    I returned to the carriage with Eres, and we left the village of the Spring of Fate. I was worried that the bread-head and his group would come after us, but they hadn't woken up yet, so there was no pursuit.

    "Hmm... I'm uneasy. Things haven't gone this smoothly before..."

    "You are a timid one."

    We continued to travel by carriage.

    Passing by a quiet landscape, we stopped at a small village restaurant to buy some simple snacks.

    "Did you hear that story?"

    "About the witch? Is there anyone who doesn't know that story these days?"

    I went into the restaurant, ordered food, and while waiting, I overheard the conversation of the people around me.

    "They say she captures and tortures imperial citizens?"

    "I heard a rumor that she's the wife of a general who was executed by the emperor. They say she became a witch out of resentment."

    "Are there really witches?" I asked Eres.

    "There is no race called witches. However, humans enjoy calling women who use a lot of dark-feeling magic witches."

    "....."

    "Can't you clear the snow? You insolent thing. I am darkness itself, I am darkness."

    "But the damage seems considerable? Everyone in this restaurant is only talking about that."

    "So what?"

    "Just... just saying."

    "There's no point in you helping. The empire is vast, and these kinds of things happen countless times."

    A slightly bitter expression flashed across Eres's face and disappeared.

    That was also true. I didn't have time to run around for the sake of the citizens of a hostile country right now. My top priority was to return to Earth as soon as possible.

    I had a simple meal, packed some extra food, and left the restaurant.

    We continued to head west by carriage.

    "How long will it take if we keep going like this?" I asked the coachman, Maron.

    "We still have at least two more days to go."

    The carriage wasn't a crude contraption from Earth's Middle Ages; the wheels and undercarriage were well-made, so it traveled the paved road at a faster speed than I had expected. But even so, running was obviously faster.

    I was impatient, but Eres was comfortably half-reclined in the carriage, eating dried fruit, and didn't seem to be in a hurry at all.

    "Hoo..."

    Reluctantly, I also emptied my mind and looked out the window.

    "Maron, stop for a moment."

    I had been looking out the window for a while when I saw a carriage overturned on the side of the road in the distance.

    "Go over there."

    "Over there, you mean? There's nothing there, though? And no road..."

    Maron narrowed his eyes and looked in the direction I was pointing, but it was too far for him to see.

    "Just go."

    "Nothing will change even if you go." Eres said curtly.

    "I'll just stop by for a moment."

    As we got closer, the tragic scene came into view.

    The carriage was half-destroyed and overturned, and the horse was gone, probably having fled. The carriage had bars all around it, so it looked more like it was for transporting prisoners than people. Around it, knights lay strewn about, brutally murdered.

    "Hmm... what's this?"

    Looking at the knights' wounds, something... felt familiar.

  

    "That's magic befitting someone called a witch," Eres said, glancing at the corpses of the dead knights.

    Somehow, it felt similar to Corruption. But Nayoung had no reason to be here. The scent was a mix of so many things that it was unclear, but I didn't smell Nayoung's fragrance.

    "I'll follow the trail a bit."

    "Is it a woman you know?"

    "Surely not... but I should check just in case."

    It was more likely that there was a witch here with abilities similar to Nayoung's than Nayoung somehow crossing over to Tellus and killing knights, but I had a strange feeling.

    Using the footprints and scent that continued from here, I determined the direction and told Maron.

    The scent was more of non-human races like beastmen, orcs, and goblins than humans. Living with Blitz and Sonorim, I had smelled a unique scent different from monsters, and a similar scent was present here.

    "Master... are you sure this is alright?"

    As he went in the direction I indicated, Maron looked back at me, his face crumpled with anxiety.

    "Don't worry. I have the power to at least protect you. And stop here now."

    I jumped out of the carriage and told Maron.

    A large number of non-humans were lying in ambush ahead. I could sense them not only through scent, gut feeling, and sound, but also through life force, so my ability to detect ambushes had also improved.

    "Turn back now!"

    A beastman with the head of a lion roared from afar, echoing through the valley. When I thought of a lion beastman, I imagined something with a human form and fur and ears, but it was similar to Blitz's werewolf form. That is, it had a complete lion's head and a hairy human-like body.

    "This is not a place for you to enter! Turn back! And forget what you saw today!"

    They were surprisingly kind for those who had slaughtered knights.

    "I've come to see the witch!" I shouted. Surely it couldn't be Nayoung, but it was similar to Nayoung's Corruption, and the feeling was also similar.

    "There is no witch! Only the Saintess is here!"

    Could it really be Nayoung...?

    "I will enter!" I said, holding up both hands to show I was unarmed and walking forward.

    "Honestly, empire bastards never listen when you speak nicely."

    From both sides of the valley, humans, as well as beastmen, orcs, and goblins, poked their heads out. And the lion beastman jumped down from a high rock and approached me.

    "Turn back." The lion beastman, a head taller than me, growled, revealing sharp teeth.

    The aura I felt was incomparably stronger than that of a mere lion. An ordinary person would probably wet their pants just by looking at his face up close. But he was only about a C-rank hunter. Not strong enough to take down those knights alone earlier.

    That being said, I didn't sense anyone with a strong aura among those hiding.

    "I don't intend to fight. I just want to meet that witch... no, the Saintess."

    "She is not someone empire bastards dare to meet."

    "I'm not from the empire, though?"

    "....You're impossible to reason with. I gave you plenty of chances. Don't blame us."

    The lion beastman swung his hand. But his claws were retracted, so it didn't seem like he intended to kill, and the speed was slow.

    I lightly grabbed his hand and used an overarm throw to slam the lion beastman to the ground.

    "Kuh-huck!"

    The lion beastman, who was twice my size, went down too easily, making his companions flinch.

    "I don't intend to hurt anyone either. Just let me meet her."

    "Let go of our leader!"

    A swift, panther-like beastman lunged at my face, claws extended, threatening to scratch me.

    "No!" The lion, sensing I had no intention to kill, tried to stop him, but the panther had already reached me.

    With my foot still on the lion beastman's neck, I grabbed the panther's wrist and struck his solar plexus.

    The panther doubled over, and that was the signal for everyone to rush at me from all directions.

    "Sigh..."

    I had no choice but to grab the approaching ones, throw them over, and strike their solar plexus or neck to knock them out. I didn't want to kill them in case they were related to Nayoung. I wasn't a murderer in the first place, and I didn't kill everyone who attacked me.

    "E-everyone, come out! He's strong!"

    "He's after the Saintess! Get the Saintess to safety!"

    Amidst the commotion, dozens, hundreds of people poured out. But there were few among them who could be called warriors or mages. It felt more like ordinary people holding farming tools.

    "Stop! I don't intend to harm anyone. Just let me meet the Saintess!"

    I shouted, but they weren't listening. I struggled to knock down those who charged at me with desperate resolve without injuring them.

    Just then, a shout came from behind.

    "It's them! The ones who murdered the nobles at the Spring of Fate!"

    Dozens of imperial knights and mages, who must have been tracking us, charged at us.

    "There's the black-haired woman! She's a witch! Kill her!"

    A knight shouted, looking at Eres who was sitting on the carriage, resting her chin on her hand and watching.

    "So you were in league with the empire all along! Brothers! Everyone, take up your weapons!"

    The non-human group mistook us for being allies with the imperial army.

    "Ah... damn it..."

    Things were getting more and more chaotic.

    The difference in power between the two sides was clear. The non-human side had no proper warriors, so if left alone, they would be annihilated.

    "My head hurts..."

    I jumped in and twisted the knights' arms or broke their legs, incapacitating them.

    But it was such a melee that even though I was helping, the beastmen didn't notice.

    At that moment, I felt something trying to interfere with my mind. But perhaps because my Strong Mind skill level had increased, it had no effect at all.

    I turned around and ran towards the direction from which the curse was coming. Stepping on the shoulders and heads of the rushing non-humans, I approached like flying.

    "Nayoung!"

    "Huh? Brother?!"

    The curse was lifted.

    "S-sorry! You were too far away, I couldn't see your face!"

    "...Shouldn't you not use curses without looking at faces?"

    "Well... our side looked like they were in danger, so I cast it in a wide area. Sorry."

    I pointed to the non-humans I had knocked down earlier.

    "I didn't kill them. I just knocked them out. Let's clear this up first. Calm your friends down. I'll handle the knights."

    Nayoung must have mentally interfered with the non-humans and signaled them to retreat, as they were startled and all backed away at once.

    "They're escaping! Catch them!"

    I zigzagged through the charging knights, knocking each one unconscious.

    Once a group was cleared out, it was actually easier to move.

    It didn't take long for me to jump in and take care of everyone.

    "How did you get to Tellus?" I asked Nayoung while the non-human group was tying up the knights.

    "I begged Sonorim and Blitz to come with me."

    "But, where are Blitz and Sonorim?"

    "The West Continent."

    "....You crossed over alone?"

    "Well, they kept saying no, so I sneaked out."

    "Saintess!! Run away!"

    Young beastmen ran over and bit my neck and legs. It didn't even break the skin, though.

    "Kids! Stop it! This person is the one I've been looking for!"

    "Huh?"

    A young dog beastman who was biting my neck drooled on my neck and widened his eyes.

    
      

    

    "So... you thought I was captured, so you went around destroying imperial prisoner camps one by one, and in the process, you became the leader of this large group?"

    "Yes..."

    "There's nothing wrong... nothing wrong..."

    She threw herself into another world to save me. It was even more impressive that my girlfriend, not content with that, somehow came all the way to the East Continent alone. Her drive was a bit scary, though.

    "Thank you. But don't do that next time. You were lucky. If you had run into a master-level being, even you would have been in danger."

    "Okay."

    "Did you cross over as soon as I disappeared?"

    "Sonorim stalled for time, so I couldn't come right away. Then I said I would make a contract with a demon to go, and they immediately said we should go back together."

    "Hahahaha."

    "Hehehehe."

    "You weren't really going to do that, were you?"

    "...."

    Nayoung turned her head.

    She was smiling sweetly, but I had a feeling she wasn't joking. She probably somehow found out and made a contract with a demon to cross over. I needed to get stronger so that this kind of thing wouldn't happen again. Otherwise, Nayoung might become a villain in an instant.

    "But... Oppa... who is that woman? How long has it been since we were apart..."

    Nayoung pinched my arm, looking at Eres. Because of what happened with Yeseul, she was anxious if another woman approached me.

    "No, no."

    "No, no? How come you always end up with more women wherever you go?"

    Her words became short, probably because she was angry.

    "I told you, it's nothing like that."

    "Are you trying to build a harem around yourself?"

    "Um... how should I explain? You know the great being Sonorim mentioned, right?"

    Nayoung nodded.

    "She's one of them."

    "...I think I cast a curse on her earlier..."

    "She hasn't said anything yet, so it's probably okay. She's not the kind of being who would be affected by an attack from someone like us anyway... something's coming."

    I put Nayoung behind me.

    "You bastards!"

    A loud voice echoed through the valley. The knight was already well past his prime, but his voice was as strong as a young man's.

    "You insolent ones who dared to harm an imperial noble on imperial soil! I, Sueden of the Damon family, a knight of the Imperial Guard, shall punish you!"

    The elderly knight pulled a greatsword as tall as himself from his back and lowered it to the ground.

    Thump.

    The sound of it hitting the ground was loud, indicating its considerable weight.

    "There is always a price for sin. Sinners, accept the execution of justice!"

    He firmly gripped the hilt of the sword, the tip of which was touching the ground, with both hands. Then he spread his feet wide and put strength into his arms.

    "Everyone, get down!"

    He swung his sword with all his might. It wasn't just any swing. I could feel his determination to put everything into that one strike.

    The sword, swung at high speed yet with heavy force, released a wide and sharp aura forward.

    If this had been a forest, it was an attack that would have cut down all the trees to his shoulder height.

    Those who quickly lowered their posture at my warning survived, but the upper and lower bodies of several non-humans were separated.

    If I let it continue, only unnecessary people would die, so I went down.

    "Leave the innocent alone and fight me."

    "Innocent? You are all sinners. I will punish you first, and then all those behind you!" Sueden gripped his sword again.

    "It was my fault, what did the people behind me do wrong?"

    "The crime of killing a noble is grave. Those who have violated the empire's solemn law, and those who have helped them. All shall be executed. If those who break the law are not punished, who will try to uphold it?"

    "What kind of messed-up law is that? Anyway, I have no intention of dying peacefully, so come at me."

    Sueden raised the veins on his forehead and pulled his sword back.

    Its power was far superior to Hunter Jeong Min-gi's Crescent Moon. The problem was the speed. This wasn't a shonen manga, so there was no need to wait for his preparation time.

    I ran towards him before he swung his sword.

    As if he knew it was coming, Sueden jumped back and swung his sword. The sword came down diagonally, as if to cut my shin. Since my foot was already in the air, unable to dodge, I infused aura into my fist and struck the sword's flat side.

    Clang!

    The moment the sword hit my fist, Sueden let go of the sword and swung his aura-infused fist at me.

    I had thought it would be easy since he was gathering energy and attacking, but I was wrong. He hadn't wasted his years; he accurately distinguished what to give up and what to take, and he executed it quickly.

  

    As I slammed the sword's flat side, Sueden let go of the sword and attacked with an aura-infused fist. He had a flexibility in his thinking that didn't match his age.

    As a knight who knew how to use aura and had a lot of experience, he stood proudly alone before us, but unfortunately for him, his opponent was me, who had been dragged around and forcibly trained by the Incarnation of Darkness.

    My current rate of stat increase from burning life force was more than double what it used to be. It used to increase by 10 to 20 percent, but now it has increased by 40 percent. I was already a stat monster, and a 40 percent increase had elevated me by more than one level. If I sparred with Hunter Jeong Min-gi again now, I would be able to draw out his full power.

    I lightly dodged the fist that was launched at me after he dropped his sword and delivered a right straight to his chest.

    Thwack!

    His chest was struck, and a shockwave burst out from his back.

    "Kuh-huck."

    Sueden's face turned white, as if he couldn't breathe.

    "I want to respect the elderly, but there are exceptions for crazy bastards who commit massacres of innocent people."

    "To handle an imperial master so easily! As expected of the Saintess's comrade!"

    The lion beastman, who had been hiding, jumped out after seeing the elderly knight fall.

    "Master? This guy?"

    "Yes. He's low-ranking, but definitely a master."

    Being able to spread and release an aura that widely was impressive, but it didn't feel particularly fast or powerful.

    I must have definitely become stronger than before.

    "But, wait a minute. Would a human who's even a master follow just because some minor noble died?"

    Since Helen and Franklin were dead, there were only eight masters left in the empire. They weren't people with that much spare time.

    "He wasn't just any noble," Sueden said, gasping for breath.

    "Then?"

    Sueden closed his mouth.

    "Nayoung."

    When I called Nayoung, she nodded and placed her hand on the head of the elderly knight, Sueden.

    "Answer me."

    "Kuh-ook..."

    Someone who was even a master would have a strong mental barrier. I gently tightened my grip on Sueden's resisting neck.

    "I don't care if you die here."

    The hand pressing down increasingly constricted his neck. His will broke when he realized that he would definitely die if he didn't yield, and Nayoung's mental domination took hold.

    "So, who was that bread-head?"

    "A mage who manages barrier magic. He came to repair the barrier magic in this area. He said he was going to rest during the repairs but didn't return, so now the barrier in this entire area is broken."

    "That bastard went to the hot springs instead of working? And they entrust such an important task to just one person?"

    "Originally, four people were supposed to come, but they all gave their own reasons for not coming."

    "The corruption in the imperial administration is well-known. Besides, they probably never imagined anyone would touch an imperial noble, especially a mage," the lion beastman chimed in.

    "Wait, barrier? Are you talking about the barrier that was interfering with teleportation?"

    "That's right."

    I turned to Eres.

    "Eres, didn't you say you wouldn't interfere in the affairs of the human world?"

    "Look away."

    "....Yes."

    Well, she shouldn't have said she wouldn't interfere in the human world in the first place.

    "Then... we can use teleportation now, right?"

    "...That is correct."

    Eres frowned as if she had a headache, and a gate opened.

    "Oh, just like that."

    "....It was not I who did it." Eres sighed.

    "Still, if you go through there, you will be able to reach your world."

    Following Eres, Nayoung and I went ahead, and numerous beastmen followed behind us.

    "You cannot come." Eres held out her hand towards the beastmen behind us.

    "They will die if left alone. Please, help them." Nayoung bowed her head.

    "Are you going to say this time as well that you will not interfere in the affairs of the human world?"

    "It cannot be helped. That place is not a place for them to go."

    "Saintess, we will be fine. From now on, we will head west on our own," the lion beastman stepped forward as their representative. "Please return home now. We will not forget the Saintess's grace."

    "....I will contact Sonorim of Malbokia. So that he can help you. Please, be careful." Nayoung bid farewell to the beastmen. The beastmen children also came and hugged Nayoung.

    "Then, let's go." At Eres's urging, Nayoung and I entered the gate.

    Looking back as we entered, I saw the beastmen, filled with killing intent, swarming towards Sueden and the knights. It was obvious what would happen to them. They brought it upon themselves.

    The place we emerged from after passing through the gate was a space filled with light from all directions. It was so bright that I couldn't even distinguish where the beginning and end were.

    A man approached from within. As my eyes gradually adjusted to the light, I saw the face of a bright blonde man. His face, which looked like a sculpture, was literally glowing.

    "Have you come?"

    "Hmph..." Eres snorted at his words and turned her head away.

    "You still enjoy interfering in the affairs of the human world." The man of light glanced at Nayoung and me and said.

    "I have not interfered greatly."

    "For someone who hasn't interfered greatly, you have taught them quite kindly. Did it bring back old memories?" The man of light scanned me and said. So, Eres making me work so hard was to teach me?

    I was distracted by the conversation between the two and was late in noticing, but Nayoung's complexion was extremely pale.

    "My existence might have been a bit too stimulating for a being who uses the power of darkness," he said, closing his eyes. The light around us gradually faded, and Nayoung's complexion also improved slightly. "Now, I will return you to your world, so close the gate that defies the flow."

    "Was it you who sent Sonorim and Blitz?"

    "That's right. I asked them. But I didn't expect you to come here."

    "If it's not too much to ask, there are a few things I would like to ask."

    "What is it?"

    "If the God of Destruction conquers Tellus, won't Tellus disappear?"

    "That is likely."

    "Then why don't beings of your caliber, or Eres's, stop the God of Destruction? Is it because you shouldn't interfere in the human world? Won't you disappear as well?"

    "From a human perspective, that might be the case. We have already lived for countless eons. Living longer or shorter is not our concern. And the being you call the God of Destruction is not an evil being. It is merely a law of the universe."

    "A law?"

    "It means it is a flow that neither you nor we can stop anyway."

    "Isn't it enough to just stop the constantly opening gates and monsters?"

    "Even if you stop the invasion force that has been organized against your world this time, stronger and more numerous invasion forces will soon be newly created and sent to your world."

    "....So, there's no way?"

    "That is so."

    "Then why did Sonorim say he would resist?"

    "It is natural for mortals to struggle to avoid destruction."

    Coming back to the past, I had finally thought we could stop it, but was there no hope for Earth?

    "....If we stop it this time, when will they come again next time?" I needed to find a way to evacuate somewhere before the next invasion force came.

    "It will not take long."

    I wanted to curse.

    "That's your standard, isn't it?" Eres said.

    "Eres?"

    "Perhaps... ten thousand years, or maybe a hundred thousand years."

    ".....That's not long?"

    "Hundreds of billions of years have passed since this world was created. Compared to that, isn't that just a fleeting moment?"

    "Now, go back. Whether you struggle or give up, that is for your world to decide. However, the gate must be closed."

    "We also don't want to get involved any further."

    Hope arose. We might not be able to kill the God of Destruction or whatever it was, but if we stopped this invasion, this wave, we could buy some time. Then, in the meantime, we might be able to evacuate to another world, or humanity might grow stronger.

    "Go back."

    As the man glanced to one side, a gate opened there.

    "Thank you for everything." I bowed my head to Eres. I was initially annoyed at her for holding me, but thanks to her, my abilities had grown by at least two levels.

    "Hmph... it is enough if you know." Eres said.

    I took Nayoung's hand and stepped into the gate.

    "See you again soon." I heard Eres say that before my head passed through.

    What was that? Wasn't it that we wouldn't see each other again?

    The place we emerged from after passing through the gate was a plain. The terrain was exactly the same as the gate we had entered on Earth. Since they couldn't directly open a gate to Earth, it seemed they had opened another gate within the gate.

    "Let's go."

    "You've been through a lot, Brother."

    "You dropped honorifics last time because you were angry, didn't you?"

    "W-when did I?"

    "Just drop them."

    "R-really?? Hehehehe."

    It was finally time to go home.

    
      

    

    "Has it been five months since I left?"

    After coming out of the gate, I called Sangheon, and he came to pick us up.

    "You didn't know?" Sangheon, who was driving, asked.

    "Uh... there was no concept of time where I went."

    I thought my abilities had increased easily, but that wasn't the case. I hadn't realized so much time had passed.

    "Everything was alright, right?"

    "Well... your mothers were very worried."

    "They must have been..."

    It would be strange if they weren't worried when their son and daughter suddenly disappeared and didn't contact them for months.

    "Hurry up and go greet them."

    "I should."

    "Aigoo!!! Jisuk!!!"

    Hearing the news of my arrival, my mother was waiting in front of the door, and she ran to me as I got out of the car.

    I could feel how much she had suffered from the way she hugged me tightly, as if she would never let me go again.

    "Don't worry, Mom. Your son is strong."

    "You brat! What kind of place is that to follow him into?!"

    Now that she was relieved, it was time for scolding.

    "I'm sorry."

    If I hadn't followed Franklin and dealt with him back then, neither I nor the people around me would have been safe when he returned. It was an unavoidable choice, but right now, my mother didn't want to hear those reasons.

    "Never! Never! Do that again! Quit being a hunter now! You've earned enough money!"

    "Mom..."

    "No! No!"

    My mother was too angry to listen. It was impossible to have a rational conversation now.

    "Okay. Let's go inside first. I'm hungry."

    "Oh my, look at my mind. Just wait a moment, I'll cook for you."

    "What are you doing, Mom? Let's go out to eat."

    She had lost a lot of weight, probably from worrying so much while I was gone. I gently placed my hand on her back and poured some life force into her.

    "Oh my... is it because my son is back? I feel energized."

    If I suddenly poured in too much, her body might not be able to handle it, so I would have to pour in a little life force every day.

    While I was being scolded, Nayoung was also being thoroughly scolded by her mother. I felt like I was scolded less.

    Nayoung kept getting scolded even while eating, and it looked like she had lost her appetite.

  

    I felt sorry for Nayoung, but I eagerly shoveled rice into my mouth. I had eaten good meals a few times while traveling with Eres, but the number of times I had eaten properly in the past five months could be counted on one hand. As I became able to absorb and use life force more efficiently, the need for meals almost disappeared, but that didn't mean I had forgotten my appetite or the joy of eating.

    After finishing our meal, we returned home. My mothers seemed relieved and fell into a deep sleep for the first time in a long while.

    I placed my hand over my mother's hand, which was tightly holding mine as she slept.

    "I thought they'd be happy I was back... I even left a letter saying I was going..." Nayoung said, her spirits dampened by the scolding.

    "They are happy. They're just upset too. I'll go to the Awakening Country, so try to cheer them up."

    "Brother, are you leaving Mom and me and running away?"

    "....No. I have to close the gate, right?"

    "Hmph... alright."

    I dropped Nayoung and my mothers off at home and left as if fleeing. I headed to the Regen Lab before stopping by the Awakening Country.

    "President! I'm so glad you've returned safely! How was the core?" Jaein asked about my well-being and checked my chest before I could even answer.

    "It exploded."

    "Pardon?"

    "I used too much power, I think. It went out of control. If I had been alone, I would have controlled the runaway, but I was attacked while trying to control it, and it exploded."

    If it hadn't been for the World Tree's roots, the underground would have completely collapsed from the explosion.

    "T-that can't be..."

    "You didn't make any more, did you?"

    "....."

    "Jaein."

    "Hehehe, I thought it was a success, so I made a few more? I was just about to start experimenting."

    "You haven't mixed the catalyst yet, have you?"

    "No. It seemed dangerous to do it without you, President."

    "It's impressive that you waited five months without experimenting."

    "You're not the type to leave easily, President. I was going to wait for you to come back so we could do it together."

    "Still, five months must have been a long time? Judging by you wanting to experiment."

    "Hahahaha..."

    "Thank you for trusting me, though. We can experiment with those together later."

    "Understood."

    "I'll go to the Awakening Country first. Once they're ready there, they'll soon call from the Awakening Country to close the bridge gate."

    "I'll be ready."

    I turned the car around and headed for the Awakening Country.

    "....Weren't you supposed to have gone back?"

    "I've come back again." Sonorim was waiting.

    "Don't worry. We will close the gate from now on."

    "Thank you. But please leave one open."

    "Pardon? Why?"

    "To stand against the God of Destruction, won't cooperation between the two worlds be necessary?"

    "I don't think the being you mentioned is someone who would allow that?"

    "....Have you met them?" Sonorim's eyes widened.

    "Well, it just happened."

    "Even if I search the history of Tellus, no one has directly had an audience... and a human from Earth was the first to meet them..." Sonorim had an expression that was both resentful and regretful. "Leaving one gate open won't have a big impact on Tellus. That being will also understand that much." Sonorim was also the type to just get things done first. "And wouldn't it be good if both worlds became stronger through the exchange of technology between Earth and Tellus?"

    "To stop the God of Destruction's invasion force?"

    "You heard about that too? What did they say?"

    "They said it's a great flow that can't be stopped. That the next invasion force will come. But that will be ten thousand or a hundred thousand years later."

    "Hahaha, that's not different from what we found out. So, if we just defend well this time, wouldn't a way become apparent?"

    "Let's work together." I shook hands with Sonorim.

    As per Sonorim's request, we closed all the bridge gates except for one.

    "I will visit periodically for exchanges."

    "Then, we look forward to working with you."

    Sonorim and Director Baek Young-shin of the Awakening Country shook hands, and the scene was broadcast worldwide.

    It was the moment when a hunter-weak country rose in stature as the only bridgehead to Tellus.

    The pressure from the great powers was immense, but since we held the knife, we could afford to be somewhat bold.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, please clear your schedule for next week." Director Baek Young-shin said, sitting in his office in the Awakening Country, looking at his planner.

    "What is it for?"

    "Countries from all over the world are saying they will send people."

    "Why?"

    "Well, the official reason is to prevent those who would abuse the bridge gate or any potential threats from Tellus, but I suspect the stronger reason is to monitor Korea."

    "Then why me?"

    "You are the key figure in this situation and one of Korea's only two S-rank hunters, so you must participate."

    "Oh? I became S-rank?"

    "That's right. You were promoted to S-rank after the Franklin incident."

    Director Baek Young-shin handed me a hunter's license made from dragon scales. It was made by the World Hunter Federation and is only given to S-rank hunters. The price is high, but the defense it offers is also tremendous. The story of a hunter who survived an attack thanks to keeping it in their chest pocket is famous.

    "Ooh."

    I had only heard about it, this was the first time I was seeing it in person. It felt surprisingly light. I should use this as a hint to upgrade my armor again.

    "Congratulations."

    "Thank you. So, I just need to come next week?"

    "I will contact you again about that. There are various schedules before then."

    "What?"

    "Now that you've become an S-rank hunter, you need to lighten Hunter Jeong Min-gi's load a bit." Director Baek Young-shin smiled brightly and placed dozens of file stacks on the desk. "Now, shall we read through these one by one?"

    The files contained tasks such as rescuing hunters stranded in A-rank gates, searching for missing hunters in North Korea, and international aid – a mountain of work.

    "Hunter Jeong Min-gi did all of this alone until now?"

    "That's the sorrow of a country with only one S-rank hunter. Still, thanks to Hunter Jeong Min-gi's silent and diligent work so far, our country has been able to grow this much."

    "There was a reason why he always looked tired. And frankly, he could have immigrated if he wanted to, right? Steadfastly protecting the country, that's just like Hunter Jeong Min-gi."

    "....Can't I immigrate?"

    "If you were that scared, you shouldn't have given me so much work, should you?"

    "That's..."

    "I'm not going. I'm not going. Give me the files."

    I pulled the files from Director Baek Young-shin's worried arms.

    There wasn't anything particularly difficult. It was just sending an S-rank hunter for tasks that might be a bit dangerous for an A-rank hunter.

    To carry out the missions in the files, I went to North Korea a few times and continued rescue activities at the gates. Thanks to Eres's training, my skills had improved, and everything was too easy.

    "Huh?"

    I was conducting a search near the North Korea-China border when blood suddenly burst from the back of my hand.

    "I wasn't attacked, what is this..."

    It was strange, but the wound was small and had already healed. I moved my hand, and there was nothing wrong, and there were no enemies around. I shook off the strange feeling and continued the mission.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk!"

    As I returned, Hunter Jeong Min-gi, whose expression was noticeably brighter, approached and hugged me.

    "Thanks to you, I've finally got some time to rest. Thank you, thank you."

    "You're welcome."

    This person needed to live a long and healthy life; he would be a great help in future battles. He shouldn't collapse from overwork.

    "My daughter said thank you. So, about that, could I ask you to mentor my daughter for a bit?"

    "Pardon? Mentor? Suddenly?"

    "My daughter is also a hunter. But the kids in our guild tend to baby her too much because she's my daughter. I thought you would be able to train her well without worrying about my feelings."

    "Haven't you seen me train other friends?"

    "I have."

    "You want me to treat your daughter like that?"

    "Do it." His smile disappeared, and he answered seriously. "I think I've spoiled her too much... she has no manners. I'll take on a few more of your tasks, so please do me this favor."

    "Alright."

    In the future, Jeong Jangmi also dies. I don't know how she dies, but if I train her a bit, her chances of survival might increase. That would also motivate Hunter Jeong Min-gi more.

    "Good. Then, I'll leave these with you." I handed a stack of mission files to Hunter Jeong Min-gi.

    "....This is more than just a few?"

    "Weren't you doing all of this alone anyway?"

    "I was, I guess. Haa... alright. Then, please take care of my daughter."

    "Don't worry. I'll send her back a changed person."

    "P-please be gentle."

    I left, ignoring Hunter Jeong Min-gi's expression, which was full of regret.

    
      

    

    "....Hehehe..."

    I let out a dry laugh looking at the girl who came as Jeong Jangmi. Leaning on one leg, chewing gum, and burying her face in her smartphone, she was showing with her whole body that she didn't want to be here.

    "I showed you my face, can I go now?" Jeong Jangmi said without even looking at me.

    "Go where? Aren't you going into the gate?"

    "Ugh, this is so annoying, am I going to do everything my dad says? I have to go meet my friends now."

    Just as I was about to say something, Sangheon pulled my arm.

    "Hyung, still, she's Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter. You can't be too harsh."

    "Is that what she wears to go into a gate? Even if she's a mage, isn't that too much?" She was wearing hot pants and a tank top, even though we were supposed to go into a gate.

    "Hyung goes in wearing nothing. At least Jangmi has a staff."

    "Are you even serious? Are you comparing me to her? She'll die if she gets hit, won't she?"

    "Hyung, you can't treat her like you treat us. Even if Hunter Jeong Min-gi said that, he probably doesn't really want you to push her too hard."

    "Probably."

    "Then, you'll be gentle, right?"

    "No. I need to fix her bad habits."

    "No, why?"

    "That's how she'll live longer. Going into a gate looking like that is suicide. This is for Jeong Min-gi's sake. That's why he sent her to me."

    I walked towards Jeong Jangmi.

    "We're going into the gate now."

    "Ugh, I told you I don't need to go?! I'll tell my dad not to scold you, so don't worry."

    "Ah... ajussi?" How much younger was she than me? It felt like I had been mentally attacked, piercing through my S-rank Strong Mind.

    "I'm going~"

    "You're not going anywhere." I grabbed her wrist.

    "What?! Let go of me!" Jeong Jangmi slapped my cheek. Was my cheek a punching bag these days? So many people were hitting it.

    Thwack.

    "Ow!" Jeong Jangmi cried out in pain from her hand.

    "Come quietly." I dragged Jeong Jangmi by the arm towards the gate.

    "Let go of me! Let go!" She kicked and tried to bite to get away, but Jeong Jangmi, a D-rank mage, barely tickled me even when she hit me.

    "Let go!"

    Then she kicked my groin. It wouldn't hurt even if I got hit, but as a man's reflex, I closed my legs.

    "Aaaagh!" Jeong Jangmi's leg hit mine and broke.

    "Oh... Yeseul, please heal her."

    "....Is this okay? I find it hard to agree with this."

    "This is all for her sake. What if she acts like this later and gets hurt by bad people? And what if she goes into a gate with that kind of mindset and dies?"

    "Still, doing it roughly..."

    "Ah! Shut up and just heal her!" Jeong Jangmi screamed, rolling on the ground.

    "The President's words also make sense." Seeing Jeong Jangmi scream even in pain, Yeseul also made up her mind.

    "Let's go." I slung the healed Jeong Jangmi over my shoulder.

    "Kyaaaak! Kidnapper! Rapist! Help me!" Jeong Jangmi screamed at the top of her lungs.

  

    Jeong Jangmi thrashed and yelled from my shoulder, but there was no one to hear her near the gate except for us and the Awakening Country officials.

    "What?! Why aren't you helping me! Aren't you from the Awakening Country?! I'm reporting you?!"

    "You've arrived?" A familiar face greeted me. It was Geum Seok-ho, an official from the Awakening Country.

    "How have you been?"

    "Thanks to you. Congratulations on becoming S-rank. Ever since you, a mere F-rank hunter, kept going through gates without rest, I knew Hunter Lee Jisuk would become S-rank."

    "Thank you."

    "But, who is this person?" Geum Seok-ho pointed at Jeong Jangmi.

    "You know Hunter Jeong Min-gi, right? This is his daughter. He asked me to train her."

    "What?! You two know each other! What's your name?! I'm reporting to you later! You're fired! No, you're going to jail!"

    "Indeed. She seems to need some training. Go on in." Geum Seok-ho covered his ears, looking at the screaming Jeong Jangmi.

    "Take care."

    We passed Geum Seok-ho, and the five of us – me, Jeong Jangmi, Sangheon, Yeseul, and Nayoung – entered the gate.

    I entered the gate and put Jeong Jangmi down. Now that we were inside, she couldn't leave until we cleared it anyway.

    "Do you really think I'll listen to you just because you did this?!" Jeong Jangmi glared venomously.

    "We won't help you until we clear this gate. And I've told them not to let anyone in until right before the break, so if you don't want to stay here for several days, you'd better move."

    "....Really?" Sangheon, who was listening from behind, asked.

    "What did you think the luggage on your back was for?"

    "Uh..." Sangheon looked back at the huge bag on his back.

    "Start whenever you want. We'll just make sure you don't die."

    "Hmph! Even if I die, I won't do as you say!" Jeong Jangmi plopped down on the ground.

    "Do as you please. Sangheon, lay out the mat. Let's rest."

    "....Yes." Sangheon took out a mat from his backpack and laid it down, then took out coffee.

    "It's been a while since it's been this leisurely. How have you two been while we were gone?"

    "Just... okay, I guess."

    "Sangheon worked very hard. Filling Jisuk's shoes." Yeseul added, while Sangheon answered nonchalantly.

    "Him?"

    "Yes. Not long after the President disappeared, Nayoung also disappeared, so your mothers were very worried. But Sangheon went every day to reassure them that you'd be alright."

    "Ahem... why do you have to say things like that?" Sangheon's face turned red.

    "He also leveled up diligently. Did you know Sangheon became B-rank?"

    "I didn't know. You're already B-rank?"

    "Yes. I put in some effort."

    "You've worked hard. I'm especially grateful for you taking care of my mother."

    "Aw, why do you have to say such embarrassing things?"

    "Hey! Are you guys really just going to leave me like this?!"

    "How have you been, Yeseul?"

    "I went into gates with Sangheon-ssi and Hyungbin and helped with the Regen office work. President Yang took good care of me, so I was comfortable."

    "Hyung, hyung, there's something going on between Yeseul and Hyungbin."

    "Huh? Those two?" Well, if they liked each other, there was nothing I could say, but wasn't Yeseul too good for him?

    "Ah... it's nothing like that." Yeseul was rarely flustered. Though, her expression didn't change much.

    "Hey! It's an ogre! An ogre's coming!" Jeong Jangmi discovered an ogre lumbering towards us from afar.

    "You're a D-rank hunter, right? You can handle one on your own."

    "Are you crazy?! How can a mage handle an ogre alone! There's no tank!" As the ogre got closer, anxiety filled Jeong Jangmi's face.

    "Oh? Is that so?"

    "Hyung, that's normal. It's just that hyung trained us too harshly."

    "But thanks to that, everyone can handle at least this much, right? No one got hurt... no one died. Isn't that enough?" I was about to say no one got hurt, but Sangheon's dumbfounded expression made me change my words.

    "Kyaaaak!" Jeong Jangmi ran towards us, and I stepped forward, releasing aura as a threat.

    "Go back. Fight."

    "...Alright! I was wrong! Let's fight together! Together!" She knew in her head that I wouldn't harm her, but receiving a large amount of aura head-on started to break her spirit.

    "If you don't want to get hit by me before the ogre hits you, go fight. And if you don't shoot before it gets closer, it'll be hard for you to deal with it."

    "Mommy!" Even when the ogre was right in front of her, Jeong Jangmi just screamed and did nothing.

    "Seriously, how does she expect to become a hunter like this..." I pushed Jeong Jangmi forward.

    "Hey! Are you really leaving me behind?! You son of a bitch!" I led the group away from Jeong Jangmi.

    "Hyung..." The ogre looked back and forth between our divided group and then charged towards us.

    I unleashed killing intent along with my aura.

    The ogre flinched and avoided my gaze. Even though its reason was stolen by the God of Destruction to attack humans, most monsters tried to avoid a meaningless death. Even if they lost their reason, a bit of their final instinct remained.

    The ogre turned its attention to the easier target, Jeong Jangmi.

    "Damn it.... Fireball!" Finally giving up on running, Jeong Jangmi created a fireball in her hand that didn't seem like it belonged to a D-rank mage.

    "Huh...?" Sangheon's eyes widened.

    "I knew it. There's no way Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter would be that weak."

    The huge fireball left Jeong Jangmi's hand. The fireball, flying with a fierce momentum, seemed to be overly affected by perspective.

    "Did it just get smaller?" Sangheon asked, squinting.

    "Yeah, it's rapidly shrinking from the moment it leaves her hand."

    Originally, magic or mana that leaves a person's body is difficult to control and gradually loses power. But this was severe.

    "Isn't Jaein-hyung like that?"

    "He is."

    "But how did she even get to D-rank?"

    "I should probably help..." I was about to step in to help when I saw Jeong Jangmi running away.

    "She is a mage, right?"

    "Yes, she's incredibly fast."

    "Is her agility high?"

    She screamed as she ran, and the distance between her and the ogre increased. Moreover, she seemed to have good stamina, as she ran without stopping.

    "Kroook....Kahook...." Eventually, the ogre ran out of breath first.

    "Die!" Jeong Jangmi, who had gotten close to the panting ogre, shot fire from her hands again. This time too, the fireball shrunk as soon as it left Jeong Jangmi's hand, but since the distance was only a few meters, it hit the ogre's head before it became too small. The ogre fell backward with sufficient force.

    "Hoo..."

    "Hey! You really didn't help me?! I'm going to tell my dad everything!" Judging by her shouting, she wasn't that tired.

    "Nayoung, why is she like that?"

    "It's because she can't control her magic well."

    "What?! Do you know how to fix it?"

    "Sit down. When you use magic, you need to know the principles to increase its power. First, you need to feel the flow of mana, understand where that mana flows and where it goes, and how you need to circulate it for the magic to work." Nayoung, squatting on the ground, started explaining, drawing pictures with a stick.

    "...." Jeong Jangmi's unfocused eyes were looking at the ground.

    "Okay, look. When you use a skill, you can feel the mana circulating in your body, right?" Nayoung explained patiently and earnestly for a long time, but Jeong Jangmi didn't understand at all.

    "Hey, are you in my class?" I tapped Jeong Jangmi's shoulder. Jeong Jangmi, still dazed by Nayoung's magic lecture, didn't respond.

    "Then, just keep doing what you were doing earlier. If you keep at it, your magic will probably get stronger." If you're dumb, your body has to suffer.

    "Are you going to take responsibility if I die doing that?!" Jeong Jangmi suddenly snapped out of it.

    "You won't die, you won't die." I left the shouting Jeong Jangmi and sat down on the mat. "Sangheon, go herd some ogres over here."

    "....Yes." Sangheon, who looked like he wanted to say something, just lowered his head and trudged off.

    "If you're not back within ten minutes, you're getting special training too." Sangheon, who had been walking slowly, started running at full speed.

    In less than three minutes, Sangheon returned, leading five ogres.

    "Good job." I approached the group of ogres and punched each of them in the solar plexus.

    "Kuek...." I tried to control my power so their bodies wouldn't explode and just knock them out, but two of them died. And when only one was left, I returned to my spot.

    The last remaining ogre tried to run away, so I blocked its escape route and pointed with my chin towards Jeong Jangmi. When the ogre hesitated, unsure what to do, I threatened it with aura, and it ran towards Jeong Jangmi as if fleeing.

    "Kuh-uk!" The running of the ogre and Jeong Jangmi started again.

    When Jeong Jangmi tried to run towards me, I shot aura from my fingertips at her feet.

    "Kyaaaak! You crazy bastard!"

    "If you come closer, you'll get hit."

    "Fuck! You son of a bitch!" Jeong Jangmi, seeing in my eyes that I wasn't joking, gave me a sharp curse and a middle finger before turning around. And then she ran again until the ogre was exhausted.

    "If that's a hunting method, then I guess it's a method..." After catching three more like that, even Jeong Jangmi, who had good stamina, was completely out of breath.

    "Instead of doing that, why don't you approach and use magic while dodging attacks?" I approached Jeong Jangmi, who was lying sprawled on the ground, and spoke to her.

    Having watched her for quite some time, I realized that Jeong Jangmi wasn't just fast, but her dynamic visual acuity was also good. There were several times when she approached quite closely, and I didn't even need to help. She dodged attacks skillfully on her own, better than most D-rank warriors.

    "Huk... huk... no... I won't do such a barbaric thing!"

    "Hunting is a barbaric profession, what are you talking about."

    "I'm going to... huk... huk... support from the rear..."

    "Your magic weakens as the distance increases, how are you going to stay in the rear?"

    "My uncles will catch them, and I'll finish them off... my magic will develop as my level increases."

    "Ah, so that's how you became D-rank? Riding your uncles' coattails?"

    If you could get stronger by getting a ride, who would bother to work hard? There's a limit to growth with that method. You need the experience of fighting stronger enemies directly.

    "What do you know... people with your kind of talent don't understand."

    "I have talent?"

    "Jangmi, Jisuk-hyung struggled a lot after getting an F-rank skill at first and climbed all the way up here. Jisuk, hyung's training is several times harder and more painful than what Jangmi is doing."

    "...."

    "Your talent and background are much better. You have connections, and uncles who give you a free ride."

    "Everyone just looks at my dad, what's so good about that."

    "You're talking like you're spoiled. People without connections would curse you if they heard that."

    "...." Jeong Jangmi caught her breath silently.

    "Supporting from the rear is good too, but you look like a vanguard no matter how I see it. You even have acceleration magic, right?" There were a few times when she suddenly became faster in a crisis.

    "....I do."

    "Perfect. You can use a hit-and-run style. It's similar to Sangheon."

    "....No! I won't! I'm a mage!"

    Even though she was young, a woman over 20 years old was lying on the ground, throwing a tantrum. I could tell how much Hunter Jeong Min-gi had spoiled her.

    "Do as you please. Try doing that all day today. Sangheon, bring the next one."

  

    Even though she didn't know magic well, Jeong Jangmi's stubbornness was on par with an A-rank hunter, and she never changed her fighting style until the end.

    She would run to create distance, and only when the ogre was exhausted would she cautiously approach and cast magic. Despite its extreme inefficiency, she showed a strong aversion to approaching and fighting monsters up close.

    It worked like that for two or three times, but her stamina ran out, and her running speed decreased.

    "Hek... hek..." The distance between the exhausted Jeong Jangmi and the ogre gradually narrowed.

    The enraged ogre swung its club at Jeong Jangmi's head.

    "Kyaaaak!" Jeong Jangmi, completely exhausted, could only scream without even thinking of dodging the incoming club.

    Thwack!

    I shot aura from my hand like a bullet, simultaneously blowing away the ogre's head and its club.

    As the club exploded, a splinter hit Jeong Jangmi's forehead, and blood flowed.

    "Five minutes rest."

    "Y-you crazy bastard! I almost died!" I just stared at Jeong Jangmi, who was holding her forehead and cursing at me. To me, it just sounded like a neighborhood dog barking.

    "If a scar forms on a young woman's face, are you going to take responsibility?! You psychopath! Say something!" After cursing for a while, Jeong Jangmi sat down on the ground to rest, unable to contain her anger at my silent stare and lack of response.

    After the break, Sangheon brought more ogres again. Jeong Jangmi's fighting style didn't change, and neither did my policy.

    "Hyung, what are you doing with the kid? Are you having a stubbornness contest?"

    "If she keeps being a hunter in that state, do you think she'll live long?"

    "....I understand what you mean, but still. Do you think a kid that is stubborn will change?"

    "She'll change if she doesn't want to die."

    In both my past and present lives, I owed Jeong Min-gi a debt of gratitude for protecting the country at the cost of his life and well-being. Paying it back by making his only daughter a proper hunter was a cheap price.

    Jeong Jangmi, whose insides were churning from pushing her body beyond its limits, vomited.

    "All done? Sangheon-ah, bring the next one." Jeong Jangmi didn't even seem to have the energy to curse or glare at me anymore. Yeseul kept approaching to heal her or wet her lips with water, but there wasn't much reaction.

    Yeseul seemed to have her own complaints, but she didn't say anything, having heard my conversation with Sangheon.

    
      

    

    After clearing the gate over two days, Sangheon dropped off a disheveled Jeong Jangmi at the Rose Guild.

    "Dad! That bastard!" And before half a day had passed, she brought Jeong Min-gi to me.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, I hear that you assaulted and abused my daughter. What is the meaning of this? It's not true, is it?" He seemed angry as a father, but he didn't look like he greatly suspected me, perhaps because Jeong Jangmi often used him like this.

    "If the training your daughter received is considered assault, then it was assault, and if it's considered abuse, then it was abuse. Yes. I did it."

    "...Huh?" Both Jeong Min-gi and Jeong Jangmi looked dumbfounded at my easy admission.

    "You told me to train her, didn't you?"

    "Y-yes, I did."

    "You sent her to me because you know her personality, right? If she had listened to words, you wouldn't have sent her to me, would you? Even if the training was tough, as long as her limbs were still attached, it was fine. Since it's come to this, I'll keep her with me for about a month."

    "N-no! Still, you can't treat a girl that roughly!"

    "Hunter Jeong Min-gi. Are you going to keep letting that child be a hunter? If she keeps going into gates in that state, she'll either die within a few years, or she'll kill someone else due to her mistakes. Do you want to see that happen?"

    Jeong Min-gi closed his mouth.

    "D-dad! It's me, Jangmi! Your only daughter! You're going to leave me with that bastard again?"

    "Then, quit being a hunter. Then you won't have to go to Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    "....What kind of rule is that! I'm going to be a hunter!"

    "Think carefully. Will you choose to be hated and save your child? Or will you protect your image as a good father and send your child to their death?"

    "....Please take care of her." Having finished his contemplation, Jeong Min-gi resignedly turned his back.

    "Dad! No!" I grabbed Jeong Jangmi, who was holding onto Jeong Min-gi's arm, and pulled her away.

    "Ow! It hurts! It hurts!"

    "A hunter shouldn't whine."

    "Dad!!! Dad!!!"

    "Seeing you shout like that, you still have energy. Let's go into the gate again. Shall we go to the undead this time?"

    "No! I don't want to!!!" I dragged the screaming Jeong Jangmi into the gate. I didn't particularly need others this time, so we went in alone.

    "But why do you hate close combat so much? You're fast and have good dynamic visual acuity, it's perfect for you." I asked Jeong Jangmi, who was lying on the ground, as I sat on a rock.

    "...."

    "You don't have to talk if you don't want to. Let's just keep going through gates like this, just the two of us." Jeong Jangmi, lying down, just tilted her head slightly to look at me, making a frustrated expression.

    "Dad... used to come back hurt every time when I was little." Jeong Jangmi looked up at the sky as if giving up and started talking.

    "Hunter Jeong Min-gi?"

    "Yeah. Dad wasn't S-rank from the beginning either. But he fought without caring about his safety to kill all the guys who killed Mom."

    "Hmm..."

    Jeong Min-gi's wife was caught in a gate break shortly after giving birth to Jeong Jangmi. While fleeing with young Jeong Jangmi in her arms, a group of monsters approached. She put her child in the car, shouted loudly, and lured the pursuing monsters away.

    "Mom died because of me, and Dad came back hurt every day. It was all my fault." Jeong Jangmi saw her father, covered in blood from fighting furiously, every day at a young age. And she thought it was her fault. It was enough to leave a trauma.

    "Dad felt sorry that he couldn't pay much attention to me when I was little, so now he always takes my side."

    "You must have gone through some hardship."

    "Then I awakened too. I thought I could finally help Dad. But my magic is this pathetic. And when I try to fight up close, I remember Dad coming back covered in blood, and my body freezes."

    "You could just quit being a hunter?"

    "No. This is finally something I can do to help Dad."

    I think I understand this kid a little now.

    "But why are you so rude to people?"

    "When was I?" Ah, that's just ingrained in her.

    "Alright. Your resolve to be a hunter hasn't changed, has it?"

    "That's right."

    "Then, it's easy."

    I caught the remaining monsters in the gate and cleared it, then went to the hospital.

    "Oh? Brother, what brings you here?" Nayoung, who was treating a mana poisoning patient, greeted me.

    "Brought a patient."

    "Huh?" I explained the whole situation to Nayoung, who looked like she didn't understand what I was talking about.

    "That level of aversion doesn't seem too strong, so it should be fine." Her mind control skill was almost at its peak, so I could ask her for things like this. To improve her skill, she had recently taken up reading neuropsychiatry and psychology books as a hobby. I wondered if thick books with tiny print were fun enough to use as weapons, but once she concentrated, she couldn't even hear me well.

    "Are you sure this is okay? This?" Jeong Jangmi looked at Nayoung and me with anxious eyes.

    "Just be quiet. You've heard of hypnotherapy, right? It's like that." Nayoung placed her hand on Jeong Jangmi's head and concentrated.

    Jeong Jangmi fell into a hypnotic state, and her hand dropped limply.

    "It's not scary. Your father's image is not one of suffering in battle, but of a proud figure who has won. You have power. Monsters won't even be able to touch you." Nayoung whispered softly and removed her hand.

    "Is that it? Will that really work?" Jeong Jangmi, who opened her eyes, didn't even remember falling into a hypnotic state.

    
      

    

    The hypnosis was a success.

    Jangmi watched the attack until the end and countered with magic.

    Jangmi leaned back to dodge the ogre's club. And with her right hand, which was wearing the glove Jaein had made, she made a short, cutting punch in the air, and a fireball flew from the end of her fist towards the ogre's head. The glove acted similarly to a staff, increasing the efficiency and reaction speed of her magic.

    Thwack!

    The ogre, its head charred black, fell backward.

    Before, even when she fired at maximum output from a distance, the power would decrease as it flew, but now that she was close, even reducing the output produced sufficient power. Thanks to that, ogres and everything else were one-shotted.

    "Yes!" Jangmi, excited, jumped in place and did a back handspring.

    "That's not much of a mage. More like a magic boxer? That fits." Sangheon, watching Jangmi, said.

    "I heard her job changed anyway. She's a battle mage now."

    "Is that possible? I thought once a job is set, it can't be changed."

    "It happens occasionally. Jaein's job changed too. From elementalist to elemental smith."

    "Hee... I didn't know that." It wasn't common for jobs to change, but it did happen. But I didn't know why my job wouldn't appear.

    
      

    

    "What? Twenty-five with that face? Did you eat something wrong?" Jangmi pointed her finger directly at the face of another party member in the Rose Guild, which had been reorganized to suit her skills, and laughed.

    The hunter who was pointed at knew she was Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter, so they couldn't really say anything and just smiled awkwardly.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, the kid... doesn't seem to have improved her manners at all?" Hunter Jeong Min-gi said, pressing his temples.

    "Please handle that at home. I've at least made her capable of holding her own as a hunter and instilled the importance of the party. She won't get a bad reputation as a hunter anywhere."

    "Ugh..."

    "You seem to have spoiled her too much. It's a serious problem if she doesn't even know what's wrong with her actions."

    "Then... what about Hunter Bae Nayoung's psychological treatment?"

    "She said it's about changing her fundamental personality, so it probably won't work well. And it's also dangerous if it goes wrong."

    "Sigh... I've been a dad for 20 years, but it never gets easier."

    "Cheer up. For character education, either get counseling or look into it slowly."

    "Alright, thank you." Hunter Jeong Min-gi gripped my hand tightly.

    
      

    

    After returning from Tellus, I spent a relatively peaceful month doing small tasks and training Jangmi. At the same time, I honed what I had learned from Eres.

    I absorbed the subtle life force of nature and infused it into my mothers. Recently, their wrinkles were gradually disappearing, and their muscle mass had increased significantly. They looked at least 10 years younger.

    I developed a habit of using life force to sense my surroundings even in normal times. After staring at the life force patterns of countless people, I realized that each person's life force pattern was different, like a fingerprint. I could easily distinguish people I saw often.

    Finally, I also refined the boost technique that used life force to increase stats. Unfortunately, the boost increase percentage didn't go beyond 40 percent, but the speed at which I could go from a normal state to a boosted state was halved.

    "Hmm..." I opened a notebook listing the things I had to do in this life. I hadn't expected to become this strong this quickly. Thanks to that, I needed to reconsider the things I had written down but had to give up on.

    I sensed Nayoung approaching and closed the notebook.

    "Brother, what are you doing?"

    "Ah, well... I was thinking of going overseas for a bit."

    "Why overseas?"

    If I told Nayoung about my past life, she would probably believe me without a doubt. But would that be a good idea?

  

    "Why overseas?" Nayoung asked.

    Should I tell her I was going to stop the gate break? And should I confess that I had regressed? I didn't deliberate for long. I couldn't tell her. Even though the world was a mess because of the gates, there was no point in her knowing that it could be completely destroyed in a few years. Besides, I wouldn't know what to say if Nayoung asked about her future self.

    "....Just for fun?"

    "....Let's go together." She seemed to sense something, but Nayoung didn't pry deeply.

    "Okay, let's go to Mexico. I heard the beaches are beautiful."

    In a few months, on the east coast of Mexico, a highly intelligent monster would emerge from a gate. That monster would command an army of tens of thousands of monsters and occupy the entire area. It would be the first monster to be called a legion commander or commander.

    It was a completely different problem from random monsters jumping into the wild and attacking humans versus an army of tens of thousands being organized.

    This incident would drastically change the political situation in the Americas. Even stopping the existing gates was already a struggle, but they couldn't stop the monsters spreading to North and South America, and one by one, they would begin to collapse.

    It would take a long time for the impact to reach our country, and I hadn't thought I would become this strong so quickly, so I had given up on this event, but now I was confident I could stop it.

    "President, the passports are here~" Secretary Jeon Gyu-hee, President Yang's secretary, came with our passports.

    "Thank you for your hard work."

    "When would you like to depart?"

    "As soon as possible." So much time had been wasted on minor tasks that we were now short on time. The incident would occur in about a week.

    "Then, how about this afternoon?"

    "Huh? Can it be that soon?"

    "You can just take the private jet."

    "We have a private jet?"

    "Yes. Didn't you know?"

    Regen was making good money. Large sums were deposited into my account every day, so I had never lacked money, but I hadn't realized it was to this extent.

    "This afternoon is too early, please make it tomorrow."

    The next day, I left my mothers to rest in Korea and headed to the airport with Nayoung, Sangheon, Yeseul, and the Oh brothers.

    We took a car to the private jet hangar at the airport. The Regen logo was stylishly engraved on the plane parked in the hangar, which was very slender and long, unlike the large passenger planes that carried hundreds of people.

    "Is this it?"

    "Yes. It's a supersonic plane that flies using mana stones. It will take six hours to reach Mexico." Secretary Jeon Gyu-hee followed us to the airport to guide us.

    The group exclaimed in admiration at the plane, which resembled a fighter jet.

    "Then, have a pleasant trip."

    We boarded the plane after Secretary Jeon Gyu-hee's farewell. The plane took off immediately without any waiting.

    "Ooooooh." Four of the Oh brothers, except for Hyungbin, were impressed looking out the plane window.

    "Is this your first time on a plane?"

    "Yes, would we ever have a reason to ride one?"

    "Well, enjoy it while you can." Because you might suffer when we get there.

    I looked to the side, and Yoo Hyungbin was stiff and trembling, with Yeseul holding his hand beside him.

    How could such a huge tank be so scary...?

    "By the way, how did those two end up like that?"

    "When hyung wasn't around, the five of them and Yeseul formed a party and went through gates? At that time..." Sangheon told me what had happened while I was gone.

    "Hyungbin! Even if you're a tank, how can you just take all those hits?! You need to dodge and deflect properly!" Sangheon shouted at Hyungbin, who was grappling with an orc.

    "Easy for you to say!" Even if Hyungbin wore armor, it was the type that expanded to fit his giant form, so he could still take small injuries, and it didn't completely block blunt force trauma.

    Since his agility and strength were relatively low, he had no choice but to take many hits with his body while hunting.

    Yeseul healed his wounds immediately, but she couldn't do anything about the pain, so Hyungbin's shouts and screams never stopped.

    "Jinwoo! Be careful!" Jinwoo's eagle summon was hit and disappeared during the chaotic fight. When Jinwoo was exposed to the orc's attack, Hyungbin threw himself and blocked the orc's sword with his back.

    "Kuh-ack!" His shoulder blade was broken. It ended at just that much because of his large size and armor.

    "This won't do..." Sangheon, who had been watching, jumped in and resolved the situation. "It's good to defend, but how can you just block with your body like that? If the tank falls, all the remaining comrades will die. And trust your younger brothers a bit more. Minwoo wasn't even that dangerous just now, but you interfered unnecessarily and made it more dangerous." Frustrated, Sangheon lectured him.

    Hyungbin had nothing to say and just listened with his head lowered.

    "You relied too much on Changhee, so when Changhee-ssi was gone, it turned out like this. You're all over level 15, how can you struggle this much against a few orcs?" Unlike the four who remained at E-rank, Changhee had already become C-rank. The four sipped potions and listened to Sangheon's advice.

    "Let's take a break and then continue." Sangheon sighed and turned his back. After Jisuk disappeared, Sangheon felt a strong sense of responsibility. He tried to handle Jisuk's work as flawlessly as possible, and one of those things was training the Oh brothers.

    He had trained the four excluding Changhee and Yeseul, but somehow it wasn't as easy as when Jisuk did it.

    "This is difficult..." Sangheon's sighs never stopped.

    "Are you alright?" Yeseul approached Hyungbin and asked.

    "Thanks to you. It's definitely different having a healer with us."

    "But it still hurts, right?"

    "It does."

    "Then why do you keep doing it?"

    "Because it's better than before."

    "Ah."

    "You must have heard what kind of people we used to be. That's right. It's better for me to be in pain than for us to hurt others. Hahaha." He scratched the back of his head, laughing awkwardly.

    Yeseul stared intently at Yoo Hyungbin.

    "Hey, hey, that healer doesn't look angry, does she?" Sihwan, watching Yeseul and Hyungbin, nudged Minwoo's side with his elbow.

    "I can't really tell because she doesn't have any expression, but if she were angry, she wouldn't be taking care of him like that, right?"

    "That's true. Hyung should probably get married soon, don't you think?" Sihwan said, touching his chin.

    "But, our big brother is so awkward, will he be okay? He freezes up whenever he's in front of a woman."

    "Hey, what are we here for as younger brothers? Let's step in."

    "Hyung, what are you planning to do?" Sihwan grinned at Minwoo.

    "This hyung has a plan."

    "Sihwan-hyung's plans have never worked out well..." Minwoo and Jinwoo looked at each other anxiously, but both of them also wanted their big brother to get married, so they remained silent.

    "Alright, good work everyone!" After clearing the gate, everyone went to a wrap-up party, and everyone raised their glasses at Sihwan's lead.

    "Good work!" Everyone gave short greetings and stuffed food into their mouths. After suffering all day in the gate and eating only dried rations, everyone was ravenous.

    "Please eat a lot." Yeseul took good care of everyone with a blank expression.

    "Healer, don't you drink?"

    "No. I've never had alcohol."

    "Huh? Really? Your age..."

    "I'm twenty-seven."

    "Twenty-seven, the age when you don't even need to check compatibility..." Sihwan muttered.

    "Pardon?"

    "Ah, it's nothing. But, is it possible to not have tried alcohol at twenty-seven?"

    "....I don't have good memories associated with alcohol. I like sweet things, so I'll have a non-alcoholic cocktail."

    "Hyung, you should have some too!"

    "Sihwan, you know I don't drink, right? Why are you so excited today?"

    "Aw, just have a little today~"

    "No, I said no. Why are you being like this." Hyungbin didn't drink, even though Sihwan urged him.

    "Hyung, is your plan to get him drunk? Our big brother doesn't drink." Minwoo asked with a dumbfounded expression.

    "If he gets drunk and plays some games, they'll all become friends... it's not working out as I thought." Soon, Sihwan and his younger brothers forgot their original purpose and just laughed and chatted, drunk, while only Yeseul and Hyungbin, who didn't drink, remained a bit quiet.

    "Are you bored? Would you like to go in first?"

    "No. It's fun. I'm sorry. Do I have a bad expression?"

    "Ah... no! I just thought you might be bored."

    "I'm having fun now. It's a bit hot, though. My expression hasn't changed since I was little."

    "Even when something really funny happens?"

    "It's funny inside, but I can't laugh."

    "What about when you're sad?" Yeseul paused for a moment, recalling something. "Inside I'm sad, but on my face..." And then tears streamed down Yeseul's face.

    "Huh?"

    "Huh? Huh? Yeseul, are you alright?"

    "T-tears..."

    "Are you alright? Did I do something wrong?" Hyungbin handed her a tissue, flustered.

    "It's not that... why now..."

    "Excuse me, ma'am! I'm sorry. We were supposed to give you a non-alcoholic drink, but it seems we gave you one with alcohol. Here, this is on the house." The waiter quickly came and brought Yeseul a new drink.

    "Alcohol... she drank alcohol? Is that why she's crying?" Yeseul's tears flowed more and more, and soon she started sobbing loudly.

    "Uh... uh oh?"

    "Uh... Mom... Dad!! Waaaaah... I was sad back then! I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Why... alcohol..." Yeseul cried sorrowfully and went outside.

    "Hyung! Hyung! Follow her!"

    "Huh? Uh oh..." His younger brothers pushed him, and Hyungbin followed her out.

    Yeseul sat on the curb at the edge of the sidewalk and cried without stopping.

    Hyungbin, seeing a grown woman crying so loudly, didn't know what to do and just watched her quietly nearby.

    After crying for a long time, Yeseul composed herself.

    "I'm sorry... hic..."

    "Ah, no! Why would you be sorry?" Yeseul, having cried her fill, had a face that looked somehow relieved, unlike her usual expressionless one.

    "Aren't you going to ask why I was crying?"

    "People can cry." Hyungbin sat down next to Yeseul, and the two of them silently watched the people passing by.

    "Hoo... my parents died in a car accident when I was in middle school. The other driver was drunk." Yeseul began to speak as if confessing.

    "Ah... so that's why you said you don't drink."

    "Yes. But... if I had known I would cry after drinking alcohol, I should have drunk it sooner."

    "Why?"

    "I didn't even cry at my parents' funeral. I heard people pointing fingers and cursing, saying they didn't raise their child well, but no tears came out. I was breaking down inside." Tears welled up in Yeseul's eyes again.

    Yeseul, who was usually quiet, continued to talk to Hyungbin as if a dam had burst.

    About moving from relative's house to relative's house after her parents died. About how all her relatives kept their distance because of what happened at the funeral. About meeting children in even more difficult situations than her own while volunteering at school.

    "The hunter work is tough enough, but you even volunteer in your spare time, that's amazing."

    "Hyungbin is also amazing."

    "Me?"

    "You're the first person I've seen who cares so much about their people."

    "Since I'm the older brother, it's natural for me to take care of my younger siblings." Hyungbin scratched his head silently.

    "And I saw you a few days ago."

    "Saw what?"

    "Hyungbin kneeling on the street." Hyungbin, sensing what she was referring to, closed his mouth.

  

    "I saw you a few days ago." Yeseul said, her gaze fixed on the asphalt.

    "Saw what?"

    "Hyungbin kneeling on the street." Hyungbin, sensing what she was referring to, closed his mouth.

    "Is it because of what you used to do?"

    "Yes... Since I've sinned, if I can be forgiven by kneeling and begging, then I should beg."

    "Can't you just pretend you don't know and live your life?" Yeseul, while she wouldn't do that herself, was asking Hyungbin why he didn't take the easy way out.

    "It's not like I'm some great person kneeling around. I'm a selfish bastard. I'm just scared that the people I hurt might hold a grudge and go after my brothers later."

    Yeseul quietly looked at Hyungbin. He said it like that, but the way he looked when he was kneeling seemed nothing but sincere. Could someone who was apologizing out of fear of future trouble apologize that sincerely? The Hyungbin that Yeseul had seen so far seemed like someone who had no connection to acting, which made his apology feel even more genuine.

    The two of them sat on the street and talked like that until the drinking party ended.

    "You said she cried after drinking? Yeseul-ssi?" Yeseul crying. That was the most surprising part of Sangheon's story. The only emotion I had seen from her so far was when she sacrificed herself in the previous life. The subtle ones were something only I knew.

    "She was sobbing loudly?"

    "That's something..."

    If the two of them were happy, there was no reason for me to say anything. I knew how hard Hyungbin had been living lately. I was a little surprised when I heard that he apologized and gave compensation to the people he had wronged whenever he had time. Fortunately, he hadn't committed any major crimes, so most of them accepted his apology and money and seemed to have forgiven him to some extent.

    I had taken him in because I knew he wasn't an inherently hopeless villain. He had just chosen an easy path when things were bad. I had only created an environment for him, and he turned out to be a better person than me, let alone a villain.

    "That's good."

    "...Another couple has formed."

    "Another one?"

    "Jaein, hyung is dating a woman who joined as a researcher."

    "Really?"

    "Isn't that an abuse of power? Seducing a subordinate."

    "Sangheon, if you're jealous, just say you're jealous."

    "I'm jealous. Sob."

    "Brother, try this." Nayoung had neatly arranged various dishes from the private jet's in-flight meal onto a plate. "They have things like this too. After enjoying luxury while traveling with Eres-nim, I realized how good it is. Before, how would I know if I had never lived that kind of life?"

    "So, was it good traveling with Eres?" Nayoung poked my side.

    "No, it wasn't good because it was Eres, it was ouch ouch ouch." It didn't hurt, but I pretended it did.

    "Hmph... I know you're acting." Nayoung saw through my acting, but when I pretended to be in pain and tried to appease her, she stopped poking me. Then she went back to where the in-flight meals were laid out and looked around at various things. "I should bring some to unnie too."

    At first, Nayoung couldn't easily approach Yeseul, who had a cold expression. Later, after realizing that she was just like that and was actually very kind, Nayoung took her hand first and led her around, taking care of her.

    "Unnie, this is champagne, and it's sweet and delicious. Try it." Nayoung offered Yeseul a glass of champagne in a pretty glass.

    "No!!" All the men in the cabin shouted.

    "Why... what's wrong?" Nayoung flinched in surprise and then turned around with a puzzled expression.

    
      

    

    After a boisterous flight, we arrived at Cancun Airport in Mexico. Mexico, too, had failed to defend all its vast territory after the gate incident, and the government had lost power. Since then, cartels have protected several cities from gates and monsters. Naturally, the cartels also controlled the profits and the operation of the cities. The government was just a shell for negotiating with foreign countries.

    Only several strongholds remained, one of which was the resort city of Cancun. It wasn't as it used to be, but several luxury resorts were still operating.

    One might wonder who would come to such a chaotic place, but there was an unwritten rule that the cartels didn't commit illegal acts in Cancun, and it was actually well-observed. The cartels maintained the peace in this area more safely than the police and provided luxurious services that didn't exist anywhere else. Thanks to this, it became a favorite destination for wealthy tourists.

    "Then, we have some time, so let's rest a bit." We had about six days. They said a large army suddenly appeared near here, but I didn't know exactly which gate it was. We would have to stay here and look around.

    The plane door opened, and humid air greeted us.

    "Brother, it would have been nice if your mother and our mother had come too."

    "We're okay, but it would have been too hot and tiring for them." Besides, this time we didn't know when or where the incident would occur, and a battle on such a large scale was expected, so we didn't bring our mothers.

    "Señor Lee, welcome. I am Pablo, and I will be your guide." As we got off the plane, a local man in a suit was waiting in front of a limousine that looked like a stretched Humvee truck. He greeted us in fluent Korean. Despite the hot weather, he wasn't sweating at all in his suit.

    "Hola! Hola!" The Oh brothers repeated the one Spanish word they had learned on the plane, 'hello'.

    "Hola, señor. Please get in."

    "Ooh." The Oh brothers and Sangheon admired the limousine. I also wanted to act a bit extravagant while looking at it, but since the others were already being extravagant, I politely didn't show it and got into the car.

    "I don't know why men like cars so much..." Yeseul and Nayoung held hands and got into the car.

    "Isn't this a bit much?" The interior decorations were too flashy. The leather also looked too glossy, more like a car for nouveau riche people going to a party than something elegant.

    "Señor, I apologize. We urgently needed a bulletproof car, and this was the only one we could find." Pablo, sitting in the passenger seat, bowed his head from behind the partition window separating the front and back seats.

    "It's alright. But do we need a bulletproof car?"

    "The resort area you are going to is safe, but the road to get there is not very safe." The limousine we were in started moving, and escort vehicles followed in front and behind. "It wasn't this bad before, but as the government lost its function and the cartels took over, the security has deteriorated a lot. There is an unwritten rule among the cartels not to touch tourists, but we have made thorough preparations in case of an emergency."

    "Hmm..." Even after hearing those words, no one even tensed up. They were hunters themselves, and I was an S-rank hunter, so who would dare to touch us?

    The car started, and I looked at the surrounding scenery through the window. The scenery of tropical trees lining the road was pleasant to look at.

    The problem was that the pleasant feeling didn't last more than a few minutes.

    On the way from the airport to the resort, there were endless slums with shabby houses made of planks. There were also many people lying on the ground in the slums as if they were dead. They didn't just look hungry, but as if their souls had left their bodies.

    "A new type of drug has become popular recently." Pablo added as we looked silently.

    "Is it because of drugs that they're like that?"

    "They pour all their money into drugs, so there's no way they can live a proper life." Drugs had started to enter Korea as well, but compared to other countries, it was relatively safe from the dangers of drugs. Seeing the drug problem in the Americas, which I had only heard about, with my own eyes made me feel uneasy.

    "The sea!!!" The bad mood completely disappeared as I saw the blue sea. In any case, I didn't need to worry about other countries' problems, and I couldn't solve them.

    It was clearly the same sea, but the vast, clear sea viewed from a distant, foreign land gave a different feeling than the sea in Korea.

    "This is a private beach, and only Señor Lee's group can enter. However, please be sure to contact me when you leave this area." After listening to Pablo's guidance, I changed into swimwear in my room and came out.

    The male members of the group swam or played with a ball in the blue sea, and Nayoung lay down, drinking a beverage and leisurely enjoying her vacation. Next to her was Yeseul, who was embarrassed in the bikini Nayoung had recommended.

    "Yeseul, you don't have to wear it if you don't want to."

    "Huh? Yes..."

    "Huh? You wore it against your will? You should have said something." She still had no expression and wasn't good at refusing, so Nayoung must have just assumed. Feeling sorry, Nayoung gave her something to put on, and only then did Yeseul's face relax a little.

    After enjoying the sea, we returned to find the resort staff had already set up tables and chairs and a large parasol on the beach and prepared a banquet. Dining by the sea in a private space made me think that it was indeed good to be rich.

    "Hyung, why did you tell us to bring all our equipment when we came to relax?"

    "You never know what might happen in this world."

    "Hmm..."

    After the banquet, we returned to our rooms and started a second round of drinks.

    The group, who originally liked to have fun, completely let loose as they enjoyed a vacation without any work or training for the first time in a long while.

    Bottles of strong liquor lined up, and only me, Hyungbin, Yeseul, and Nayoung were still sober. No, Nayoung was drunk, she just didn't look like it. I remembered the first day we went on a trip together.

    "I'm going to take a walk." As the smell of alcohol filled the air, Yeseul got up and glanced at Hyungbin before going outside.

    Hyungbin just silently cleaned up the drinking area.

    "Aren't you going to follow her?"

    "Huh?"

    "I'll clean up here, so you go after Yeseul." What a frustrating person.

    "Ah, yes yes. But why the sudden formality?"

    "Just because. Go quickly." He was old enough, and I didn't want to speak informally to someone who was trying to correct his past mistakes.

    Hyungbin nodded slightly in greeting and went out.

    
      

    

    "Everyone's eating well."

    "I know, right? I don't even know why people drink alcohol."

    "You're so big, I thought you'd be a good drinker."

    "I often get that misunderstanding."

    "I also get misunderstood often, we're the same."

    "Hehehehe." Hyungbin laughed foolishly. The two of them walked along the beach, talking about trivial things.

    Hyungbin noticed men watching them from a distance.

    "Oh? It seems like too many have come. Shall we head back?" He turned around before Yeseul could notice the men. He had only now realized that he had walked all the way to the boundary Pablo had mentioned while walking aimlessly.

    "Yes."

    "Excuse me." But they didn't just let the two of them pass. Five locals approached, and the man at the very front spoke to them.

    "What is it?" Yeseul, who spoke English better, replied.

    "Let's ask for directions." The man with a smile on his face continued to approach them. His gait was as light as his expression, and his attire was shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, like he was going for a stroll nearby.

    "Yeseul." Hyungbin stepped in front of Yeseul and stood before the approaching man. "We tourists. Don't know."

    Hyungbin's eyes caught the weapons hanging on their waists. Various thoughts ran through his mind. How many lost people carrying weapons would there be here? What was the probability that they were friendly towards us?

    "We know you're tourists."

    "What?" The man kicked Hyungbin's knee.

    "Kuh-ack!" His posture collapsed from the strong blow.

    Thwack! And a fist slammed into Hyungbin's face as he lowered his stance.

    "Hyungbin!" A thug reached out to grab Yeseul's wrist as she tried to approach the fallen Hyungbin.

  

    Hyungbin's legs wobbled and his teeth rattled as he was kicked by the thug and punched in the face.

    "Get your hand off her!" But to protect Yeseul, he put strength in his legs and threw his collapsing body at the thug.

    However, Hyungbin, who had only just become E-rank, was no match for the thug. The opponent was at least a C-rank hunter level, and he hadn't even drawn the knife at his waist yet.

    The thug lightly jumped back, dodging Hyungbin's attack, and threw a punch.

    "Heal!"

    "Urya!" Hyungbin received Yeseul's heal and continued to attack. He had been stabbed countless times with a knife while training with Jisuk. Even though the opponent was much stronger, he could endure a punch or two with healing.

    "Oh? A healer? She'll fetch a higher price." Realizing their aim, Hyungbin charged even more fiercely.

    "Hyungbin!"

    "Yeseul! Run away!"

    "Do you think we'll let you?" The man's four companions blocked Yeseul's escape route.

    Hyungbin was anxious. Besides this overwhelmingly strong man, there were four more thugs just watching. He wished he had brought a weapon. He regretted bringing Yeseul so far away without a second thought in a foreign land.

    "Kuaaaah!" Even as he was getting beaten, Hyungbin couldn't give up and kept charging at the thug.

    "This looks like bullfighting." The man leisurely stepped back and punched Hyungbin's chin.

    Thwack. The shield Yeseul had cast blocked the thug's fist. Without a staff, she couldn't unleash strong power, but it was enough to block a bare fist.

    The thug, not expecting his fist to be blocked by a shield, stumbled.

    "Kuh-uk!" The man who had rammed his chest into Hyungbin's shoulder gasped for air.

    "Hyung!" Two of the four blocking the rear intercepted Hyungbin.

    "Yeseul! Run away!" Hyungbin shouted, but Yeseul couldn't run. There were still two more thugs around Yeseul, and she didn't want to abandon Hyungbin in the first place.

    "Hah... these bastards..." The man who had rammed Hyungbin stood up, dusted himself off, and slashed diagonally at Hyungbin with the machete at his waist.

    The shield cast without a staff broke easily like thin glass, and Hyungbin's chest was cut deeply.

    Slash! Blood spurted from the deeply cut chest.

    "We were going to do this nicely, but you just had to make us draw blood." Yeseul quickly tried to cast a heal.

    "Damn it, you guys just watching? Aren't you going to grab her?" In his words, the two men who had blocked Yeseul grabbed her from behind and pressed her to the ground.

    "Let go... let go!" Yeseul shouted.

    Hyungbin, who had been cut in the chest and was kneeling, had lost too much blood to exert any strength.

    "Yeseul..." He resented his own powerlessness so much.

    He didn't have to be as strong as Jisuk. Why wasn't he as strong as other hunters? He usually tried not to dwell on this fact, but now he resented it so much. The god who had awakened him like this. And himself for not trying harder sooner.

    "Please..." In his fading consciousness, Hyungbin thought of only one thing. He didn't care what happened to him. He just wanted to protect Yeseul.

    Ding. A translucent status window appeared.

    "Huh?"

    [Your job has changed from Warrior to Guardian.]

    "Gua... rdian?" Hyungbin didn't know what was going on.

    At that moment, the wound on his chest healed quickly. Hyungbin looked back and saw Yeseul, her face pressed against the sandy ground, reaching out and casting a heal. However, the amount of healing was incomparably stronger than before.

    And he felt a power he had never felt before, deep within his body. A feeling that he could do anything. It was as if the weights that had been hanging all over his body, making him powerless, had suddenly fallen off.

    [There is a target to protect. Strength greatly increases.]

    [There is a target to protect. Agility greatly increases.]

    [There is a target to protect. Stamina greatly increases.]

    "Get lost." The thug swung the blunt side of his machete down at Hyungbin's head.

    Thwack.

    "Huh?" Hyungbin stood up before the knife could fall and grabbed it.

    And he punched the thug in the face.

    The thug bent backward to dodge the suddenly flying fist, but he couldn't avoid it completely and was sent flying backward after being hit.

    Hyungbin, twice as fast as before, charged at the thugs holding Yeseul down.

    "Huh?? Uh oh??" The two thugs, their eyes wide with surprise, were slow to react.

    Hyungbin grew to his giant size as he ran and punched the two thugs away with both fists.

    "Yeseul!" He picked up Yeseul, holding her in a princess carry, and ran.

    "Damn it, getting hit by a bastard like that is pissing me off..." The thug who had initially hit Hyungbin got up. No matter how strong Hyungbin had become, he couldn't bridge the gap in rank.

    He took out a gun he had tucked into his pocket and shot at the fleeing pair.

    Instead of a bullet, a round, thick grenade flew out.

    "Shield!" The grenade hit Yeseul's shield and exploded, scattering white powder everywhere.

    The two quickly held their breath at the suddenly flying powder, but a small amount entered their eyes and noses. And that was enough.

    Yeseul and Hyungbin collapsed to the ground. Even as he fell, Hyungbin turned his body so that Yeseul wouldn't be crushed.

    He couldn't feel any strength in his body. His body, which had hurt all over from not fully receiving the heal, didn't hurt at all now. Not only did he not feel pain, but he also felt a comfort like floating on clouds.

    Hyungbin found that comfort unpleasant. He had to get up.

    "Yeseul..." Hyungbin, lying face down, called out to Yeseul, who had fallen beside him. Yeseul's eyes were unfocused, and she gave no answer or reaction.

    And concern for Yeseul disappeared from Hyungbin's mind, and all thoughts vanished. It was like floating aimlessly on a lake with nothing in it.

    "Bastard, making us work so hard. Load them into the car." The thugs pulled up the clothes they had around their necks like masks to avoid inhaling the powder. Then they picked up the two and loaded them into the car, leaving the scene.

    
      

    

    "Ugh... water..." Sangheon came out looking like a zombie.

    "Tsk tsk... do you do this every time?"

    "Doesn't hyung get drunk?"

    "Ah, I drank some dwarven firewater, so I'm a bit tipsy."

    "There's even alcohol strong enough to get hyung drunk?"

    "Yeah. I tried it in Tellus. My insides all melted."

    "....Is that alcohol?"

    "Hunter, have you seen our hyung?" Sihwan asked, coming out with a disheveled face.

    "Isn't he in his room?"

    "No."

    "Oppa, Yeseul unnie is gone too."

    "Did they go out yesterday and not come back?"

    "Ooh, the two of them went out?" Sihwan asked excitedly.

    Everyone ate breakfast, laughing and chatting about how quickly the two were progressing in their relationship. We had expected Western food, but the Mexican seafood soup was very similar to Korean spicy fish stew, so everyone used it to cure their hangovers.

    Yeseul and Hyungbin were both grown adults, so no one worried. However, when they hadn't contacted us after an hour or two, we started to get a little worried.

    "Oppa, isn't it strange that they haven't contacted us or come back by this time?"

    "Hyung, neither of them is answering their phones."

    "I should go look for them. You guys stay together and don't scatter. And contact Pablo."

    I went outside alone to look for the two. Time had passed, but since it was a private beach with no one else around, there were sparse footprints.

    Following the footprints, I saw signs of a struggle and bloodstains.

    And a strange smell. I scooped up the white powder on the ground along with the sand and smelled it. My nose stung, and I felt a numbness. It was poison.

    I followed the continuing footprints.

    The two had been dragged away by five thugs and put into a car.

    I went out to the road, but I couldn't find any more traces.

    "Damn it..." I went back to the resort.

    "I'm going to go out a bit further to look for traces, so everyone stay here quietly. Keep watch. Always be on guard."

    "What's wrong?"

    "Someone kidnapped the two of them."

    "Huh? Hyung and Yeseul? Why?" Sihwan stood up in surprise.

    "I don't know right now. So just be careful for now." I warned everyone again and went out to the city alone.

    I didn't know what it was like before, but the current Cancun city felt like after the apocalypse. Whether they had no intention of repairing it or no money, more than half of the buildings were broken.

    A large number of people were lying on the streets, intoxicated by drugs.

    Even though they were lying on the uncomfortable ground, their expressions were incredibly peaceful.

    A few shops were open, but they were more like street stalls than proper shops. All the shopkeepers were armed. It was a place where you couldn't even do business if you didn't have the power to protect your goods.

    "How much?" I asked, pointing at the jerky being sold at a street stall.

    "Ten dollars." The stall owner looked me up and down before speaking.

    Ten dollars for some dried, unidentifiable meat was an insane price. It was probably a price that changed depending on the person.

    I took out my wallet and gave him ten dollars. I deliberately took it out slowly to show that I had a lot of money in my wallet.

    The street suddenly became quiet. I was a sufficiently foreign presence to have attracted people's attention from the moment I entered the street, but the moment I opened my wallet, greed filled their gazes.

    I walked around, chewing on the unidentifiable meat. It was surprisingly salty and not bad.

    Like the Pied Piper, people followed me from behind.

    And the moment I deliberately entered a narrow alley. A knife flew from behind.

    The blade, thrust in with the intention of severing my spine, naturally failed to pierce my skin.

    In my current mood, I wanted to blow his head off, but the mugger who tried to kill me was only a boy of about ten years old. The hilt of the small dagger looked too big for his hand.

    I flicked the boy's forehead with my middle finger.

    It was a light flick, but the boy tumbled backward and fainted.

    Even if he was a child, it was a miscalculation if he expected to stab someone and face no consequences.

    I continued to walk around the streets.

    Perhaps because they saw me block the boy's knife with my bare hand and knock him out with a single middle finger, almost all the people following me had dropped off.

    "Wallet." A group surrounded me from the front and back when I entered an alley. Four in front, three in back.

    I could feel life force beyond that of ordinary people from the two in front. They were hunters.

    I stared at them silently.

    "Wallet!" The one who looked like a hunter approached me. He had a machete in his hand. The ones who weren't hunters were all armed with assault rifles, grenades, and bulletproof vests. They said the state couldn't function, yet street thugs had such weapons in broad daylight.

    "My friends were kidnapped. Where are the guys who would do something like that around here?"

    ".....Hahahaha." The guy laughed at his companions when I ignored him and just said what I wanted to say, and his companions followed suit.

    Then he swung his machete hard. The machete stopped before it reached my neck.

    "Wallet."

    "You know any suspicious guys?"

    "Don't you see this knife?" I reached out, snatched the knife, and threw it at the wall.

    Crash! The knife pierced the wall, kicking up dust. The time it took to snatch the knife and throw it was less than 0.1 seconds, so none of them even reacted.

    When the knife suddenly disappeared from his hand and he heard an explosion from behind, the guy realized how strong I was and the gap between us.

    He lowered his eyes, sweating profusely, without saying a word.

    "So, those guys. Where are they?"

  

    Sweat beaded on the brow of the thug who had tried to rob seemingly easy tourists only to realize he had stumbled upon a monster.

    "I'll ask you one more time. Who around here would kidnap foreigners?"

    "I... I don't know." His eyes darted around, a blatant lie even to someone without special abilities.

    "I see... you don't know." I nodded once.

    And then, unexpectedly, I slammed my foot into his leg, bending his shin and thigh in directions they weren't meant to bend.

    "Kuaaaaak!!" As his comrade fell, the remaining thugs were beat late in opening fire.

    Even without armor, their bullets posed no threat to my body. I grabbed a few and slammed them into the ground, and sent a few others crashing into the wall.

    "Where is he?" I asked, stepping on the back of the thug with the broken legs as he tried to crawl away.

    "I... I don't know." I put more pressure on the foot pressing his back.

    "Just tell me a place that seems suspicious." A sickening crunching sound echoed as his ribs threatened to break.

    "Kuaaaaaah..."

    "Isn't that enough now?" A man who had been watching from the back walked forward. He was strikingly tall with sharp features, a tanned face as if he spent a lot of time in the sun, and neatly dressed. He had a distinctly different aura from the people I had passed by so far.

    "I thought you weren't going to show yourself?"

    "I didn't want to go up against an S-rank hunter." His words caused a stir among the onlookers.

    "...You know me?"

    "I do. Hunter Lee Jisuk, who recently became S-rank."

    "And you are?"

    "Taho Espin. A nobody hunter in charge of a small organization in eastern Mexico." The people around were more surprised when Taho revealed his name than when I said I was S-rank.

    Was he hiding his identity? It didn't matter to me.

    "The place where my friends might be."

    "Where did they disappear from?"

    "The southern tip of the resort area."

    "Did your friends leave the resort?"

    "They were taken at the border of that area."

    "Hmm... guys who would do something like that... probably one of Jack's subordinates."

    "Location."

    "If you die in an incident like this, Mexico will become even more isolated. But if Jacks dies, we won't be able to stop the southeastern Mexico gate."

    "So? You want me to abandon my friends?"

    "Let's resolve this peacefully. I'll go get them, so you wait here quietly."

    "Why would you?"

    "I may be the head of a cartel now, but I used to be a police officer protecting the citizens. I'm not doing this for Jack Perez. It's for the Mexicans living in this land."

    "Lead the way."

    "Trying to make you stay here won't work... I'll do the talking, so just stay quiet."

    "We'll see."

    "Sigh..." Following him, I saw a truck modified for combat waiting. Reinforced material was added to all sides, enough to withstand an attack from a decent hunter, and there were small windows that could be opened and closed for attacking. It reminded me of the truck I had ridden in my previous life to transport food.

    Around the truck, people dressed like special forces stood guard. They were completely covered in black bulletproof helmets and vests and armed with heavy weapons, enough to believe they were national regular special forces personnel.

    Their discipline and armament were far superior to the thugs I had seen earlier.

    "Get in." I got into the car as he guided me.

    The car moved further towards the outskirts of the city.

    "Why did you come to Mexico?"

    "Tourism."

    "Really? All the way from Korea?"

    "Is there a problem?"

    "Well, there's nothing wrong with it... I just don't understand." I didn't feel the need to answer, so I looked out the window and kept my mouth shut.

    Taho didn't try to talk to me anymore. After about 30 minutes, the car stopped in front of a warehouse on the outskirts.

    "Taho, are you crazy?! You're coming here without Jacks-hyung?!" A guard-looking man shouted. At the same time, about a dozen people burst out of the warehouse, surrounded the car, and aimed their weapons.

    "We didn't come to fight." Taho got out of the car with both hands raised. "I think you guys took my friends."

    "Friends?"

    "Yeah, didn't you guys take an Asian couple near the resort?"

    "....It wasn't us."

    "I'll compensate you."

    "I thought I said it wasn't us?" The man who had been guarding pressed his knife a little closer to Taho's neck.

    "Julio... I'm being polite. Are you doing this because you trust Jackson?"

    "That's right, you little shit."

    "That's enough now." I got out of the car. I could sense Hyungbin and Yeseul's life force. It was much weaker than usual, but they were definitely here.

    "Alright... just wait a moment." Taho blocked my way.

    "What? Who's this guy?"

    "Damn it... Julio! Last chance! Hand over the two people! I'll give you $100,000!"

    "Hmm... there's something going on. I refuse." I spread all my senses, including life force detection, and scanned the surrounding 100 meters thoroughly.

    Numerous ordinary people were gathered inside the warehouse. Seeing how weak their life force was, they weren't guards or hunters.

    There were a few who seemed to be hunters, but only two were near Yeseul and Hyungbin.

    I pushed past Taho, who was blocking me, and walked towards the two people. Julio pressed his knife against my neck.

    "Get lost. Unless you want to die."

    "You kidnapped them, didn't you?"

    "...What?" I struck down on Julio's head, who had an expression asking how I knew, and smashed it. Normally, I would have tried to handle it as peacefully as possible, but the lives of the two were not comparable to the lives of these guys.

    At the same time, I donned armor all over my body and ran towards where Hyungbin and Yeseul were.

    Unable to follow my movements, the thugs couldn't even react.

    I dealt with the ones within reach directly and took care of the ones at a distance by firing aura.

    Breaking through the wall, I saw two thugs holding swords to Yeseul and Hyungbin's necks.

    "Sto..." I rushed at the two thugs, snapped their necks, and threw them against the wall.

    Hyungbin and Yeseul were poisoned, but their lives weren't in danger. I immediately infused them with life force.

    Taho looked at the carnage with a somber expression.

    "Are you going to stop me too?"

    "I don't intend to throw away my life. I'm just having a headache about how to handle this situation."

    "That guy Jacks?"

    "Again, I'm not worried about him dying. That piece of trash deserves to die. But without his help, we can't stop the A-rank gate."

    "That's none of my business. They're the ones who kidnapped my friends." I grew to my giant size, slung Hyungbin over my shoulder, and had Yeseul sit on my arm, leaning against my body.

    "If you leave like this, what are we supposed to do with the aftermath?"

    "I have no idea." I was about to leave when people came out of the back door.

    Beyond that door, hundreds of people were making and packaging white powdered drugs. They were working with masks covering their entire faces, but they were already in bad shape, probably due to being poisoned.

    The people working inside ranged from young children to the elderly, without any distinction of age or gender.

    "So, this is the result of keeping that guy Jacks alive?"

    "....There's no other way."

    "There are many ways. You just lack the resolve to implement them."

    "How are we supposed to handle a gate with just resolve?"

    "There's also the option of joining the World Hunter Association." There were cases where the World Hunter Federation protected and managed the residents of countries that had failed to defend themselves and collapsed.

    "Are you telling me to sell out Mexico?" For the first time, Taho showed hostility towards me.

    "And is this the state of the country you protected?" I pointed to the back. "What's the meaning of this street where citizens are lying intoxicated on drugs and children are stabbing passersby with knives?"

    "You wouldn't understand, you're an outsider." Taho gritted his teeth.

    "I don't. But I know this is wrong. If there are any who were forcibly brought here, you are free to leave now!" I shouted, and the people working just stared blankly at me.

    "These people didn't come here by force. They came because this is the only thing they can do. If they don't do this, they'll starve to death." A well-functioning country indeed.

    A few beyond the people staring blankly at me looked terrified.

    "Besides, if they leave without permission, they'll have to face Jack's wrath, so even if they want to, they can't." I lowered Hyungbin and Yeseul and leaned them against the wall.

    "What are you trying to do now?"

    "Is there another S-rank hunter besides Jacks around here?"

    "There's only Jacks in the east. Why do you ask?"

    "Then it must be him." A man crashed through the roof of the building. The white-skinned man with brown hair and black eyes had a machete and a pistol strapped to his waist.

    "Whoa... Taho, are you invading? You told me not to sell you drugs, did you get high?"

    "I didn't do this."

    "It's obvious that the bastard did it. I appreciate him helping our guys who were getting beat up. But bringing that bastard to our workshop means it's as good as you doing it." Jacks pulled a pistol from his waist and aimed it at me.

    "This wouldn't have happened if your subordinates had just listened."

    "Why would my subordinates listen to you, you crazy bastard."

    "Julio kidnapped foreigners from the resort. I thought there was a promise not to touch the resort?"

    "....That Julio bastard crossed the line." Then Jacks looked around. "But you know... something doesn't add up, does it? Judging by the looks of it, none of your group died, but twenty of my men are dead?"

    "Count properly. Only three died."

    "Really?"

    "The guy who put a knife to my neck, and the two who put knives to my friends' necks."

    "Hmm..." Jacks glanced at his subordinates. "Alright. Since it was my subordinate's mistake, I'll be generous and let it slide."

    Jacks put his gun back in his waist, and I went to pick up Yeseul and Hyungbin again.

    "Sigh..." Taho rubbed his forehead.

    "I... I want to go too." A gaunt child emerged from the place where they were making drugs. His complexion was bad, probably because he had inhaled a lot of the drug.

    "Where do you think you're going, you little shit?" Jacks glared at the child.

    "If I stay here... I think I'll die." Even though he was receiving Jacks's murderous intent, the child looked like he was about to die anyway, so the killing intent didn't even register.

    "Shut up and go to work."

    "Why the fuss about him leaving? Come here." I reached out my hand to the child.

    "Put that away unless you want your hand chopped off." Jacks pulled out his gun again and aimed it at me.

    "Stand back." I told the child, and he stepped back again.

    "This is none of your business."

    "That's right."

    "Then why?"

    "Because it's annoying." We stared at each other for a moment. Then Jacks pulled the trigger. It wasn't the mana that Changhee, the youngest of the Oh brothers, shot, but a bullet containing an aura that flew towards me at high speed.

    He wasn't even as capable as Hunter Jeong Min-gi, but with the power of his gun and skill, he unleashed an attack at lightning speed.

    Having boosted my stats, I easily dodged the first shot. I charged at him, donning armor all over my body. He must have been late and didn't see this, as his eyes widened for a moment.

    Jacks retreated, firing his pistol in rapid succession.

    I deflected the bullets with the back of my hand. No matter how much aura I layered on top of my armor, directly taking the aura of an S-rank hunter wouldn't be without damage.

    "What the hell!" A sense of crisis washed over the face of the guy who had underestimated me.

    As I continued to approach, he drew his sword and swung it.

    Perhaps he wasn't an S-rank for nothing, as the speed at which he swung his sword was extraordinary.

  

    Blocking and dodging Jack's sword and gun, I pressed my attack, but at crucial moments, he used a quick backstep skill, always just out of reach.

    On the other hand, as all of his attacks were blocked and I got closer and closer, a look of anxiety appeared on his face.

    "Sword of the Colossus!" A huge sword-shaped aura erupted around Jack's machete. True to its name, it was the size a colossus might wield. Considering his mana reserves, it wasn't an aura size he should be able to unleash, but with skill, such things were possible.

    I raised my arm to guard my face, and the Sword of the Colossus struck my left side. My body was pushed back slightly because of it, but that was all.

    "He... he blocked that?" Unlike Jeong Min-gi, who condensed his aura more, this kind of large-scale attack was less threatening to me. An attack of that size couldn't penetrate my armor and aura.

    I regained my stance and charged.

    The guy, whose every attack had been blocked, smashed a small pouch, and white powder spread out.

    Poison used by such a weakling wouldn't work on my body, but there was no way Jacks would know that. My concern wasn't my own body, but the people behind me. If the powder spread everywhere, it would clearly be fatal to those who already looked like they were in mortal danger.

    Just like the axe wielder had done, I spread my aura wide in all directions and burned away the incoming poison powder, causing Jacks to wear a dumbfounded expression.

    "A gun, a sword, and poison too. You can't even focus on one properly, so trying to do all those things makes you weak."

    "What... weak? Me?" Veins popped on Jack's head.

    "Try blocking this again!" The Sword of the Colossus was swung horizontally, and I raised my arm, slightly lowered my body, and blocked it. It didn't hurt to be hit directly, but my body was pushed back nonetheless.

    I then deflected the incoming bullets and closed the distance. He glanced at Yeseul and Hyungbin, as if trying to take them hostage.

    I positioned my body between him and the two, preventing his attacks from reaching them.

    He also couldn't dare to attack the two, as it would create a momentary opening that I could exploit.

    He clicked his tongue and fled towards his subordinates who were lying on the ground.

    I wondered if he was trying to trip me up with his steps, but he kicked a subordinate like a piece of luggage, sending him flying towards me.

    "What the..." And bullets flew through the body.

    This couldn't obscure my vision, and since he wasn't on my side in the first place, I didn't feel the need to save him. I deflected the bullets and knocked the incoming corpse aside.

    "Stop!" When he was about two meters away from me, he put a gun to the back of the neck of the child he had wanted to leave with. I had been paying attention to Hyungbin and Yeseul, but I hadn't been able to keep an eye on all the factory workers.

    "The head of a cartel is so pathetic."

    "Stay right there." Jacks grabbed the back of the child's collar and slowly backed away.

    "Jacks! Stop!"

    "Shut up! Taho, you traitorous bastard! You'll pay the price for selling out Mexico soon..." Jacks shouted at Taho, and in the split second his gaze turned, I lunged forward.

    He reflexively pulled the trigger, and I slammed my fist straight into his face.

    His face caved in as he collapsed. At the same time, I caught the child. Blood gushed from the child's neck, so I pressed my hand against it and poured life force into him.

    "Crazy!" Taho rushed over.

    "...He wasn't a healer... no, even if he was a healer, is this possible?" The hole in the child's neck filled with flesh and healed, leaving only a slight scar.

    "Sigh..." The child's complexion, having received a generous amount of life force, was even better than before being shot.

    "You charged in like that, trusting in healing." I nodded.

    "So, what are you going to do now?"

    "About what?"

    "The A-rank and higher gates."

    "Why are you asking me that? Isn't that your country's problem?"

    "You killed Jacks."

    "There's a saying in our country: save someone from drowning, and they'll ask for your clothes." He gritted his teeth, frustrated. He knew he had neither the right nor the power to pressure me.

    "Don't worry. I'll handle things until the Mexican hunter ranks become solid. In return, I'll take the byproducts and have no intention of paying taxes." It was a six-hour flight by supersonic private jet. I could just come and clear them periodically.

    "Fine. Jacks took everything anyway until now."

    "Really?" I slapped the unconscious Jacks's subordinate awake.

    "Hu... huh?"

    "Hey, where did Jacks hide his money?"

    "You! You! When Jacks-hyung comes, you won't have an easy death!"

    "That guy?" I pointed to Jacks, whose face was a mess, with my finger.

    "H... hyung?"

    "Do you want to follow your hyung? Or answer me?"

    "I'll answer. I heard the boss doesn't trust anyone, so he keeps all his valuables at home." Jack's subordinate changed his attitude in an instant. Survival of the fittest was probably the way things worked here.

    "Taho, can I borrow your car?"

    "Sigh... get in." I put Yeseul and Hyungbin, who were still out of it, in Taho's car.

    "Is there an antidote for the drug Jacks used?"

    "Not really. Judging by the looks of it, they didn't absorb much, and since they're both hunters, it'll probably leave their system after a few days of rest." Reassured by Taho's words, I went to Jack's house. There were guards at the entrance, so I lightly blew them away and smashed the front door.

    "That damn bastard hoarded so much." While the citizens below were dying, he had endlessly piled up dollars, gold, mana stones, and luxury goods in his house.

    "Taho."

    "What is it?"

    "Let's do business together." I grinned and looked at Taho.

    "What is it?" Taho looked like he had seen something ominous.

    "You can absorb Jack's subordinates, right?"

    "Most of them are weaker than me, so it's doable."

    "Tell me if there's anything difficult. I'll help." In Korea, I couldn't freely deal with villains because of the law and public opinion, but in Mexico, which wasn't much different from a lawless zone, I was glad I could cut loose.

    "So, what are you going to do next? Are you going to take over here?"

    "No, that's your job, Taho."

    "What makes you trust me?"

    "I can tell roughly just by looking at your face." And I also knew from the way his subordinates treated him. It wasn't fear like with Jacks, but trust.

    "Alright. And?"

    "Destroy all the drug-related places in this area and dispose of all the drugs. Tell me if you need funds, and I'll provide them. And if you waste the money or if drugs reappear in this area..." I showed him the aura in my fist. "You'll end up like Jacks. Damn, you talk about difficult things so casually."

    "Isn't it because it's my homeland that I've endured until now? Even carrying the stigma of being a cartel?"

    "I appreciate you understanding."

    "And once that's done, it's time for real business. With this money and the byproducts from the gates I clear, I'm going to build an item factory. You'll have to handle recruiting and protecting the factory workers. Of course, I'll pay the costs." There wasn't a proper item production base in Mexico.

    "Here? You, specifically?"

    "Why? I have the byproducts I've obtained, and if I can get cheap materials and labor here, it's beneficial for me." Usually, other countries don't invest in Mexico, which is dominated by cartels. It's troublesome if the cartels change their minds and decide to seize the factory.

    However, I also couldn't station an S-rank hunter just to guard a factory. Their value was overwhelmingly high.

    But I needed to clear many A-rank gates anyway to level up, and I had also built a friendly relationship with Taho, the head of the eastern cartel. I had even earned the business expenses here, so I had nothing to lose.

    If I built a production factory in Mexico, I could sell not only in Mexico but also in various South American countries, as well as the United States and Canada.

    "I will gratefully accept your consideration. And Mexico will not forget this favor." Taho raised his right hand in a salute. His subordinates behind him, who had seen this, also saluted.

    Even if I took the money earned here back to Korea, they couldn't stop me, so Taho was quite moved that I was reinvesting it in Mexico.

    "It's too early for thanks." I muttered. The gate where the legion commander would appear hadn't even opened yet. Compared to the legion commander, someone like Jacks was just small fry. A factory and money were good, but they would be meaningless if I couldn't stop it.

    "Hmm, what did you say?"

    "No, it's nothing. By the way, is there a gate with a break imminent?"

    "Not imminent, but there are a few that will close soon."

    "Make arrangements so I can enter the A and B-rank gates. I'll clear them all in advance." While Taho took care of the aftermath, I returned to the lodging with Taho's subordinate.

    In the car on the way back, I called Jaein in Korea.

    "Mexico? A factory?"

    "Yes, you and President Yang should research the American continent market and draw up a detailed business plan. And based on that, prepare the factory size and blueprints in advance."

    "Pre... President, such a big project so casually..."

    "Well then, I trust you. Hang up." I ignored Jaein's scream and hung up.

    
      

    

    "Brother! Unnie!"

    "Hyung!" The group rushed out to greet us. Hyungbin and Yeseul had also regained consciousness after I continuously poured life force into them in the car.

    "Don't worry, everyone's safe." I explained the whole situation to everyone.

    "Hyung, is it okay for us to be here? What if the remnants attack?"

    "It's alright. Taho's subordinates are guarding the area, and they say none of Jack's remaining subordinates are stronger than you."

    "Ahem... well, if you say so." Sangheon puffed out his chest a little. To be honest, someone around B-rank could be a little proud. Besides, with Yeseul, who was a healer, they could handle even A-rank without much difficulty in a pinch.

    "Then, rest and take care of the two of them."

    "Where are you going, hyung?"

    "I can't have an A-rank gate break because of my rampage, can I? I'll go take care of it."

    "Brother, I'll go with you."

    "You look like you haven't been able to rest since I left. Aren't you tired?"

    "No, I'm fine."

    "Alright, let's go together." Having Nayoung, who could do wide-area attacks, go with me would be more helpful.

    There were still a few days until the break. If we cleared the dangerous-looking gates in advance, the legion commander might not even appear.

    We entered a gate, and Nayoung used her wide-area corruption skill to wipe out the monsters in one go. I dealt with the few that slipped through and the stronger ones.

    "Hehe... we struggled so much to clear this place, and you guys do it so easily..." Taho, who had followed us to support the A-rank gate, watched us hunt with a dazed expression.

    "Where to next?"

    "There aren't any."

    "Really?"

    "There are no gates we can enter until they reset. The rest are C-rank or lower, and we're all keeping an eye on those."

    "Hmm..."

    "We can rest now, brother." Nayoung linked arms with me.

    "Yeah, let's do that." It couldn't be this easy. Was I thinking something wrong? What was I missing?

    
      

    

    "Are you feeling a bit better now?"

    "Ah, yes, thanks to Hunter Lee Jisuk's concern. Thank you for saving me." Hyungbin, who was sitting on the bed, bowed his head slightly.

    Hyungbin had now fully recovered, and Yeseul had recovered even faster since she hadn't inhaled much of the drug thanks to Hyungbin protecting her.

    "You recovered quickly because noona-hyungsoo took such meticulous care of you."

    "H... hyungsoo?" Yeseul stammered at Sihwan's address.

    "Then, should I call you noona?" Yeseul's expression didn't change, but her face turned red.

    "Get lost, you brat." Hyungbin's fist landed on the back of Sihwan's head.

    "Aish... why are you only mean to me..."

    We had been tense for a few days after the kidnapping incident, but now that our bodies had recovered and everyone's tension had eased, we enjoyed our vacation again.

    "Señor!" However, Pablo rushed in urgently, and our vacation ended in half a day.

  

    After spending several busy days, I was finally enjoying a real vacation when Pablo burst in.

    "What's wrong?"

    "A break has occurred! The private jet is ready, so please head to the airport immediately."

    "Huh? Where?"

    "Not far from here. The cartel hunters and the military have been dispatched, so there shouldn't be a problem, but it would be best to return home quickly just in case." Pablo, deeply regretting the previous kidnapping incident, had apologized profusely, his head nearly touching the floor. Just when we thought it was safe, a break occurred, leaving him completely distraught.

    "They said they were managing it... I'm going to the site. Those who are coming, grab your gear."

    "We already have." Sangheon came out carrying his armor and sword, and the rest of the group behind him were all equipped.

    "Where do you think you're going? You need to escape quickly!" If only this place was going to be ruined and it wouldn't affect us, I might not have considered risking my life and my group to stop it. But if we left this alone, it would soon affect Korea and everyone living there.

    "We're not going. How can a hunter run away from monsters?"

    "We've seen so many breaks, it's getting old, don't you think?" Sangheon and Sihwan tried to act nonchalant. Sangheon really did exude the air of a veteran to some extent now, but Sihwan's hands were trembling slightly despite his words.

    "Pablo, evacuate. We'll take the car."

    "No... that's..." Leaving Pablo, who didn't know what to do, we got into the Humvee limousine.

    I opened the car's sunroof and looked around. A long line of vehicles filled with tourists heading to the airport stretched out.

    "Taho, send me the break location. I'm going to provide support." I called Taho.

    "You didn't run? I'll send you the operation map. Thank you." I received the map and gave it to Sihwan, who was in the passenger seat, to guide the way.

    Having always been the designated driver, Sangheon's driving skills had improved, and he drove the limousine roughly.

    "Sangheon! Take it easy!" Nayoung held onto the handle tightly to avoid being thrown around inside the car.

    "Noona, aren't we supposed to hurry!" Going zigzag on the road was basic, and he didn't even slow down for speed bumps. Even though it was a bulletproof car, it was getting banged up everywhere.

    "I see it!" Changhee, who had climbed onto the roof, spotted the break site and said.

    "....Doesn't look that tough?" Sihwan squinted at the location where the gate had appeared.

    An endless horde of ogres was emerging from the gate where the break had occurred. But that was it. Not even a large-sized monster, only D-rank ogres were coming out; not even a C-rank monster was visible.

    "We can handle this, right?" Sihwan quickly became smug.

    In reality, hunters and soldiers from the cartel and the military were arriving one after another, blocking off all sides.

    "Hee... I thought the cartel wouldn't even care about a break, but their response is fast." Nayoung was impressed by the cartel's response.

    "If the people disappear, the cartel disappears too."

    "The military is operating better than I thought."

    "I heard they're funded by the cartel. They even take orders from the cartel, so they're practically the cartel in military uniforms." I had worried that they wouldn't be able to respond properly after Jack's death, but thankfully, Taho seemed to have taken good command of the remaining forces.

    "You made it just in time." Taho greeted us.

    "We might not have been needed." Seeing the increasingly large numbers of cartel members and soldiers, it looked like they could handle the ogres without much trouble. Even though regular guns didn't work on ogres, there were many effective modern weapons like missiles, tank shells, and white phosphorus bombs.

    "No, you never know what might happen with a break. Just having an S-rank hunter on standby is a great help."

    "Alright. Oh brothers, Yeseul, and Sangheon, don't go to the front lines, just help catch any that slip through." If they went to the front unnecessarily, it could disrupt the chain of command and cause confusion.

    "Yes!" Everyone rushed out.

    "They'll probably handle it well on their own, but I'll help a bit."

    "Are you planning to go in directly?"

    "No, my girlfriend has a good ability." I grew to my giant size, put Nayoung on my shoulder, and climbed a hill where we could overlook the horde of ogres.

    I looked at Nayoung, and she nodded.

    Nayoung's eyes turned purple, and a purple aura spread around her. I was fine, but someone without immunity could be harmed just by being exposed to this aura, the mana concentration was that dense.

    Although it wouldn't be visible to ordinary people, Nayoung's curse covered the ogre horde like a shadow covering the ground when clouds blocked the sun.

    The ogres affected by the Corruption had their skin peeling off and writhed in agony, immediately becoming incapacitated.

    "No way... that person isn't S-rank?" Taho's mouth hung open. He had seen Nayoung's skill at the gate before, but it was several times larger now.

    All the ogres in front of the gate were affected, and the ones newly emerging were cursed as soon as they appeared.

    And one by one, the ogres collapsed.

    "What are you all doing! Don't just watch, push forward now! Be careful not to enter the area of the wide-area skill!" Taho roared at the rear guard who were watching blankly. Only then did the rear guard come to their senses and unleash their firepower.

    More reinforcements continued to arrive, and a thick defensive line was formed, preventing any more ogres from breaking through.

    Nayoung released Corruption.

    "Hoo..." Having used a large-scale Corruption for 20 minutes, Nayoung, who had almost exhausted her mana, was sweating.

    "Good job."

    "It was nothing."

    "As expected, you're the best at wide-area attacks." Nayoung looked proud but also embarrassed.

    "But..." I turned my head towards the gate. The military had already surrounded it, and I was here, and Taho was an A-rank hunter. Since only ogres were coming out, it seemed like we could easily block the gate.

    "Why, brother?"

    "It's too easy, isn't it?"

    "Isn't it good if it's easy?"

    "It is." The problem was that if it was this easy, the Mexican forces alone could have stopped it even without me. Even without the dead Jacks.

    In the previous life, Mexico had tried to stop it on their own but was pushed back, and later the United States had sent support. But in the end, they failed to stop it, and southeastern Mexico became the land of the monster army.

    I stayed put in case large monsters might start appearing now, but that didn't happen for over an hour. Only ogres continued to emerge, and the Mexican forces rotated several teams and blocked them without much difficulty.

    It seemed more difficult to clean up the mountain of ogre corpses than to actually catch the ogres.

    This shouldn't be happening...

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, thank you for your cooperation. Thanks to you, we were able to stop it without much damage." Taho gave his premature thanks.

    "It's alright. But I thought you said you managed the gates well? Has it been confirmed how this break occurred?"

    "The management was fine. For all the gates we know about."

    "Known gates? Then, this was a new one?"

    "That's right. Even yesterday, there was no gate here. They say a horde of ogres poured out as soon as the gate appeared."

    "That can't be..." Usually, a break occurs if a gate isn't cleared within a certain time after it appears.

    It shouldn't have broken this quickly.

    "I don't want to believe it either, but it actually happened." In the last life, we were pushed back by tens of thousands of monsters, and I didn't even grasp what was happening, so I didn't know if something like this had occurred.

    "Wait a minute... then doesn't that mean it could have opened somewhere else too?"

    "Huh?"

    "There's no guarantee that it only opened here. Can you use satellites?"

    "We can borrow American satellites. It's a relief that Jacks is gone."

    "Jacks? Why?"

    "Jacks had a strong animosity towards the United States. Even if we could get help, he would never have asked first." Jacks was the reason why the US response was delayed in the previous life. He probably died or fled without sharing information with the US or the Awakened Association, so it makes sense that information about the mutated gate didn't spread to the world.

    "Request it immediately. And launch all drones and aircraft to check within a radius of several hundred kilometers."

    "Do you think there will be more?" If history hadn't changed, there would definitely be more.

    "It's good if we search and find nothing. But if we can't find the ones that have opened and they pour out, we won't be able to stop them as easily as here."

    "Understood."

    "Hyung, we're going home now. I think we've had enough vacation." Sangheon wiped the blood off his weapon and armor.

    They had come to relax but ended up just slaying ogres, so they must have been tired, but I was grateful that none of them complained.

    "Rest for a bit. I have a bad feeling." I waited for a few more hours, but there were no further reports.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk." Taho came to where we were waiting.

    "Fortunately, there are no signs of gates opening elsewhere. How about you return and rest now? Mexico will not forget your help. Once things are settled here, I will visit to express our gratitude." Taho gave a formal salute.

    "That's a relief." Has history changed? Or would they open later?

    "Boss!" Just as we were about to return with peace of mind, a Mexican in military uniform rushed over.

    "What is it? We have honored guests here..."

    "Another break has occurred!" My eyes met Taho's.

    "Where is it?"

    "Two kilometers west of here."

    "I'll divide the troops. Split the forces in two and block the western break. Request additional troops for the west."

    "Taho, we'll go stop the second break too."

    "Thank you so much. I will definitely repay this favor later." I told Taho and got into the Humvee limousine, which was already half-wrecked.

    "Damn it..." Everyone was speechless at the sight of the ogre horde already lined up in droves. They looked exactly like an army, lined up under the command of an ogre lord.

    "Commence attack from the prepared units! Unleash all the ammunition you have!" As soon as the commander in charge of this area arrived, he gave the order. Tank shells, multiple rocket launchers, and missiles loaded with white phosphorus rained down on the ogres' heads.

    As the shells and missiles exploded, flames that seemed to burn everything engulfed the ogres' heads. The flames created thick, acrid black smoke.

    The commander, who had a confident expression thinking this would reduce their numbers, froze.

    As the smoke cleared, dozens of dome-shaped barriers spread out by dozens of ogre mages appeared. The military's attack had caused no damage at all.

    "Kuaaaaak!" The ogre lord roared in front of the gate, and in response, the ogres roared and stomped their feet.

    Ogres were already formidable at D-rank, but the ones with the ogre lord received buffs and exerted at least C-rank strength.

    "Rhuato Gua!" And with a short shout that followed, the ogres took a step forward. Then another step. And the ogres' great charge began.

    "Changhee, only target the mages. Everyone else, focuses on protecting Yeseul and Changhee. Don't overdo it." Changhee used the sniper rifle he made at the Regen and took out hundreds of ogres, instantly leveling up several times. Even if they were ogre mages, he could break through their barriers and take them down with that gun.

    "Shall we go?" Sangheon stood beside me, a light emanating from his sword.

    "Are you sure you'll be alright?"

    "It's not like I've been slacking off all this time."

    "Alright, let's see some of that B-rank hunter skill." I grew to my giant size, donned my armor, put Nayoung on my shoulder, and charged forward.

  

    Sangheon kept pace beside me. He must have used acceleration, because even though I was moving quite fast, he wasn't falling behind at all.

    "You've gotten faster?"

    "I can manage this much."

    "Looks like I can go even faster then."

    "Huh?" I increased my speed and glanced at Sangheon's dumbfounded face. Ah, so this is how Ares must have felt when he teased me.

    In a fight, you have to take out the leader first. Without me even saying anything, Nayoung, who already knew this well, unleashed a curse on the ogre lord.

    "Kuaak!" The skin on the right side of the cursed ogre lord's face, neck, and shoulder crumbled away.

    Seeing the ogre lord being attacked, the ogre shaman, who was adorned with dangling skulls, raised his staff.

    The ogre lord, struck by the green light shot from the staff, shook off Nayoung's curse.

    "Kuaaaaaak!!!" The enraged ogre lord roared loudly, and the eyes of the charging ogre horde focused on me.

    Covered in full-body armor and layered with aura, I plunged into the ogre horde. The ones who collided with me, like a runaway train, had their bodies smashed and were sent flying in all directions.

    Those who hurled axes or cast magic from a distance fell to Nayoung's mana bolts.

    Those attacks had no effect on me. This was a defense for Nayoung herself.

    "It feels like the amount you're firing at once has increased?" Dozens of purple mana bolts were fired per second, like a machine gun. Each one accurately struck and shattered an ogre's head, thrown weapon, or spell.

    "I practiced a lot when we went to Tellus." Her confident expression was cute. And despite saying that, the skill with which she relentlessly fired accurately was amazing.

    She had risked her life to break into the prisoner camp to save me when I went to Tellus, and it seemed her skills had improved that much.

    The distance to the ogre lord was not much further. The will to fight of the ogre lord, who saw me charging while smashing through his kin, had already vanished without a trace.

    If an ogre lord, a B-rank monster, appeared with thousands of ogres, it could cause damage close to a disaster. Assuming there were no S-rank hunters.

    The ogre lord, at least two meters taller than the other three-meter ogres, was terrified and backed away. Before he could turn and run, I rushed in, uppercutted him, and sent him flying.

    As the five-meter giant soared into the air, the ogres all looked up at the sky.

    And as he fell, he became a living catapult projectile, crushing several ogres.

    And the one who had been the catapult stone died with his stomach completely mangled.

    With my charge, Changhee's sniping, and the participation of the Mexican hunters, a significant number of ogre mages were dealt with, and finally, the military's missiles and artillery also inflicted damage on the ogre horde, tilting the battlefield slightly in our favor.

    "Now that we've taken down the ogre lord..." I thought we just had to deal with what was coming out of the gate, but the inside of the gate looked blurry.

    Normally, a gate is completely sealed off, so the inside isn't visible. However, although it was opaque like colored translucent glass, I could clearly see something now.

    "What is it..."

    "What's wrong, brother?"

    "Can't you see that? It looks like we can see inside?"

    "Beyond the gate? I can't see anything?" It was like I was about to see something but couldn't quite make it out. It felt like a hint about this unusual gate was there.

    My heightened senses stimulated my head, as if trying to convey the importance of it. The feeling was much more intense than the usual prickling warning, and my head ached. It was right there, it was warning me that it was dangerous if I didn't stop that thing. But no matter how intently I focused and stared, the other side of the gate only appeared opaque.

    [The skill 'Heightened Senses' has increased from A to S rank.]

    Confirming the skill increase, I closed and opened my eyes slowly. This time, I could clearly see beyond the gate. Inside the gate, two towers were visible. The towers were emitting light, and that light was connected to the gate. It was something like a gate generator made by the Empire.

    Beyond that, ogres were frozen endlessly. There were ordinary ogres, but also many mages, twin-heads, and even lords.

    In the middle of the plain where the frozen ogres were lined up, a dragon on a hill was absorbing the cold from the ogres. The ogres, which had been frozen blue, regained their original dull skin color as soon as the cold was absorbed and rushed into the gate.

    If we tried to stop this break from the outside, we could. If it was just this one place. But now, it had opened in at least two places, and I saw more inactive towers inside, so I didn't know when more would open. Moreover, that monster horde seemed endless. No matter how strong a hunter was, they couldn't fight non-stop for days.

    "Brother, what's wrong?" Nayoung asked as she saw me sweating while looking at the situation inside.

    "There are towers about five meters tall inside the gate. It looks like they're opening these mutated gates. Beyond them, there are countless ogres and a dragon."

    "Brother, do you remember the bet we made before?" Nayoung thought for a moment after seeing me troubled and then spoke.

    "Hmm? A bet?" I took my eyes off the gate and looked at Nayoung, wondering what she was going to say.

    "When we went on the North Korean subjugation mission, we bet on who would catch more monsters."

    "Oh, we did. Why suddenly that?"

    "If you're going in, I'm going with you." Nayoung looked at me with firm yet gentle eyes.

    It wasn't impossible to enter a gate where a break had occurred.

    Several years ago, an S-rank hunter from Japan entered a gate where a break had occurred, intending to strike the main base, but he never returned before the break ended. After the gate returned to normal, they searched, but they couldn't even find his body.

    There were several other records of people entering, but the conclusion was always the same. No one ever returned.

    Knowing that, Nayoung said she would go with me.

    "Why? You think I'm going in?"

    "Yeah." Nayoung looked directly into my eyes.

    "Nayoung, you have to stay here and take care of our mom."

    "We can both come back alive."

    "Yeah. That's true."

    The area around us had already begun to be cleared. My companions were here, and the Mexican forces would also help block this place.

    However, if gates continued to open like this, there would be a limit.

    "Let's go." Nayoung on my shoulder nodded.

    I charged towards the gate, ramming through the ogre horde that kept pouring out, like a tank.

    "Huh?! Hyung! Where are you going!" Sangheon shouted as he saw me running.

    "Hold them off! I'll be right back!" I left a word for Sangheon and threw myself into the gate.

    The feeling of passing through the gate was no different than usual. The only difference was that as soon as I passed through, hundreds of ogres were lined up to enter the gate.

    "Kroooar!" The ogres looked at us and let out rough breaths, showing hostility, but for some reason, they didn't attack.

    The dragon that had been absorbing the cold on the hill stopped absorbing. The absorbed cold gathered around the dragon's neck and chest.

    It looked like it was absorbing the cold it had spread to freeze the ogres. If so, entering before it absorbed everything was the right choice.

    [A fearless human you are. To walk in here.] The dragon's words were in a different language, but I could understand them like when I heard the words of the demon Garp or Lord Ares.

    The blue-scaled dragon had a long, slender body like a wyvern, but it was more than twice the size of a wyvern. Large scales covered its skin without any gaps, and it was known to have strong resistance to all physical and magical attacks.

    "Some punks kept barging into my home, so I thought I'd come see what's what."

    [So, what can the two of you possibly do?]

    "Well... struggle?"

    [That is your right, I suppose. But your struggle ends here.] The dragon inhaled.

    I released my giant form, held Nayoung like a princess, and leaped towards the ogre horde in front of us at the gate. And ice breath fell where we had been.

    The freezing breath, which froze everything in an instant, poured out relentlessly and followed me.

    I stepped on the shoulders and heads of the ogre horde to avoid the breath and charged at the dragon. With each passing moment that breath was exhaled, the blue aura on its chest grew smaller. My initial guess was correct.

    Even though we weren't directly hit by the extreme cold, Nayoung's face turned blue, and frost formed on her skin.

    I heated my body to protect Nayoung.

    When I reached just under the dragon's jaw, I grew to my giant size and threw Nayoung into the sky, and she quickly used the levitation magic on her cloak. And as she slowly fell from the sky, she cast Corruption on the dragon's eyes.

    "Kuek!" It wouldn't inflict enough damage to blind it, but the dragon's breath stopped as it felt the pain of a needle piercing its eye. In that gap, I jumped straight up from under its jaw and swung my aura-covered fist, striking its lower jaw upwards.

    [Kuh-uk!] The dragon, which had been maintaining its composure, let out an un-dragon-like scream.

    I immediately pulled down on its lower jaw with one hand and slammed its head into the ground.

    And with my left hand gripping its lower jaw and my right hand covered in aura, I relentlessly struck its head. As befitting a dragon, the king of monsters, its scales were harder than anything I had ever struck before.

    [You insolent fool! How dare a mere monkey humiliate me?!] Stunned by the surprise attack and being hit by me, the dragon regained its senses and spread its large wings, pushing me away and taking flight. With a single flap of its wings that controlled the wind, the huge dragon's body soared into the air.

    The eyes hit by Nayoung's Corruption showed no damage at all.

    [Kneel!] The words that came out of the dragon's mouth shot out like a sonic wave and interfered with my mind and body. Dragon Fear and Dragon Language magic.

    However.

    Fear didn't work on me, who had the S-rank 'Strong Mind' skill. I could even somewhat block the mental interference of Lord Ares, the incarnation of Tellus, so a dragon was laughable.

    And the invisible force of the Dragon Language magic pressed down on my body. It was a strong pressure as if dozens of tons were pressing down, but it wasn't something I couldn't overcome with my stats boosted by Life Force Boost. I shook off the pressure with pure strength and leaped up from my spot.

    [You... you... what in the world are you?!] I grabbed the dragon's tail, which dangled down from the sky like a rope. Sharp thorns dug into my hand, but thanks to them, I didn't slip and could grip even tighter.

    [Let go!]

    "You think I'll let go just because you told me to?!" The dragon violently shook its entire body in the air as if my weight was nothing, but I tenaciously climbed up its tail to its back.

    The dragon flew upside down, crashing me on its back into the frozen ogres. Even as the ogres shattered and the impact rang in my skull, I didn't let go of its body.

    And when it rose into the sky again, I repeatedly slammed my aura-filled fists into its side. With my agility stat also ridiculously high, I landed dozens of punches on one spot in the blink of an eye.

    [Kua!] Even though its scales didn't break, it seemed the impact reached inside, as the dragon groaned in pain and lost its balance, plummeting to the ground.

  

    My relentless barrage of punches on the same spot finally worked, causing the dragon to lose its balance.

    Entangled, the dragon and I crashed to the ground like a falling airplane, smashing the frozen ogres.

    When the masses imagine a fight between a dragon and an S-rank hunter, they probably envision magic and aura being used in a cool and elegant battle. However, I had dragged this blue dragon into a brawl. Keeping distance from a creature that used Dragon Language magic and breath would be disadvantageous for me, as I didn't have many ranged attacks.

    Even after crashing, I stayed glued to the dragon's torso, delivering short, continuous punches to the same spot.

    The dragon tried to shake me off, raking its claws across my back.

    Even though I had defended my armor with aura, the dragon's claw marks were etched into my back like furrows in a field. However, they didn't have enough power to pierce through bone and reach my organs.

    I had hoped that the blood from my back would melt its claws, but it was a dragon after all. Its claws remained intact.

    Even as it repeatedly scratched my back, arms, and even neck deeply, I regenerated the wounds and continued to punch relentlessly, ignoring the pain.

    [What... this creature! Freeze!] Realizing it couldn't go on like this, the dragon used Dragon Language magic to create an ice storm around us.

    A strong chill froze my body from the surface inward.

    I countered by emitting heat from my body. My heat wasn't enough to completely eliminate the cold, but it was enough to prevent my body from freezing solid. My punches didn't stop.

    [You... monstrous thing! Die now!] The dragon swung its tail. The tail, like a vicious whip made of connected bladed segments, snapped taut and transformed into a sharp sword.

    I tried to dodge, but my body wasn't moving well because I had been focusing on melting the ice on my arms and torso.

    The chillingly blue, sword-like tail pierced my back and came out through my chest. My lung was punctured, and my heart was grazed. If I didn't have the S-rank 'Strong Mind' skill, I would have lost consciousness from the extreme pain, and if I didn't have an evolved body, this one blow would have killed me.

    "Brother!" From afar, Nayoung used Corruption and fired mana bolts, but they had no effect on the dragon's scales. It must have defended its weak point, its eyes, with magic, as it didn't even pay attention to Nayoung. After all, once it killed me, Nayoung wouldn't be a match for it.

    Seeing its tail protruding from my chest, pain and heat surged through me, but the only effective way to attack it right now was to brute-force it with aura. My speed was significantly slower than before, but I kept punching.

    To resist the encroaching cold, I generated heat, and as I regenerated my wounds and attacked with aura, my life force rapidly drained. I was absorbing a small amount of life force from its body to replenish mine, but it no longer passively offered its life force. It protected its own life force, and the amount I absorbed drastically decreased.

    I saw a smile in its eyes, as if it was certain of victory.

    My biggest weakness was the lack of skills. In other words, I had no way to attack other than directly striking with aura. Having realized this long ago, I had been trying to find a way for the past few months.

    I had even tried creating aura blades on my hands to use as weapons, but attacking with just aura without a base weapon was less effective. The difference between layering aura on a weapon that was good for channeling it and attacking with bare hands was significant.

    If it were powerful to attack with just aura without a weapon, Hunter Jeong Min-gi would have also fought by creating aura swords with his bare hands.

    After that, I had tried using several weapons, but perhaps because I didn't have a class, the power of a weapon covered in aura wasn't much different from a sword made of aura on my hand.

    The conclusion was that I had to create it from my own body. That's why I had been doing image training whenever I had time, trying to transform my bones or armor into weapons, but I had never succeeded.

    But if not now, when? If things continued like this, I would die. Would I be the only one? Nayoung, who was desperately casting magic from behind, would also die. If this damn lizard melted all the ogres, recovered its strength, and went out through the gate, everyone outside would die too.

    Looking at its tail protruding from my chest, I yearned for a weapon like it, a power to kill it, more strongly than ever before.

    I wished my hand was a sword.

    Schwaak!

    [Kuaaaaa!!!] The right hand that was striking its belly felt different from hitting a solid wall as before.

    Wondering what it was, I lowered my fist and saw a blade protruding from the back of my hand. The blade was made up of several segments like the dragon's tail, but the segments were firmly fixed in a line, becoming a single sword.

    The sword, about the width of the back of my hand and the length of my hand, extended in the same direction as my arm. Saying it was the length of my hand was just a figure of speech; given my body's proportions at nearly eight meters tall, its actual length was almost a meter.

    The thin layer of aura covering it had the power to pierce even the dragon's scales.

    This was it. This would do.

    I put more force into it, pushing it deeper into the struggling dragon's body. Slowly but surely, it was piercing deep into its body.

    [Kuaak! Die!] The dragon spewed breath at me, who was attached to its belly. No matter how much heat I generated, being directly hit by the breath caused my body to freeze instantly.

    The weapon I had just created also froze while still inside its body, and then broke due to the dragon's thrashing.

    This was an attack where the dragon also risked taking damage. The blue light in its chest had almost disappeared, and it itself was freezing from the breath's cold, but it didn't stop breathing, intending to end the fight with this attack.

    I resisted desperately by generating heat with my little remaining life force, but my life force was almost depleted. Gradually, even my mind began to freeze.

    [Kuaaaaaaaa!] The dragon's scream accompanied the cessation of its breath.

    'What... is it?' Looking up with difficulty, I saw a black hole in its eye.

    Nayoung's Corruption, which had developed in the meantime, was concentrated on the dragon's eye, creating a hole in it. The Corruption, focused like light through a magnifying glass, was like a penetrating beam that necrotized everything it touched.

    [I'll kill you first!] Having lost one eye and enraged, the dragon shifted its target and turned its gaze towards Nayoung.

    Time seemed to slow down. What should I do? Should I create a sword on my wrist again and gather all the remaining aura to stab this thing? No. I wouldn't be able to kill it in one shot, and I would become incapacitated.

    To overcome this situation, replenishing my life force was the top priority. As it raised its head to target Nayoung, its neck stretched out. It was as if it was offering its neck to me.

    I transformed the mouth part of my helmet into sharp teeth like a monster's and, 강화해서, bit down on its neck.

    The beginning was difficult. But having created a sword from the back of my hand once, I created sharp teeth with the same sensation.

    [Kuaaaaak!] I had at least succeeded in turning its gaze away from Nayoung. I sank the armor's teeth deeper into its neck, absorbing the flowing life force, and its blood flowed into my mouth.

    "Keuk..." Animal blood is warm. I've never drunk it, but I know that as common sense. However, its blood was as cold as condensed ice breath.

    When I drank the dragon's fire breath, I experienced my insides melting, but this time, the cold froze my mouth and insides.

    However, at the same time, I uncontrollably sucked in the dragon's life force, and my life force filled up instantly.

    I converted the absorbed life force into heat, melting my frozen body and regenerating the necrotic cells.

    [Vitality has increased by 1.]

    [Strength has increased by 1.]

    [Vitality has increased by 1.]

    [Strength has increased by 1.]

    [Agility has increased by 1.]

    ......

    Status windows showing stat increases popped up one after another.

    [You leech-like creature!] The dragon, which no longer had any chance to attack Nayoung, thrashed about to shake me off.

    [The absorbed life force has exceeded the Awakener's life force vessel. Expanding the vessel.] It didn't end with just stat increases. Before, if I absorbed life force beyond my capacity, it would be released as heat, but now my body greedily carved its blood. Receiving the excess energy, the components of my entire body repeatedly burst and regenerated, expanding my life force vessel.

    As my body regenerated in real-time, my muscles became tougher, and my bones and armor became as hard as dragon scales.

    The cold of the dragon's blood and the heat resisting it swirled within my body simultaneously.

    The swirling divided and settled in both of my lungs. I gathered and condensed the incoming cold in one lung and the heat generated in the other.

    [The A-rank 'Tough Body' skill has been replaced by the S-rank 'Dragonkin Body'.]

    It was well known that dragon's blood was made into elixirs and potions. However, I was probably the only human who had directly bitten and drunk the blood of a living dragon like this. Even if I told others this method, they wouldn't be able to do it.

    First of all, they wouldn't have the courage to bite a dragon's neck, the strength to pierce its scales, or a body capable of absorbing its blood.

    The dragon's tail pierced into my chest hadn't melted in my toxic blood until now, but as it lost its cold and life force, it slowly began to melt. Knowing that its tail was melting, I stopped the hemostasis and let the blood gush out. I filled the gap created by its melting tail with my flesh, tightly gripping its tail with my body.

    [Kuaaaaak!! Let go! Let go!] It pushed me away, who was stuck to its belly, but its strength had noticeably decreased. Its claws couldn't even scratch my armor.

    I continued to suck its life force and blood, and behind me, Nayoung relentlessly focused her Corruption, drilling holes into its eyes as if trying to excavate its brain.

    The weakened dragon floundered and rolled on the ground.

    Thump.

    My body completely melted its tail, and the tail that had been protruding from my chest was cut off and fell.

    [Kuh... uh....] Then, the cold emanating from its body completely weakened, and its thrashing stopped.

    Without letting my guard down, I continued to suck its life force and blood from its limp body. The mass of cold in my lungs grew larger and larger.

    When its heartbeat slowed to almost a stop, I lifted my face from where it had been buried in its neck.

    The dragon, which had initially been so majestic, had its tail cut off, and its body was shriveled up, having been robbed of its blood and life force.

    I looked down at it, gasping for breath.

    "Why won't you just leave us alone?"

    [The flow... the flow cannot be resisted.]

    "Flow? What flow?" You always talk about the flow, but you never explain it in detail.

    [....The universe turns and turns. Just as the old universe must perish for a new universe to be born...]

    "Why does the being called 'god' need to kill us too in order to destroy the universe?"

    [The power of will is strong... a universe with much will cannot simply be extinguished.]

    "So you're going to kill all living things on Earth to eliminate their will and destroy this universe too?"

    [Foolish one. Death is not the end. Why can't you understand that your bodies and souls become the foundation for the next universe??]

    "Of course, I don't understand. Keep coming. Do you think we'll die quietly?" I raised my foot to crush the dragon's head.

    [Very well... struggle to your heart's content...]

    Crack. I smashed its head, and its heart stopped.

    [Level has increased.]

    [Level has increased.]

    [Level has increased.]

    "Brother..." Nayoung, whose skin was blotchy from frostbite, approached me.

    "Come here." I hugged Nayoung, melting the frost with my heat and sharing my life force.

    I didn't intend to relax, but there wasn't even a moment to catch my breath. Countless wyverns were flying in the distant sky, and large monsters were approaching from the ground, kicking up dust.

    "Let's go back." I turned to head back to the gate.

    "Nayoung, go first. I'll break this and follow you." Two towers were opening the gate, and many more inactive towers were lined up beside them. The dragon was dead, but it was unlikely that the dragon was the only way to melt the ogres. Moreover, those monsters behind us could cross over at any moment.

    "You have to hurry." Nayoung put her hand on the gate, but she didn't pass through.

    "Huh?" And then she reached out with both hands to the gate, but instead of passing through, she was blocked as if she had touched a wall.

    "I can't go in?" Nayoung's face turned pale.

  

    Even with my hand on the gate, I couldn't pass through; it just felt like touching a cold wall. It was the same as when the gate's entry limit was reached and no one else could enter.

    "So... that's why no one returned?" This gate was probably one-way depending on the side; we could enter freely, but it prevented us from leaving.

    The approaching horde of monsters was getting closer and closer.

    "Nayoung, I'm sorry."

    "Why? I'm the one who followed you. And even if we don't know where this is, let's at least try to escape to a place where we can."

    "Yeah." Giving up was enough in the last life. Besides, just having someone protecting my side made the situation much better than in my previous life.

    "But what about this?" Nayoung put her hand on the gate. Even if we couldn't cross, the monsters could.

    "We can't let those things through." Kwaang! I slammed my aura-filled fist into a tower. The tower shattered, and the light being emitted towards the gate disappeared.

    "Oh my!" Nayoung's hand, which had been on the gate, went right through it.

    Nayoung and I met eyes. The gate was getting smaller and smaller.

    I quickly approached Nayoung and pushed her into the gate.

    "No! Oppa!" Nayoung passed through, and the gate became too small for me to pass through, so I pulled my body back.

    For now, I was relieved that Nayoung had gone through. If I destroyed the rest and returned quickly before the gate closed, it would be perfect.

    First, I smashed all the inactive towers. I picked up the core components from the broken towers. Homework... no, a gift for Jaein.

    Before leaving, I turned back one last time, and the dragon, dead and in a terrible state, caught my eye.

    Franklin had called the mana stone core in my chest a dragon heart. At the time, that word had felt like a hint. If I took that thing's heart, it might help Jaein complete the mana stone core.

    And even if it didn't help, it was an incredibly expensive material in the first place.

    The monsters had already run to within several kilometers. At a wyvern's speed, that was a distance of only a few dozen seconds.

    I hesitated for a moment, but it was too valuable to just leave behind. I ran towards the dragon. I pulled out the blade from the back of my hand and slashed between its chest and neck in one clean cut.

    I spread the flesh open and pulled out a transparent, large jewel-like stone. All of its life force and blood had already been sucked out, so it was almost empty, but even the little remaining residue felt like a significant amount of life force, which confirmed that this was the dragon heart. I held the tower components and the dragon heart in both hands.

    I turned my head and looked at the incoming monsters. They were now just dozens of meters away. A wyvern was flying towards me with its mouth wide open. Taking down that one wouldn't be difficult, but behind it, hundreds, thousands of monsters were surging like a wave.

    I boosted my physical abilities to the maximum and dashed towards the last remaining tower. I kicked it sideways to break it and kept running. I first threw the dragon heart and the components I held in both hands. I released my giant form and threw myself towards the shrinking gate to pass through it.

    The wyvern chased right behind me, trying to swallow me as I entered the gate.

    After passing through the gate, I rolled on the ground, and the wyvern's head, which had followed me, was cut off halfway through and fell with a thud.

    Instead of a dark otherworld, the sunlight of reality greeted me.

    And lightning too.

    I raised my arm to block the lightning that suddenly fell from above.

    The lightning, as if it had a will of its own, split into several branches and fell around me, avoiding me.

    "Oh my~ I thought you were a monster~ I'm sorry~" A woman with strangely slow speech slowly approached me. She was a blonde, blue-eyed white woman with droopy, half-closed eyes, giving her a very sleepy impression. If Hunter Jeong Min-gi had looked tired before, this person just looked like that naturally.

    "Hunter Amy, please confirm your target before attacking."

    "Oh my~ you know me~?"

    "American S-rank hunter, Amy Gibbs, I can't not know the hunter said to be the strongest in the world."

    "I don't know if I'm the strongest~ Anyway, I'm sorry~ Everything that comes out of the gate is a monster, right~? And that armor of yours looked just like a monster~" Amy pointed at my armor.

    "Well... I understand." My armor was clearly different from mass-produced items. It even looked like the scales of a dragon or drake.

    "How was it inside the gate~?"

    "It was full of monsters."

    "Could you tell me more about it~?" Since no one had returned from the gate, it was understandable that she would want to hear about it. But I had more important things to do.

    "I'm a bit busy right now." I walked past Amy and went to a Mexican soldier. "My companions should have come out from another gate. Please check if they're safe."

    At my words, the soldier spoke into his radio and then gave me a thumbs up.

    Only then did I relax and look around. Countless ogre corpses were piled up endlessly. Since an S-rank hunter from the US had arrived, they must have easily stopped the ogres.

    "Hyung, I was worried you weren't coming back for a long time again!" Sangheon ran over.

    "I knew Chairman would return safely." Hyungbin also greeted me.

    "As expected. Amazing." Sihwan also gave me a thumbs up.

    "I'm so glad." Yeseul also patted her chest. Perhaps it was because she had cried and something had been released, but Yeseul's expression was slightly revealed. Just a little bit.

    My companions looked terrible, as if they had fought a difficult battle after Nayoung and I had crossed over.

    "Let's go back." Amy watched me and my group return from afar until we were out of sight.

    
      

    

    After returning to the lodging and finishing my personal preparations, I finally had some time to sit down calmly.

    I boosted my stats and opened the status window.

    
      

    

    Name: Lee Jisuk

    Job: Unemployed

    Level: 53

    Strength: 143 (215), Stamina 147 (221), Agility 137 (206), Intelligence 60 (90), Body Life Force 2205, Mana 518 

    Skills: Regeneration A, Dragonkin Body S, Strong Mind S, Poison Resistance A, Heightened Senses S, Toxic Blood S

    
      

    

    I hadn't improved much since returning from Tellus, but I had gained three levels after catching the dragon. Or was it only three levels?

    To be honest, even when Nayoung and I jumped into the gate, I wasn't sure if we could catch that thing.

    Fortunately, we were able to catch it because its power wasn't at its peak. If the dragon had fully recovered the power it had used to freeze the ogres, the two of us wouldn't have stood a chance.

    It was fortunate for Earth that the ice dragon didn't come out of the gate first. The dragon probably intended to melt all the ogres, recover its power, and then come out. Considering the monster army behind it, it probably didn't even think of sending the ogres as a vanguard as a waste.

    In the end, it worked out well, and we gained a lot.

    Considering that the main stats of an S-rank hunter are around 70 to 80, my boosted stats were three times that. Of course, the lack of skills still held me back, but the abilities I acquired this time were comparable to skills.

    I pulled out the blade from the back of my hand.

    The red aura surrounding the blades on both backs of my hands made me feel like an alien character from a game.

    And as I transformed into Dragonkin Body, two cores settled in my chest. Heat gathered in one lung, and cold in the other.

    It wasn't just energy gathering in my lungs; a new organ like a dragon heart had formed.

    When I circulated my body's life force to this core, the cold and heat grew stronger.

    This incident had improved my combat power by several stages, and I had also obtained the dragon heart and tower components.

    I clenched my fist tightly and felt the power that filled my body.

    
      

    

    "What am I supposed to do with all this?" Jaein's face, whom I had brought over on a high-speed private jet, turned pale.

    "We need to make armor. Ogre leather armor."

    "Uh..." People often say something is as plentiful as a mountain when there's a lot of it, but this time it wasn't a metaphor. Ogre corpses were piled up dozens of meters high, and there were several such small mountains. Even now, heavy equipment was moving and stacking the ogre corpses.

    Jaein lowered his head and pressed his temples.

    "Wait, didn't you say before that you didn't have enough ogre leather?"

    "Chairman..." Jaein looked like he was about to cry.

    "Don't do that, just try it once. I'll help you." Jaein, who had turned his head sharply as if to scold me, sighed as if giving up when he saw me smiling.

    "I'll do it. I'll do it. It's my fault for the bad contract."

    "I'll give you a present if you finish it well." I planned to give him the dragon heart and components later because if I gave them to his now, he might not do the work here and just focus on those.

    "What should we do first?" I rolled up my sleeves.

    "Preservation first. We need to prevent this from rotting, but building a refrigerated warehouse big enough for this amount will take time..."

    "Ah, about that, I can help. You brought the core, right?"

    "Yes, I haven't mixed it with the catalyst yet." Jaein took two metal briefcases out of the car.

    "You said it exploded last time, are you going to do it again?"

    "Ms. Jaein. Your words and expressions are so different." His words sounded worried, but her face was sparkling with eagerness to try it quickly.

    "Ahem ahem. Last time, I couldn't extract the data because of that crazy guy."

    "There won't be any interference this time, so it won't go out of control. Start." Jaein placed the two briefcases side by side on the flat ground. Connecting links popped out from the two briefcases, meshed together, and the two cases became one.

    A core rose from one briefcase, and a syringe containing the catalyst came out of the other.

    "Ready?"

    "Yes." The catalyst was injected into the core.

    Looking at the redly glowing core, Jaein had a mesmerized expression.

    "Is it done?" I asked Jaein, who wasn't responding.

    "Ah, yes." Jaein picked up the completed core and held it out to me. I took it and placed it against my chest, and my armor covered it.

    "Ah! Were you just going to get rid of them all? By burning them with aura? That would be good."

    "No." I approached the mountain of ogres at the very front.

    "Hooooh!!!" And I circled the ogre mountain, exhaling the cold from my lungs.

    ".....They said you caught an ice dragon, did you become an ice dragon yourself?"

    "I wouldn't have been able to freeze them all without the core. I'll have to freeze them periodically, but we can build a proper warehouse in the meantime, right?"

    "Sigh... alright. But it will take a long time. Be prepared." Jaein was worried about the time it would take, but I had something I believed in, so I wasn't too worried.

    "Taho, you remember what we talked about before, right?"

    "What was that?"

    "The manpower."

    "Ah, anyway, the people who used to work at the drug factories were sitting on the streets, causing trouble. They'd welcome work. How many people do you need?"

    "About 20,000 for now?"

    "Huh? How many?"

    "20,000."

    "Haha, I thought Hunter Lee Jisuk was good at English, but it seems your numbers are weak. I thought you said 2,000."

    "No, 20,000."

    "..... Right now?"

    "Right now."

    ".... I'll try my best." Taho was lost in thought at the sudden request.

  

    Taho, who suddenly had to find 20,000 workers, wrote his name and spread notices in nearby cities and towns, promising high-quality meals for work.

    "Another human trafficking? They're not even trying anymore."

    "If you go, you won't be able to come back."

    "You might come back, missing an eye or a kidney."

    "Still, Taho's name is on it, so wouldn't it be okay?"

    "You naive fool, have you lived here for a day or two? Do you think that's real? Someone probably just used his name."

    "I'm still going."

    "What?! Are you trying to die?!"

    "I'll starve to death soon if I stay here. I can't even eat grass anymore."

    On the first day, only a few dozen people who had half given up on life came. The people who had worked at Jack's factory had all returned to their homes, so they had no choice but to rely on the notices.

    And after a day's work, they returned and spread the word. They said they did a little easy work, ate their fill of rice, and even got paid.

    The next day, hundreds came.

    On the third day, the number exceeded a thousand, and the numbers increased day by day. They had to scrape together every military vehicle and tour bus they could find to bring the many day laborers to the site.

    "Are you here to work too?"

    "Yes. Please give us work too." A lot of skinny, grimy children, either without parents or with parents who didn't care, also flocked to the site.

    "Alright. I'll give you work. Taho, gather some people who used to be teachers." Taho immediately understood my intention and sent someone to bring about a dozen people.

    "Why are we...?" The people who had been suddenly called over looked awkward.

    "From now on, teach the children. That will be your job from now on."

    "Ah, yes!" With the prevailing attitude that there was no point in going to school when it was hard to make a living, and with the cessation of support for schools, most schools had closed down. The teachers had also lost their jobs and come here as day laborers, so being asked to teach the children was the most welcome news.

    "Studying doesn't make money. We want to work and get paid." The children complained when they were told to study, not because they disliked studying, but because they needed money.

    "If you study, you'll get food, a place to sleep, and pocket money. If you don't like it, you can go back." When I said it firmly, the children looked at each other and then nodded.

    Without proper classrooms, they sat on the dirt floor of one corner of the construction site and had lessons with only a barely found blackboard.

    The number of such children increased day by day. At first, there were dozens, but now there were hundreds, and they had to be divided into grades and classes. It had almost become a school.

    "There are surprisingly many people learning Korean?" Nayoung had said she wanted to try teaching Korean to the children at the school, so we created a Korean class. Since it was optional, I thought only a few would come, but now hundreds of children were sitting in front of Nayoung with notebooks, focused on her words.

    "Why are the adults here?"

    "Chairman, all the development managers here are Korean. Even though we speak English, they might want to learn Korean." Jaein, who was watching with us from the side, said.

    "Ah, is that so?"

    "We need to divide the classes further. With so many, proper lessons won't be possible." Even as she said that, the number of workers increased, quickly exceeding ten thousand.

    "Chairman, you have quite the talent." Jaein glared at me. He hadn't slept properly for days, and there were dark circles under his eyes.

    "What?"

    "That wasn't a compliment."

    "Hahahaha." Jaein glared, but I laughed it off.

    President Yang and the Regen production manager flew in to help with the work, and Pablo, our former tour guide from Spain, and a Korean-speaking cartel member were attached to Jaein to carry out his instructions.

    Generally, having someone with no experience on-site doesn't help. But that's only when it's a few people. Even simple repetitive tasks were quickly finished when over ten thousand people did them.

    Thousands of people did the work that heavy equipment would normally do. People pulled the walls that cranes would erect with ropes, carried dozens of tons of soil, and cleared trees and rocks with only shovels, axes, and pickaxes to make roads.

    "Sigh... well, now that we have the manpower, parallel processing will be more efficient. I'll divide them into large groups: civil engineering and construction, ogre dismantling, item crafting, cleaning, and support." Jaein sighed as if he was tired, but he was meticulous in her work.

    When the cartel hunters cut the tough ogre leather, the smaller divided parts were taken by the dismantling team, who further separated them for their intended purposes.

    And the item crafting team tanned the leather and treated it with chemicals.

    The cleaning team gathered the remaining waste. Afterwards, Nayoung and I absorbed all the remaining life force and mana to minimize the amount to be incinerated.

    The absorption work was cumbersome, but after learning about the effects of mana in North Korea, I paid more attention to it. It was more efficient to prevent it from spreading from the beginning than to go around later looking for sick people to treat.

    Finally, the support team cooked meals for the workers and cleaned and managed the accommodations.

    It only took a week for this system to be established. Usually, companies aim for profit, so they wouldn't do crazy things like hiring dozens of times the necessary manpower and overbuying materials by several times to shorten the time. But the money I took from Jack's house didn't feel like my own, so I spent it lavishly. The money I earned in Mexico, the money I spent in Mexico, and the money I would earn after the factory was completed would go into my own pocket.

    I could have taken all of Jack's money, but my mother had told me before that if you try to eat everything out of greed, your stomach will burst. I wasn't short on money now, so rather than taking another country's money and making enemies with Mexico for life, it was more profitable in the long run to establish this friendly relationship and secure future benefits.

    However, it wasn't without its problems.

    With so many workers, a significant number just ate and slept in the accommodations without properly working.

    "Ahem... I'm sorry. I'll go and give them a stern talking to." Taho, his face flushed, was about to go towards the workers who were lying down.

    "No, it's alright."

    "Hmm? Why?"

    "It doesn't matter. We're using a lot temporarily now, but we won't keep using this many. See those two over there?" President Yang and Jaein were walking around with notebooks, checking the IDs hanging around the necks of the hardworking people and writing down their names.

    "Later, only the people whose names are written there will be hired as permanent employees."

    "Ah, so that was the plan." Of course, we couldn't have done this alone.

    "Here's a gift~" Trucks loaded with supplies entered in a line behind American S-rank hunter Amy Gibbs.

    "You haven't left yet?"

    "I haven't heard the story yet~?"

    "Aren't you busy?"

    "I'm okay for a bit~"

    "Actually, I'm busy." It wasn't an excuse to send Amy away; I was genuinely busy. The more I moved, the more I could put people where they were needed.

    "Don't worry about that~" Heavy equipment and construction workers were also entering in a line behind Amy. With the replenishment of equipment and supplies, the schedule would naturally speed up, so it was welcome support.

    "I'm sorry for attacking you too~ And thank you for risking your life to block the gate that opened in the American continent~ And I also want to hear the story from inside the gate~" The first two were probably just pretexts, and the main reasons seemed to be wanting to hear the story from inside the gate and establishing a friendly relationship.

    "Alright. But I have no intention of talking about my abilities or Hunter Bae Nayoung's abilities." We took a short break. Amy Gibbs and an official from the US Awakened Management Bureau came together and listened to my story.

    "Just the two of you and an ice dragon?" The official from the US Awakened Management Bureau looked at me with an expression as if I were crazy.

    "It wasn't at full power. And the important thing isn't just one dragon. It's the countless monsters that were coming after it." The official frowned, feeling a sense of crisis, while Amy listened to my story without any change in expression.

    "So, can you still see inside the gate now?"

    "Yes. But I can only see the near inside of the gate, not very far." After finishing the story, I showed them the dragon heart and the components of the gate tower.

    "Are you thinking of selling them?"

    "No. We have our own development team. Are we done now? Then, I'm going to work." Construction and work continued. But how can people just work and live? While running three shifts, we tried to keep Saturday evenings free to have a barbecue party together.

    "Alright! Raise your glasses!" Taho shouted loudly.

    "My beloved compatriots of Mexico!" The noisy venue quieted down.

    "We have passed through a dark tunnel. A tunnel whose end we did not know. Many thought we would end there! They said there was no hope! But! Look at us now! Look at what we are building!"

    "Ooh!"

    "We can rise again! No, we can create a Mexico that is stronger and more prosperous than in the past!"

    "That's right! Well said!"

    "There are people who made it possible for us to be here now. They came to a place that others had given up on and left, and they did not leave when it was dangerous. Now that the danger is over, no one would have pointed fingers at him even if he had returned home, but he is sharing what he obtained here with us instead of taking it to his homeland."

    Gazes gathered on the table where I and my companions were sitting. Pablo was translating Taho's words to us.

    "My fellow countrymen! To whom do we owe this new future?"

    "Señor Lee!"

    "Jisuk!" Voices echoed from here and there.

    "He really doesn't have to do this..." Taho raised his glass once more.

    "Oh hero of Mexico! Rise!" As the atmosphere grew lively, Nayoung and I rose at Taho's request. Sangheon, the Oh brothers, and Yeseul looked awkward, unsure if they should also stand up, so I gestured for them to rise.

    "We will not forget your courage! Your dedication! For our hero! ¡Salud!"

    "¡Salud!" Experiencing thousands of people toasting me was an unprecedented thrill.

    At the ensuing party, people drank high-proof liquor, grilled meat, and had fun.

    Someone once said that no one knows how to party like Mexicans. Fast-paced music played, and people excitedly danced passionate Latin American dances.

    "Let's drink together!" People poured tequila for me. An endless line formed of people wanting to have a drink with me.

    Since I didn't get drunk, I kept accepting.

    "Señor! Let's dance together!" After drinking for a while, a Mexican woman grabbed my arm.

    Wearing a low-cut black dress, she was Adriana, one of Taho's subordinates. She was one of the few B-rank hunters among Taho's men. With her tall, slender figure, tanned skin, and firm body, she was someone who drew the attention of everyone around her.

    Caught up in the heated atmosphere, it was awkward to refuse, so I stood up. Just in case, I looked at Nayoung, who was usually jealous, but she waved for me to go ahead.

    "A hero doesn't need to only look at one woman!" Adriana pulled my hand and took me to the center of the dancing crowd.

    "I don't know how to dance."

    "Just follow my lead!" Unable to resist her proactive attitude, I followed her dance and the dances of those around us. It wasn't difficult since my reflexes were beyond those of an ordinary person. As the party's heat intensified, the fast-paced music transitioned into slow, soft music.

    And she pulled me closer, pressing her body against mine.

    "I've never met a man like you before." She looked up at me with a passionate gaze, her body pressed against mine.

  

    Adriana pulled me closer, pressing herself against me from chest to stomach, and I felt her breath on my neck.

    "You're too close." I tried to create some distance, but she had a tight grip on my waist. I could have forced her off, but since she was being friendly, I didn't want to.

    Adriana looked intently into my eyes.

    "I'll let you off the hook today." Knowing I was in a bind, she smiled seductively and released me. Then she continued to dance to the music.

    After being led around by Adriana for a while, I returned to the table.

    "Hyung, are you enjoying yourself?"

    "Huh? What?"

    "For someone who has a girlfriend... shouldn't you be yielding to people like me?"

    "Yield what? Go ask her to dance."

    "That's... a bit..." Sangheon was a typical shy Korean man.

    "You must have had a good time, O.ppa." Nayoung said with a smile. Her face was definitely smiling, but the atmosphere was ominous.

    "No, that's not..." I had to spend the rest of the night placating Nayoung.

    As dawn broke, construction continued, but I couldn't just stay at the construction site. The gates kept resetting, so Nayoung and I cleared the A and B-rank gates.

    "With you, Brother... there's no time to rest." Nayoung pouted. She was just as busy as I was, teaching Korean and going through gates.

    "How about we clear just this one and then go have some fun?"

    "Just the two of us?"

    "Yeah, let's go just the two of us." Only then did Nayoung tuck in her lips and hug my arm tightly.

    
      

    

    "Damn it!" Jack's Perez Cartel number three, Jose, slammed his desk violently. The iron desk crumpled weakly as if made of paper. Jose was short and small in stature, but his heavily tattooed body boasted solid muscles.

    "Our boss got taken down, and those so-called subordinates are clinging to Taho like bats! You stupid bastards!"

    "What do we do? We've gathered all the remaining members, but there are only a few dozen of us. We can't compete with them." A large, clumsy-looking man asked. It was Luis, Jose's lackey.

    "What else? We have to side with the Northwest Cartel."

    "Will they help?"

    "I've made acquaintance with Ricardo Cartel boss, Gabrio. And do you think I'll just stand by and watch the East fall to those Chinese bastards?"

    "They weren't Chinese, they were Koreans."

    "That or this, you son of a bitch! Read the mood!" Jose raised his hand as if to strike, and Luis flinched.

    "Don't cower, go out and manage the guys! If there are more defects, you're dead too!" Jose kicked Luis to chase him out and picked up the phone. "Hoo... This is Jose of the Perez Cartel."

    "Jose? You're alive?"

    "I barely managed to escape the traitor Taho and set up a base."

    "I see. The East is a complete mess these days. What was Jack's doing?" Jose gritted his teeth at Gabrio's reprimand of the dead boss. But right now, this was the only person he could rely on.

    "That bastard wouldn't have been a match for Boss Jacks on his own. Taho must have helped him. You're not planning to just watch this happen, are you?"

    "Not stand by? He's an S-rank hunter and surrounded by his companions and Taho's gang. His relationship with the US isn't bad right now either. It's too risky to touch him."

    "He's just a newly minted S-rank. He's practically A-rank. Otherwise, why would he have teamed up with Taho and cowardly attacked Boss Jacks?"

    "Well... that's true. But what about his companions?"

    "Do you think they all sleep huddled together? They're completely lax right now. They're off their guard."

    "Hmm..."

    "Just lend us your strength once. We'll set the stage."

    "So, you kill him and Taho, and what do you want? Money? Or the position of the next boss of the East Cartel?"

    "No. Revenge. Blood. Nothing else matters." Jose's eyes glowed red.

    
      

    

    After clearing the gate, Nayoung and I took a day off as promised and toured nearby historical sites. We had had our fill of the sea.

    Since it was just the two of us moving around today, I carried Nayoung and ran.

    "Hehe. It feels like this is the first time we've run around like this when nothing's happening."

    "You're right, we've always just gone to fight. Sorry."

    "No! I didn't say that to hear you apologize. I just like it." Nayoung hugged my neck and kissed my cheek.

    Carrying Nayoung, I arrived at the Mayan ruins of Chichen Itza. I had heard that it used to be so crowded with tourists you couldn't even step, but now there were hardly any people. The tourism industry was almost completely devastated in the first place, and the recent break made the situation even worse.

    This place was built between the 7th and 13th centuries. Looking at the ruins of a city that began over a thousand years ago, I sighed at our current situation where we couldn't even be sure of what would happen in a few years, let alone a thousand.

    "Brother! You were thinking about something else again, weren't you?"

    "Huh? Sorry."

    "Brother, let go of everything today and just play with me." Nayoung could usually read the minds of most people, but she couldn't interfere with mine. However, perhaps because I wasn't good at hiding my expressions like Yeseul, Nayoung often grasped my thoughts.

    "Let's go." Nayoung pulled my arm and led me around the ruins. It was amazing that something made so long ago still maintained its form and stood. In Korea, even apartments are torn down and rebuilt after only a few decades.

    After touring all the nearby ruins, we returned to the factory construction site.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, the temporary accommodations are under construction right now, so you can rest here today." Taho gave me a map with an address and a key card.

    "Huh? The entire temporary accommodation is under construction?"

    "No, just your room and Señorita Bae's room."

    "There's no way."

    "Stop nagging and go."

    "Brother, wait a minute. I'll go to my room and get my things." Nayoung came out after packing her things, and when we went to the place Taho told us about, a beautifully decorated villa appeared on the beach. It wasn't big, but there were no people around, so we could enjoy the beach freely.

    "It's pretty~ Mr. Taho has good taste." Inside the villa, wine and food were already set on the table. Flowers were decorated everywhere, and candles were lit. Rose petals were scattered on the bed.

    "Ahem! It's a bit awkward with them preparing so openly."

    "Why? It's just good! Let's eat quickly. I'm hungry." We chatted and ate, then went out to the sea, lit a bonfire, and drank wine.

    "This is nice. It feels like what happened a few days ago was all a dream." Nayoung rested her head on my shoulder.

    Listening to the sound of the waves, we silently gazed at the night sky. A sky filled with countless stars and a gently lapping sea. The crackling sound of the burning bonfire and the sound of the waves. And the sight of Nayoung sitting beside me, looking at the sea, was more beautiful than anything else. It couldn't have been more perfect.

    "Shall we go inside?" I met Nayoung's eyes.

    "Yeah." Nayoung's face flushed.

    Nayoung and I entered the bedroom of the villa.

    "Wait for me." Nayoung pushed me onto the bed and went into the bathroom.

    As I lay waiting on the bed, Nayoung came out.

    "How is this?" She showed me underwear I had never seen before. The underwear visible beneath the blue see-through nightgown accentuated Nayoung's figure. She must have been packing this when she gathered her things earlier.

    "Pretty. Come here." I reached out my hand, and Nayoung slowly walked towards me.

    "Lie down!"

    "Huh? Lie down?" I pulled Nayoung, whose eyes had widened, down and covered her with my body, then donned my armor and aura.

    Kwaang! A bullet pierced the wall and landed on my back. It was powerful enough that it might have gone through me if I hadn't been prepared.

    "Cough cough."

    "Are you okay?"

    Tatatatatang! Pewooooooosh. Before I could even hear a reply, this time artillery fire from modern weapons, the kind you'd use on monsters, rained down.

    "Shield!" I covered her with my body, and Nayoung enveloped us from above with a shield.

    Gunfire, shells, missiles, and flames fell around us in succession.

    The barrage, which lasted for a minute, stopped. When the barrage ceased, the villa walls, which had still retained some semblance of shape, collapsed with a loud crash.

    "Luis! Find the bodies!" A heavily tattooed member of the Mexican cartel gave the order.

    "Boss Jose, do you think there will be any bodies left?"

    "Do you think an S-rank hunter is a joke? He must have resisted to some extent."

    "Yeah, Luis, do you think an S-rank hunter is a joke?" I placed my hands on Luis's and Jose's shoulders.

    "....." A moment of silence.

    "Die!" Jose twisted his body and swung his knife. An attack on the border between aura and sword energy flew towards my neck.

    Kaang!

    "Kaang?" Of course, the knife didn't pierce my armor.

    "Calm down."

    "What are you saying?!" Jose screamed when I spoke in Korean.

    "Not you." Nayoung, wearing only her underwear, was radiating a purple aura. "You came all the way to Mexico and suffered so much, and now you're interrupting the precious time we finally get to have together?" Nayoung's eyes had already gone wild.

    "What are you doing! Attack! Shoot!" Jose's signal to attack fell. But there was no attack.

    "Kuaaaaak!! Get off! Get off!" All the cartel members who had attacked us were scratching their faces and bodies with their fingernails. As if seeing hallucinations, their fingernails dug into their skin, drawing blood and tearing flesh, but they didn't stop.

    "Kuaaaaak!!! Bugs! Bugs!" Powerful hypnosis also affects the body. If you hypnotize someone that a cold spoon is a hot iron and place it on their skin, their skin will turn red, or in severe cases, they will get burned.

    The skin of the cartel members had holes and writhed as if real bugs were burrowing into them, and blood flowed from the holes all over their bodies.

    "...W...witch!" Jose and Luis also scratched all over their bodies, and their eyes rolled back as they looked at Nayoung walking towards them step by step.

    I picked up a blanket from the beach and wrapped it around Nayoung.

    "Huk... huk..."

    "It's okay now. Calm down." The cartel members were already writhing on the ground, incapacitated. No, it would be more accurate to say they were beyond recovery. Their physical wounds were severe, but their minds had collapsed.

    I calmed the agitated Nayoung and contacted Taho.

    "W... what is this..."

    "These bastards are the culprits." I pointed to Jose and Luis, who were lying on the ground.

    "Jose? Damn it, where have you been? You were plotting something like this?"

    "There was one stronger bastard than these guys, but he ran away."

    "Stronger? Jose should have been the strongest among the remnants of Jacks's gang."

    "He used sniping with bullets. He's probably S-rank."

    "Sniping? S-rank... no way... that crazy bastard Jose! Did he borrow help from Gabrio?"

    "Gabrio?"

    "The boss of the Rica Cartel in the Northwest. He's even more ruthless than Jacks."

    "Why would he?"

    "Probably to eliminate us and take over the East. A lot of money came in, so he must be eyeing it."

    "Is that so? Then, please protect Nayoung."

    "Where are you going? Don't tell me...?"

    "If I receive a greeting, I have to return it."

    "I'm going too." Nayoung came out wearing her clothes. She had her staff and cloak on, fully prepared for battle.

    "I'll go. You rest."

    "I. Am. Going. Too." Both Taho and I swallowed hard at Nayoung's terrifying gaze.

  

    Damn it! They said he was just starting out as S-rank! He's perfectly fine?!" Gabrio, who had returned to his mansion after failing his surprise attack on Jisuk, slammed his fist into the nearest wall.

    "Boss, it seems we were deceived by that Jose bastard." His subordinate, Domingo, glanced at the hole Gabrio had punched in the wall.

    "Damn it... what do we do?"

    "Boss, there's no need to worry. You're an S-rank, and one of the top ones at that! That guy just got lucky and dodged. This time, we'll set a perfect trap beforehand and blow a hole in his head when he comes. I've already gathered all the men." Domingo always said things that were pleasing to hear, which was why Gabrio cherished him most among his subordinates. Gabrio knew it was flattery, but he couldn't let him go, and in fact, things had never gone wrong when he listened to him.

    "Yeah, damn it, I'm not inferior to that guy. He just became S-rank, right? And no matter how tough that bastard is, he must have taken some damage, right? Huh?"

    "That's right." Domingo poured Gabrio's favorite whiskey into a glass.

    "Right, that's right." Gabrio nodded repeatedly as if trying to shake off his unease and gulped down the liquor.

    Thud. Gabrio's legs gave out, and he grabbed the edge of the desk to avoid falling.

    "Wh... what is it?"

    "What else? It's poison. It took some effort to find something that would work even on an S-rank."

    "Domingo... you? Why?"

    "Why? That crazy bastard is going to come charging in for revenge. There's no need for all of us to die together, is there?"

    "You... you said attacking was a good idea, didn't you?" Gabrio glared at Domingo with bloodshot eyes.

    "I thought that guy would die too. I never imagined he'd survive a surprise attack from another S-rank, especially a long-range specialist. But he survived? What can I do? I have to sacrifice you and lie low."

    "Damn it..."

    Thump. Gabrio collapsed.

    "Sacrifice yourself for the organization."

    Kwaang! As he walked towards the fallen Gabrio, the wall shattered and two people jumped in.

    
      

    

    Holding Nayoung, I broke through the wall of the mansion belonging to a guy named Gabrio and entered. Inside, a man was lying on the floor, and a burly man was standing next to him.

    "Is it you?" I put Nayoung down, and she glared at the burly man.

    "Huh?"

    "It's you, isn't it?"

    "Ah... no! This... this guy is Gabrio! That guy is the boss. I've subdued him!" The burly man pointed at Gabrio, who was lying on the floor. Gabrio was paralyzed in all his limbs, probably due to some drug, but he seemed conscious, his bloodshot eyes darting between us and the burly man.

    Nayoung stared silently at the burly man who was making excuses.

    "No? It's you, isn't it? You're the one who ordered everything, right? That guy is just a puppet." I could tell it was a lie from his face and gestures, but Nayoung figured it out by interfering with his mind.

    "I'm just a low-level member! Really!" The burly man lied to the end.

    "You know, when a person is finally trying to have some quality time with their boyfriend after a long time, you start shooting?" Purple mana surged around Nayoung like a storm.

    "It wasn't me!" Nayoung ignored him and took one step closer. Sweat dripped from the burly man's forehead.

    "Damn it! Come out! Attack!" The burly man shouted, but nothing happened, and Nayoung continued to approach step by step.

    "What are you doing? You bastards! Attack!" Even as he backpedaled and screamed at the top of his lungs, no one came in.

    "What are you doing..." When I opened Gabrio's door, I saw all his subordinates collapsed in the hallway. They had already been subdued by Nayoung.

    "Uh... how?" The burly man looked at Nayoung with a terrified expression. Purple mana balls floated around Nayoung.

    One of the round mana balls stretched out and sharpened. It looked like a thick needle, pointed at both ends.

    "Kuaak!" Then, it flew like a bullet, piercing the burly man's thigh and creating a hole in the floor.

    "W... wait! Money! I'll give you money! There's money in the safe over there! Kuaaaak!!!" The man screamed, pointing at the safe, but Nayoung didn't listen and shot mana needles into his other thigh.

    "Kuaaaaak!!! Keuk... I... I'm sorry! Please forgive me just once!" The man lying on the floor sobbed and begged.

    However, the mana needle mercilessly pierced his shoulder.

    "Kuaak! You crazy bitch! The organization will take revenge! Your family in Korea will all..."

    Thwack. The aura I shot shattered the burly man's head. Gabrio watched the scene with wide eyes.

    "Why?" Nayoung asked without looking at me.

    "Don't dirty your hands. I'll take care of this kind of thing."

    "Only Brother's hands get dirty? Aren't we doing this together?" Nayoung crouched down in front of Gabrio.

    Gabrio's reddened eyes were filled with terror. Nayoung placed her hand on Gabrio's head.

    
      

    

    "...." Taho stared silently at my face.

    "Why?"

    "Are you planning to help our country? Or ruin it?"

    "What are you talking about?"

    "Seeing you kill two of the only four S-rank hunters in Mexico makes it seem like you're trying to ruin it... But then you're also scattering money among the citizens and investing?"

    "If they don't mess with me first, I won't mess with them."

    "Hoo... Anyway, the four remaining cartels in the Northwest contacted me to propose a peace treaty. They must have been scared seeing two fall so quickly."

    "Well, as long as they don't cause trouble for us."

    After that, the factory progress was smooth sailing, as if it had caught a favorable wind. The Northwest Cartel had been intercepting trucks coming from the US and demanding money, so Taho had been secretly bribing them, but that stopped, and supplies arrived even faster.

    And as we crushed the Rica Cartel, which was larger than Jack's cartel, more money came in, and the investment funds, which had been dwindling, actually became larger than they were initially.

    I took some time off and went sightseeing with Nayoung for a few days without being disturbed.

    Everything was going smoothly. Now, all that was left was to finish the remaining schedule and return to Korea.

    
      

    

    As I was leisurely going about my day, a disaster alert text message rang.

    "Hmm?" It was a disaster alert text message that came from a Korean number.

    Before I could even read the text, the phone rang.

    "Director Baek. What's going on...?" I could feel the urgency in Director Baek Young-shin's voice.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, where are you right now?"

    "I'm in Mexico."

    "As I thought... Have you seen the news?"

    "No. What happened?"

    "Trees are growing on Mount Baekdu."

    "Trees... they would grow, it's a mountain."

    "The problem is the size and speed. It's already grown over several hundred meters, and the speed at which it's rooting into the ground is estimated to be even faster. It's digging so deep and thick that it's shaking the ground, and small earthquakes have already occurred several times."

    As I listened to Director Baek Young-shin's words, I checked the news video on my computer.

    Abnormally fast growth speed. If I hadn't been told beforehand, I would have thought it was a computer-generated video or fast-forwarded footage, seeing how quickly the roots were tearing through the ground. Branches were also stretching out in all directions, reaching for the sky without limit.

    Even when soldiers at a distance fired shells and broke off house-sized branches, other branches quickly filled their place.

    Even when soldiers poured incendiary bombs and mages cast fire magic, it had no effect. The tree didn't catch fire as if it were wet, and it only slightly hindered its growth by burning or breaking off a little.

    "I'll leave now."

    "Please hurry. If that thing touches Mount Baekdu's ley lines, a major eruption and a massive earthquake could occur."

    I hung up the phone and gathered everyone.

    "Taho, can I leave this to you? I'll leave President Yang and the engineers here."

    "No problem. It's only natural to resolve the problems of your homeland first."

    "Everyone, pack your bags. We're taking off within an hour."

    We all boarded the plane. It would take six hours by ultra-high-speed flight, but that time felt incredibly long.

    As we entered North Korean airspace, and while we were still quite a distance away, we could already see the tree. Growing several kilometers east of Mount Baekdu, the tree was growing on the border between Korea and China.

    Perhaps because it started growing in a high-altitude area in the first place, it looked like it would pierce the clouds, and it was still wriggling and growing.

    "No time to land. We're jumping." It would be a waste of time to go to a runway where we could land and then drive back to the site.

    "Huh?" Everyone looked at me with wide eyes.

    "I'll lower the altitude and the speed as much as possible, so don't worry." I took out an emergency parachute and gave it to Sangheon.

    "Now... are we even jumping from the sky?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, I... I have acrophobia..." The others accepted it with a sense of resignation, but Hyungbin, who had acrophobia, turned pale.

    "Then, go back. We can't turn the plane around now because of one person. Join us later." Yeseul, as if she intended to go, put on her parachute and took Hyungbin's hand. "It's okay if you come later."

    Hyungbin tightly closed his eyes.

    "I... I'm going too." It seemed he didn't want to go back alone while his girlfriend was jumping.

    After we finished preparing, the co-pilot came out, checked everyone's parachutes, and explained how to operate them.

    Since it wasn't originally an aircraft designed for high-altitude jumps, they opened the emergency hatch at the bottom rear of the plane.

    Kwa kwa kwa kwa!!! Even though they had reduced the speed, everyone's hair flew wildly in the wind of the high-speed plane.

    "Good luck!" The co-pilot, who had opened the hatch and stepped back, gave a thumbs up.

    "Let's go." I jumped first, and Nayoung followed me. The two of us didn't even need to wear parachutes.

    Nayoung created a shield with mana to protect her face, and I was unaffected by the wind as I covered my entire body in armor.

    The other members put on goggles and jumped from the sky.

    Being heavy and not decelerating, I fell the fastest. When I got closer to the ground, I emitted aura from my feet to slow down. Not feeling the need to decelerate completely, I landed at high speed, and a shockwave spread across the ground.

    Nayoung used the levitation magic of her cloak and descended gracefully.

    Looking at the sky, I saw the remaining members opening their parachutes one by one. Hyungbin's face was also white, but he opened his parachute in time.

    "Hmm? Sangheon isn't opening his?"

    "His face doesn't look scared, what's going on?" As he got closer, I thought about going to catch him, but Sangheon created a round disc in his hand and threw it downwards. Sangheon kicked the disc, which curved back like a boomerang, to reduce his falling speed. He threw dozens of such discs, kicking them to decelerate slowly. His ability to throw and control the discs was quite good, and his footwork to decelerate by kicking them was also excellent.

    Thump. Perhaps he hadn't decelerated enough, as Sangheon's face contorted as if his leg hurt.

    "Is that a new technique?"

    "It's a skill called Light Saucer. I can create discs of light and throw them or use them as footholds. I used it once in Mexico too, but Hyung went into the gate, so you didn't see it."

    "But why did you wear a parachute?"

    "It's scary..." While Sangheon and I were talking about skills, the others landed one by one.

    "Whoa..."

    "Follow me slowly." Not having time to wait for everyone to compose themselves, I ran while carrying Nayoung.

    "Hahahaha, this damn vacation just won't end." Sangheon laughed hollowly. He went to Mexico for a vacation, ended up stopping a gate break and doing construction, and now he was here at Mount Baekdu to deal with a monstrous tree, so it was understandable.

  

    Even from several kilometers away, the World Tree looked sufficiently enormous.

    Carrying Nayoung, I rushed towards the temporary headquarters set up near the World Tree.

    I showed my face to the sentry at the checkpoint and immediately entered the joint command tent.

    "Oh! Hunter Lee Jisuk, Hunter Bae Nayoung, thank you for coming so quickly."

    "I heard you caused quite a ruckus in Mexico? You've been through a lot." Director Baek Young-shin and Hunter Jeong Min-gi greeted me.

    "It was nothing much. What's the situation?"

    "Not good. The speed at which it's growing on the ground has slowed down compared to the beginning, but that doesn't seem to be because we attacked it; it's probably just because it's already so big. The roots are still growing rapidly."

    "Are those roots going to make Mount Baekdu erupt?"

    "It's possible. Roots that are the size of several dozen apartment buildings are tearing through the ground hundreds of meters to several kilometers underground. The problem is, we don't know if it will erupt or when. Geologists say that these kinds of things can't be known for sure."

    "That's vague."

    "One thing is certain. If it does erupt, this entire area will be covered in volcanic ash, and all nearby flights will be paralyzed. There's also a very low but still existing chance of a large-scale earthquake. We can't even predict how far south the damage will spread."

    "The biggest problem is that we don't know what that thing is. It's definitely not an Earth life form, right? Is it a monster? If so, will that tree keep spreading infinitely? If it does, the Earth's ecosystem will be destroyed."

    "Hmm... I'm not certain, but it looks similar to the World Tree I saw in Tellus."

    "Another Tellus thing?" Hunter Jeong Min-gi sighed.

    "I'm not sure because I'm not interested in trees, but it's ridiculously big, just like that one. Let's try to stop its growth for now."

    "Is there a way? No matter how much we cut it, it's so big that it doesn't even make a dent. And even then, it regrows instantly."

    "Since that's a living thing too, it'll die if we absorb its life force." As I came out of the command tent, another group arrived and told me to receive instructions from the Awakened Bureau.

    I approached one of the World Tree's roots. Even now, it was wriggling and continuing to dig into the ground, and branches were constantly reaching towards the sky.

    I placed my hand on the root and began to absorb.

    It contained slightly more life force than a normal tree, but since its size was like a mountain, the amount of life force inside was enormous.

    After catching the dragon and transforming into Dragonkin Body, the vessel for my life force had grown to more than twice its previous size. On top of that, I could circulate life force to the cores in both lungs and store heat and cold. In other words, the total amount of life force I could absorb was three times what it used to be.

    As my body filled with life force, the growth of the World Tree slowed down in the area near me. However, it was just too big. The range I could absorb from was only about one-tenth of the entire tree.

    "It's too far here. It would be better to go to the center."

    "You can't go near it."

    "Why?"

    "A black fog is spreading in the shade of the tree. Everyone who approached it for exploration returned coughing up blood. Even those who went in wearing gas masks and isolation suits were affected. The particles are so small that gas masks are useless, and it even melts clothes."

    "That didn't happen with the World Tree in Tellus... Still, it's okay. Poison doesn't work on me." Leaving the worried Director Baek Young-shin behind, I headed towards the center of the tree.

    Inside, a thick black fog was spreading as I had heard.

    "Is this poison?" It certainly felt prickly when it touched my body and when I inhaled it.

    Holes were popping open in my clothes as they melted, so I tore them off completely and put on my armor, leaving only my face exposed.

    I walked under the tree where the densely grown branches and leaves blocked out the light.

    At my feet, roots wriggled and devoured the soil of the ground. It didn't particularly seem to be targeting me, but if I stood still, I felt like I would be sucked in. I lightly hopped around to avoid them and approached the center of the tree.

    At the center, the roots were already stable, and the ground didn't wriggle. The World Tree had already grown to a diameter of several hundred meters. It was even bigger than the one in Tellus. Up close, it looked less like a tree and more like a giant, round wall.

    I placed my hand on the tree and absorbed its life force. Befitting its size, an enormous amount of life force was dormant within it. The amount was even greater than that of the dragon.

    "Hoooooooh!!!!" I circulated the overflowing life force I had absorbed to the cold core in my lungs. I exhaled the created cold air upwards.

    As the tree's life force was taken by me and the branches and leaves froze, the growth on my side stopped.

    I continued to repeat the process of absorption and cold emission.

    However, the opposite side of the tree was still growing. In the end, this was just a way to buy time.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk!!!"

    "Huh?" Even though it was quite a distance, I heard Sihwan's voice.

    "Come back!" Hearing Sihwan's voice, I returned to the base camp.

    "It's amazing that your voice can be heard from this far away?"

    "Hahaha, it's a skill called Target Shouting. I can focus and shoot my voice in one direction. People in other directions can't hear it. Pretty useful, right?" Sihwan proudly rubbed his nose.

    "Yeah, useful. Good job." The fact that it couldn't be heard in other directions was very useful. If a sound of that magnitude had spread in all directions, the eardrums of those nearby might have burst.

    "What's the situation inside?" Director Baek Young-shin asked.

    "It's growing endlessly. Even if I absorb it, I don't think I can completely suppress it."

    "Hmm..."

    "Still, I can buy some time inside. But why did you call me back?"

    "Ah, China has notified us that they will launch a large-scale bombing."

    "It won't work." The World Tree hadn't suffered much damage even from the explosion of a mana core. It was obvious that ordinary bombs wouldn't have a significant effect.

    "Since they say they will drop them on the part that has spread into Chinese territory, we don't have enough justification to stop them." A siren wailed.

    "Everyone retreat! Prepare for the explosion!" Dozens of missiles flew in from the sky. Since they were attacking the World Tree in Chinese territory across the border, they were some distance away from us, but everyone took shelter in the trenches just in case.

    Kwa kwa kwa kwang!!!! Flames soared, and branches as thick as houses shattered into pieces and flew in all directions.

    I didn't need to take shelter in the trench, so I watched while enduring the shockwave of the explosion.

    The aftermath of the explosion shook the mountain, and several tents made of cloth flew away. The soldiers who set those up were probably going to get an earful.

    "Whew~~ Back during the previous break incident, they smashed the monsters like that too." Hunter Jeong Min-gi had approached my side unnoticed.

    "As expected, it's not working." Compared to the explosion, the damage to the World Tree was not significant. It was even quickly recovering from the damage.

    "Director, please contact Tellus."

    "Contact Tellus?"

    "Explain the situation here and get advice from Lady Eres, the Avatar of Darkness, through the Avatar of Light. Lady Eres, who oversees the World Tree of Tellus, will know what to do."

    "Ah! If it's her, she might have a solution." While Director Baek Young-shin contacted Korea, China's second and third missile strikes continued. China launched more and more missiles each time, but it was just buying time and didn't have a significant effect.

    "At this rate, they'll shake the ground and cause more earthquakes." Director Baek Young-shin worried.

    China usually didn't pay much attention to the monsters in this area, but they were quite proactive in this situation. In a way, it was a natural response. It was a big problem to have an unidentified monster tree of unknown size growing in their territory. That was why Director Baek Young-shin had called me.

    "I'll go back in. Those missiles won't be able to penetrate to where I'm going anyway." North of the border, China's missiles and the firepower of their hunters were suppressing the growth. On the south side, I was absorbing life force and cooling from the center of the World Tree, trying my best to stop its growth.

    "What are you doing, you foolish thing." Eres's voice, which came from behind, was quite light.

    "Lady Eres, you've come..." When I turned around, there was a girl with long black hair. Her black one-piece dress and arrogant expression made her look exactly like a shrunken-down Eres.

    "Lady Eres?"

    "Are there problems with your eyes as well as your head? It hasn't been long, yet you can't recognize me."

    "You've... shrunk a lot?" I put my hand on my head. The tall Eres, who was 180 cm, was now about 120 cm. She looked to be about six years old.

    "Impolite fool." Eres lightly slapped my hand away. It seemed like a light tap, but my hand bounced back weakly. Even in the form of a child, she was still Eres.

    "It is difficult to maintain the same appearance as in Tellus on Earth. Even this was possible because the will of this planet accepted me, as I harbor no hostility."

    "Are there avatars like Lady Eres on Earth? Can't we communicate with them?" This was a question I had had for a while. If we could communicate with the will of Earth that awakened humans, it would be a great help in stopping future gate breaks.

    "Not all worlds are created the same. Just because there are avatars in Tellus does not mean there are necessarily any on Earth."

    "That's a bit disappointing."

    "The will of Earth is the collective will of all living things on Earth. You are also a part of the will of Earth. That is why it moves like an instinct rather than having a single consciousness like me. Earth is still a young planet; perhaps when it gets older, avatars like me will appear."

    "Earth is young?"

    "It is at the level of a newborn compared to Tellus."

    "Wasn't the God of Destruction trying to destroy Earth and create something new because it was old?"

    "Foolish one. Do animals not die young? Does the process of dying and becoming fertilizer follow the order of age? It is the same. Earth and Tellus were merely noticed by the God of Destruction."

    So, we were just unlucky and got picked.

    "The World Tree seems to have taken root well." While I was thinking, Eres placed her hand on the World Tree.

    "Ah, this is the World Tree, right?"

    "That is correct."

    "Why is it here?"

    "Did you not bring it?"

    "Me?"

    "Did you not purify the swamp beneath the World Tree? At that time, a seed must have entered your body. And when it found a good place, it must have sprouted from your body."

    "Come to think of it... While searching for the missing hunter in North Korea, my hand bled for no reason." It wasn't intentional, but I was the culprit who brought a giant life form from another world. I shouldn't tell this to anyone else.

    "This area is very rich in life force. Even the World Tree of Tellus did not grow this quickly and this large. There is a lot of life force and a lot of pollution, so there seems to be much to absorb."

    "Can't we stop its growth?"

    "I have heard that you wish to, but why stop it? The World Tree is a grateful being that purifies all that is impure and spreads life force throughout the world. It will also be a great help in your future battles against the God of Destruction."

    "But its location is bad. It's randomly rooting into the ground and is about to cause earthquakes and volcanic eruptions in this area right now."

    "Then why not ask it?"

    "I am asking you right now?"

    "I am not the one you should ask, foolish one. Why not speak to the World Tree?"

    "Can I talk to it? This tree?"

    "The World Tree has a spirit. Having grown to this size, it should be able to communicate." Eres reached out her hand towards my head.

  

    Eres, who said she would let me communicate with the World Tree, stretched her hand straight towards my head. However, with her height, her hand naturally didn't reach.

    "Insolent one. Can't you lower your head?" When I just stared blankly, a sharp remark flew at me. Reluctantly, I knelt down on one knee to lower my posture, and Eres placed her small hand on my head.

    "Mental attacks shouldn't work on me anymore, right?"

    "When did I ever say I was going to attack? A mental barrier is something you control. I will meditate and allow you to resonate with the World Tree, so open your mind."

    I had never done it before, but since there was no reason for Eres to deceive me, I concentrated to open my mind.

    I felt something tickling my head. It felt like something was trying to pry its way into the shell surrounding my mind. However, it wasn't forceful.

    Eres took her hand away. "It's done now—"

    Eres held her middle finger with her thumb and brought it in front of my head. Her tiny hand was cute.

    Thwack! I was wondering what was happening when a flick landed on my forehead. Having been flicked while squatting, I fell backward. My skull is the hardest part of my body, but the impact made my head ring. There was no way her small body had muscles, and I didn't feel any aura or other energy. It felt less like a physical impact and more like something shaking my soul. I had admittedly underestimated her a bit because she had shrunk, but even small, Eres was still Eres.

    "Can't you open your mind?"

    "I did open it?" I rubbed my forehead.

    "You did not. Again. If you don't open it this time, you will be hit again." Her rough way of treating people was similar to mine.

    While traveling with Eres in Tellus, my skill ranks and stats hadn't increased much. However, thanks to her pushing me like crazy, I was able to unleash the full potential of my original abilities. The fact that I could fight a dragon and return alive was largely thanks to that special training.

    So, the way Eres was treating me roughly now would also surely be helpful to me. However, on the other hand, I was also relieved that Eres wasn't always on Earth.

    "Head again." She flicked her short index finger.

    Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! The sound of flicks echoed one after another under the World Tree. No matter how much I strengthened my head and surrounded it with aura, it didn't defend against it. What was that?

    "Ah! I told you I opened it!" I thought Eres was taking her hand away from my head to hit me again.

    "It is done." When I raised my head after hearing Eres's words, there was a child in front of the World Tree with green leaves instead of hair. Maybe three years old? It was even smaller than the current Eres, and its body was smooth, without any discernible gender.

    "This is the spirit of the World Tree."

    [Why are you taking my life force?] The spirit of the World Tree frowned. However, its cute appearance didn't feel threatening.

    "I'm sorry. But if you take root here, the people living nearby will be in danger."

    [Why?]

    "The mountain near here is a large volcano. It could erupt, and your roots are so deep that they could cause an earthquake."

    [If I don't cause an earthquake and don't make the volcano erupt, will you not take my life force?]

    "What? Can you do that?"

    [I can talk to the mountain and avoid dangerous places.]

    "Does the mountain have a spirit too?"

    [Spirit? Does it?] The spirit of the World Tree tilted its head.

    "A mountain, like Earth, does not have a precise consciousness. It merely has a will. However, the spirit of the World Tree and I are beings infinitely similar to them, so we can have minimal communication."

    "This World Tree is young, but it has a spirit body, right? Then why don't mountains with abundant spiritual energy like Mount Baekdu have spirits or avatars?"

    "The World Tree is originally a life form with a spirit body." Eres leaned on one leg, picked her ear, and blew. She was expressing her annoyance at having to answer with her whole body. When she was tall, her arrogance suited her, so I didn't notice, but seeing her like that in that body made me angry.

    "Okay, then please. And can you also get rid of the poison in the shade of the tree?"

    [That cannot be done.]

    "Why?"

    [It is my mission to absorb the unclean things and spread life force into the world. And if there are many unclean things, a lot of poison will inevitably be created to purify them. Once purification is complete, the poison will also disappear.]

    "Is this area that dirty?" It was hard to think of a place cleaner than Mount Baekdu, so I didn't understand.

    [There are many of these underground.] The tree roots wriggled, and a drum barrel rose to the surface.

    When I looked closely, the yellow barrel was covered in nuclear waste symbols and skull markings. North Korea must have buried it before its collapse. The South Korean government had prioritized closing nuclear and biological weapons facilities after North Korea's collapse, but they wouldn't have been able to find things that didn't exist on paper.

    "This was just buried in the ground? Not inside some concrete building?"

    [No, it was just buried in the soil.] My head throbbed.

    "Are any of them open?"

    [Some are open. And even the ones that aren't open are still leaking contaminants.]

    "In this case, we should be grateful that the World Tree is purifying it." A cold sweat broke out for a moment, but I felt relieved that the World Tree would purify it, and now business ideas were flooding my mind.

    "That is natural. The World Tree is an important being for all life forms even in Tellus. Besides, isn't this near your country? It is an immeasurably great blessing for your country."

    "Because life force will become abundant?"

    "That is correct. The reason the empire could become as powerful as it is now is because it was located near the World Tree. Moreover, aren't the humans of Earth immune to mana? If they are near the World Tree, even without immunity, they will not get sick; rather, they will adapt to mana with strong life force and gain power."

    This was an unexpected benefit. Several ideas came to mind on how to utilize this as well. Once this situation calms down, I should make good use of it in various ways.

    "World Tree, from now on, please don't grow north, only grow more south. And please be careful not to cause earthquakes or volcanic eruptions." I said, pointing north and south with my fingers.

    [Okay. I can do that.] It nodded its head and replied. You shouldn't think of the World Tree with human standards, but seeing the small child-like World Tree nodding and speaking clearly was very cute.

    [And anyway, I didn't like the northern kids constantly setting fire to my body.] We had also attacked it, but it seemed too insignificant for it to even care. It was fortunate that we had postponed the large-scale bombing until we fully understood the situation, out of concern for earthquakes and volcanic activity.

    "If the World Tree had a bad heart, it could have killed you all. Be thankful that the World Tree is a good child." Indeed, even walking trees were troublesome if there were many, so if this giant tree decided to attack seriously, there would be no answer.

    Soon after, the trunk of the World Tree began to grow towards where I was standing, so I stepped back. Since what had already grown couldn't be moved, it directed its future growth southward.

    "We need to let the outside know."

    [Will you come again?]

    "There are not many who can communicate with the World Tree. A lonely existence that only works for others and does not receive recognition."

    "Lady Eres, can't you make other people resonate with it like you did with me?"

    "An ordinary mind cannot resonate with the World Tree. Can an ant converse with a human? Your mind is strangely robust for a human, so such a thing is possible." She always had to say things like that without being nice.

    "Okay, I'll come again." I stroked the World Tree's head. Its head wasn't solid like a real object, nor did my hand pass right through it; it was a strange feeling, as if something was slightly off.

    [Bye bye~] The spirit of the World Tree waved at us.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! Are you alright?! That tree keeps growing southwards?!" Director Baek Young-shin asked anxiously.

    "It's a good thing. There won't be any earthquakes or volcanic eruptions."

    "Ar... are you sure?"

    "Why is this fellow so fidgety?"

    "Who is this child?" Director Baek Young-shin and the people around him asked, looking at Lady Eres.

    "Huh? Have you never seen her before? Lady Eres, did you come straight here to me from Tellus?"

    "Why would I go anywhere else?" Eres crossed her arms and spoke confidently.

    "Director, this is Lady Eres, the Avatar of Darkness from Tellus." Director Baek Young-shin tilted his head, looking at Eres with an expression that said, "This person?"

    "A tall beauty with a cold face, huh? Oh ho ho. Is that how you described me?" Lady Eres had read Director Baek Young-shin's mind.

    "..... It's not wrong, is it?"

    "Insolent one. Since you called me a beauty, I will let it slide this time."

    "....Thank you."

    "Ahem..." Director Baek Young-shin, whose mind had been read, cleared his throat awkwardly.

    I briefly explained what had happened inside to everyone.

    "Whew... I'm relieved, but I need to report this to my superiors quickly. They're making a fuss about the tree continuing to grow, honestly..." Even after Director Baek Young-shin left to report, the World Tree continued to grow southwards, and China repeatedly bombed it, destroying most of the World Tree that had grown beyond the border.

    
      

    

    A hearty laugh echoed inside the temporary command post for the monster tree subjugation in China.

    "That's right! How could those Korean bastards who can't even stop a mere tree stand against the Great People's Republic of China! Hahahaha!" General Huang Bao of the People's Liberation Army laughed heartily after receiving the success report.

    "If we gather and incinerate the remaining roots and branches, the operation will be complete." S-rank hunter Hong Long reported the situation. Hong Long was a martial artist and one of the few hunters in the world who didn't use weapons. He was famous for his flexible switching between offense and defense using explosive power and Tai Chi.

    "Then, I will withdraw first... What are you looking at?" Hong Long saw something like red fireflies flying slowly south from the leaves of the World Tree.

    "Some kind of red energy mass is flying away." The commander widened his eyes and looked at the World Tree, but he couldn't see anything.

    Countless red light masses fell to the ground or onto trees and people. Where they fell, grass grew, trees noticeably shot up, and people's faces became lively.

    "......"

    "What is it? Speak!" Huang Bao shouted at the silent Hong Long. Hong Long could kill this fat, pig-like commander with a single finger, but he had to suppress his anger. The reason he endured such treatment was his family, who were being held hostage in Beijing.

    The justification was to protect his family and give them the best treatment befitting the family of an S-rank hunter. However, two years ago, when another hunter went berserk, killed a military officer, and escaped, that hunter's entire family was executed as an example, so many hunters, including Hong Long, couldn't easily defy the military.

    "Life force is spreading towards Korea. It has the recovery power... no, the regenerative power of a potion."

    "Wh... what?! The wind isn't only blowing south, so why is it only going to Korea?!"

    "It's not riding the wind. It can only be described as the tree shooting it out..."

    "Hey!! Contact the informant we planted on the Korean side!" Huang Bao's anger reached its peak at the informant's subsequent words.

  

    "No! You rice-eating maggots! What were you doing while those Korean bastards snatched the World Tree?!" Huang Bao spat as he yelled at Hong Long and the other hunters.

    It was a very unnatural scene to see hunters with bodies like steel bowing their heads to listen to the words of Huang Bao, who looked utterly soft. Was it because Huang Bao had outstanding leadership or character that the hunters listened so obediently? No, that wasn't it either. They were simply afraid of the party behind him. Especially his uncle, who could put even an incompetent person like Huang Bao in such a high position.

    "The inside is filled with poison, making approach impossible," Hong Long replied, his head still lowered. Even among S-rank hunters, not everyone had high poison resistance like Jisuk. Ordinary hunters could only endure poison by depleting their stamina or life force, so their limits were clear.

    A thick poisonous fog hung under the World Tree, making visibility poor. Moreover, they had to wander around in a place where they didn't even know what they were looking for, all while consuming their life force. It went without saying that they would die if they were even a little late in getting out.

    "Excuses are unnecessary! Hong Long! Go in there right now, capture that spirit immediately, and make it spread the potions over here!" Huang Bao didn't care that Hong Long entering was practically suicide. His own safety was paramount. Besides, wasn't he an S-rank hunter? If a Korean hunter could do it, he thought Hong Long would have no problem either.

    Even though potions had become widespread and weren't as rare as before, they were still expensive. The sight of potions raining down from the sky made little reason Commander Huang Bao had left to fly away.

    And it wasn't just simple greed. If the fact that a potion-making tree under his command had fallen into Korean hands became known to the party's upper echelons in Beijing, it wouldn't end with just demotion. No matter how powerful his uncle was in the party, an incident of this magnitude could lead to his uncle being punished as well.

    Huang Bao's uncle was a cold person. He had looked after him until now, but if Huang Bao caused him a setback? Huang Bao felt chills just imagining the consequences.

    "We've already burned everything on our side, so we can't approach unless we cross the border," Hong Long replied with a sigh.

    "Can't you go secretly?! Secretly! An S-rank hunter can't even do that?! Those small-country bastards do it just fine, don't they?!"

    ".... I will attempt it." Hong Long filled his potion belt with potions and approached the World Tree. Due to the continuous bombing, the World Tree on the Chinese border was almost destroyed, but new branches had grown, creating a fog area in Chinese territory again. Hong Long intended to hide in this fog and explore the trunk of the World Tree.

    "Hoo... This is really disgusting," Hong Long complained as he entered the fog.

    "Hiss..." He held his breath against the stinging poison and thinly spread his aura over his body.

    'At this rate, I won't last long.' No matter how thinly he spread his aura, he couldn't hold his breath for long, but to appease the commander's anger, he had to scout for as long as possible and find something useful.

    Moving a few hundred meters and drinking a potion every time he took a breath, Hong Long widened his eyes and went deeper and deeper into the forest to find the so-called spirit.

    
      

    

    The World Tree finally converted what it had purified into life force and spread it into the world. As it began to spread only towards Korea, the reactions of the Korean and Chinese governments to the World Tree changed completely.

    [Is that your friend?]

    "Huh?" Suddenly, I heard the voice of the World Tree's spirit, so I looked around, but I didn't see the spirit anywhere nearby.

    [Someone entered my shade. Is it your friend?] It seemed it could talk to me even from a short distance.

    "No... I don't think anyone went in?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, what's wrong?" Director Baek Young-shin, who thought I was talking to myself, asked.

    "The World Tree spoke to me. It said someone entered the World Tree's territory."

    "It's not one of our people."

    [Then can I kick them out?]

    "You don't like it when someone goes in?"

    [You're okay. But the human who just came in smells like the humans who set me on fire, so I don't like them.]

    "It seems to be a Chinese person?"

    "It's hard for us to tell you what to do..."

    "Do as you please." Director Baek Young-shin muttered something about international relations being... problematic..., but he didn't stop me. They had accumulated a lot of resentment towards China.

    [Okay.]

    
      

    

    The area under the World Tree was quiet, with only poison, so exploration wasn't difficult. Then, unexpectedly, a tree branch turned sharply like a spear and attacked Hong Long.

    "Huck!" He spun his body and pushed away one of the branches with his hand, avoiding the attack. Following that, a barrage of tree branch attacks rained down relentlessly.

    He spun his aura-covered body like a top, using the principles of Tai Chi to deflect the attacks. At the same time, he used the rotational force of his body to strike the branches with his palm, but they were only pushed back and didn't break.

    The World Tree's branch attacks were similar to those of walking trees, but the attack speed and the hardness of the wood were incomparably stronger. Moreover, there were so many of them that hundreds of branches rained down sharply from above, and roots sprouted like awls from below. Hong Long felt like an insect on the back of a hedgehog.

    Due to the violent movements of his body from the sudden attack, he inhaled a large amount of toxic air.

    "Keuh-huck..." He suffered internal injuries from inhaling too much poisonous fog. His A-rank armor was also badly damaged, and his potion belt had already been severed. He only had one potion left.

    Hong Long used the Fajing skill, which detonated aura from within, to shatter the approaching branches and drank the potion. He had no choice but to retreat now.

    
      

    

    [They left.]

    "Really? Were you hurt?"

    [Yeah. I was gentle.]

    "Well, that's a relief." What fault did a low-ranking soldier have? There was no benefit in them getting hurt.

    
      

    

    Hong Long had failed, and news about the World Tree's power had already reached Beijing.

    "Damn those bastards! Weren't they monopolizing information and waiting for us to attack?!" Commander Huang Bao was blaming his own rashness on Korea. If he didn't do something immediately, his head wouldn't remain attached when he returned to Beijing.

    "After all, wasn't North Korean territory not ours to begin with?" Tian Fei, who had come to protect Commander Huang Bao while Hong Long rested due to his injuries, spoke obsequiously.

    "What? Didn't you return it after failing some time ago?" Tian Fei's position had plummeted due to the North Korean incident. The only reason he had survived was because he was an S-rank hunter.

    "Wouldn't it be easy enough to just take it back by force?" The commander's words grated on Tian Fei's nerves, but he controlled his anger. Tian Fei was now on the edge of a cliff. If he made another mistake, even as an S-rank hunter, he would be in danger, so he wanted to gain merit by securing the World Tree.

    "The World Hunter Association won't stand idly by."

    "If we attack because Korea failed to control the World Tree and the World Tree is still spewing poison into our territory, they won't be able to impose significant sanctions. And if we promise to give Russia and Pakistan a cut later, they will side with us in the association." In fact, territorial disputes were occurring here and there, but the gate crisis had kept the world busy, so territorial disputes had been somewhat pushed to the back burner.

    "Isn't Changbai Mountain our mountain to begin with? We made a concession by allowing North Korea to have the east, but South Korea isn't North Korea, is it? We need to redraw the border."

    "That's right! It was a territorial border with North Korea, so naturally, we have to redraw it with South Korea! Those greedy bastards who took Pyongyang are trying to eat up even this place!" The commander, trying to forcibly seize internationally recognized Korean territory, shamelessly rationalized himself.

    "Tian Fei! Gather all the hunters! Immediately deploy all the soldiers widely along the border! We can't drag this out. We have to seize it now!"

    
      

    

    The Chinese army suddenly deployed in a long line along the border.

    In response to China's sudden military action, Korean hunters and the army also deployed along the border, but the Korean forces were only about one-tenth the size of the Chinese.

    "South Korean commander, come out!"

    "What kind of outrage is this?!" Director Baek Young-shin stepped forward as the representative.

    "Korea has failed to control the World Tree, and the World Tree is still spewing poison into our territory. From now on, we will take control, so immediately withdraw your troops! Otherwise, we will not hesitate to launch a full-scale attack!"

    "This land has been recognized as Korean territory by the World Federation Government! China, you should be the one to back down before you do something you regret!" The two commanders engaged in a verbal battle through loudspeakers. It was also intended to raise the morale of the soldiers by letting them hear that their side was righteous.

    Leaving the higher-ups to argue, Hunter Jeong Min-gi and I stood at the front line. Hong Long and Tian Fei stood about ten meters in front of us.

    "Long time no see," I said in English to Tian Fei, and he flinched.

    "You got beat up so badly last time, and you're back again?" He lowered his eyes.

    "Come over here. I won't miss you this time. Shouldn't we settle our grudge from back then?" I growled, and Tian Fei sweated profusely.

    "Brother... leave that person to me." Nayoung, seeing Tian Fei who had tried to kidnap her, became hostile. If Tian Fei made a surprise attack, it would be different, but standing face-to-face, Nayoung could capture him alone.

    "Just do enough." Hong Long stood in front of Tian Fei.

    "China is the one who should just do enough. Isn't your commander crazy?"

    "...."

    "Then shouldn't you stop him?"

    "...."

    "If you don't want to listen to orders, why are you forcing yourself to? Is your family being held hostage?"

    "...."

    "It was a joke, but it was real. Sorry." He was someone with honest expressions, so even though there was no reply, I understood everything. There were eight S-rank hunters in China, and Hong Long was a hunter who had a relatively good image even in Korea. Due to his position, he couldn't side with Korea or badmouth China, but he had many Korean fans because of his numerous good deeds, such as donations.

    "I hope that commander doesn't make a crazy choice."

    "I agree." Hong Long sighted.

    I shouted on the spot. "There is no one here who can defeat me! If we fight, I will be the last one standing! Come at me if you dare!" My roar made the Chinese soldiers sit down. Some of those nearby wet themselves and fainted. Although weaker than Dragon Fear, it was enough to subdue ordinary soldiers.

    It wasn't wrong to say I would win, but there was also some bluffing involved. I couldn't hold back that many soldiers simultaneously. If a fight broke out, the Korean army would suffer near-total annihilation.

    Moreover, while I wanted to deal with that commander and Tian Fei, I didn't want to massacre the ignorant Chinese soldiers.

    "Keuh-heuk..." The commander, probably knowing this fact, bit his lip.

    Hong Long and Hunter Jeong Min-gi were considered to be of similar skill. I had a record of defeating Tian Fei and had become even more famous since then. The story of me catching the Ice Dragon had already spread throughout the hunter community.

    "Don't back down!" The officers shouted at the Chinese soldiers who were slowly retreating.

    "Do you want war?! Do you think a small country like Korea can withstand a war?!"

    "I'll say it again, if war breaks out, all your heads will die by my hand." An S-rank hunter was a terrifying weapon, like nuclear weapons, just by their existence.

    No, my existence was scarier than nukes for leaders. If I decided to charge in, there were few people on the entire planet who could stop me now.

    The commander was sweating like rain. He had thought they would retreat if he pressured them with numbers, but my attitude was stronger than he had anticipated.

  

    I unleashed a burst of Fear and stood like a gatekeeper, glaring at the Chinese army beyond the border.

    A barbed-wire fence crossed the border, but for hunters, such a fence was as good as nonexistent.

    After regressing, I had been cautious for a while. Without the strength to protect even myself, any rash action could have led to imprisonment or death, let alone preventing future events. In the worst-case scenario, the people around me could have been harmed. However, now that I had power, I could afford to be somewhat reckless.

    The standoff continued in silence. This situation was more advantageous for us. China didn't have the strength to keep such a large force deployed here indefinitely. Conversely, just me standing here was threatening enough.

    "How long do we have to keep this up?" Hunter Jeong Min-gi asked.

    "Who knows? Until those guys back down?"

    "I don't think China will give up on the World Tree." That was a reasonable deduction. There was no way the cash-strapped Chinese government would give up a tree that produced money.

    "They will eventually, won't they?"

    "What makes you think so?" I wanted to say, 'Because the next legion commander will come to China within a few months,' but there was no way to explain that.

    When the legion commander arrived, China would suffer damage on a near-collapse level. They wouldn't have the ability to care about the World Tree. The problem was that I had killed the first legion commander-level monster, the Ice Dragon, so there was no guarantee that the second one wouldn't appear in the same place on the same day.

    "Just a feeling." Even if it wasn't the legion commander, as long as my existence was like a nuclear weapon, China couldn't easily provoke us.

    The nerve-wracking standoff continued. The soldiers who had been hit by my Fear were already on the verge of collapsing from terror.

    Bang! Suddenly, a bullet flew and hit my head, ricocheting off.

    "Uh... uh..." The Chinese soldier who had fired the gun looked back and forth between his finger and me. All eyes instantly focused on him.

    "Wait! It was a mistake! Hold on!" Hong Long stepped forward and shouted in Korean. He seemed to have memorized a few words.

    "Grab that bastard!" At Hong Long's words, the Chinese soldiers grabbed the soldier who had fired the gun and pressed him to the ground.

    The Chinese soldiers eyed me cautiously.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk." Hunter Jeong Min-gi quietly called my name, probably worried that I would lash out.

    "I'm not going. I'm not." I replied quietly to Hunter Jeong Min-gi, barely opening my mouth.

    "That was an accident!"

    "Shoot someone in the head by accident?! Fall back!" The Chinese commander and Director Baek Young-shin raised their voices.

    "Doesn't a mere bullet not work on an S-rank hunter?!"

    "That's not the issue! China just fired into Korean territory! Take responsibility for this!"

    
      

    

    "Kuh-heuk..." The commander couldn't help but worry about how to handle the current situation. If he retreated, he would die in Beijing. If he charged in, he would also die. In this situation, a stupid soldier had fired a shot. With the Koreans recording everything, this was disadvantageous.

    "Just attack," Tian Fei said as Huang Bao hesitated.

    "What?"

    "Those bastards can't beat us anyway. While Hong Long and I hold off their two S-ranks, if we push through the remaining Korean forces and attack with all our might, even S-ranks won't be able to withstand it."

    "...."

    "Beijing. Are you really going to return like this?"

    "Damn it... Issue the order. We attack my signal."

    "For the People's Republic of China!" Tian Fei saluted and stepped back.

    
      

    

    "Huh..." I couldn't understand the conversation between the commander and Tian Fei, but the commander's resolve was evident on his face.

    "What's wrong?"

    "It looks like they're going to attack?"

    "What?"

    "The commander's face says he's going to attack. This isn't good. I'll go and just take his head."

    "Wa... wait a minute... We shouldn't launch a preemptive strike."

    "Are you saying all our soldiers will die if we stand still?"

    "Ugh...!" A hair-trigger situation.

    A Chinese signalman rushed to the commander.

    "Wh... what?!" He seemed to be saying something, but he was far away, and since it was Chinese, I didn't understand. I should take some time later to learn Chinese and Spanish.

    "I will not forget what happened today! We will return to reclaim our rightful Chinese territory!" The Chinese commander spouted some third-rate villain lines and pulled his troops back.

    "What was that?"

    "Who knows... Well, it's a relief." It could have been a full-scale war, but thankfully, that didn't happen. However, the question of why they retreated remained.

    And that question was resolved within a few hours.

    "My god..." Everyone watching the TV screen had the same thought. Beijing was burning.

    "Is it a civil war?" Chinese soldiers and Chinese hunters were fighting each other. And monsters were rampaging everywhere.

    That was definitely the second legion commander, the Succubus Queen.

    The Chinese soldiers fighting each other wasn't due to threats like Franklin, but due to the Succubus Queen's powerful mind control. Once caught, they wouldn't even realize they were being controlled. Unlike being threatened, where you couldn't exert your full abilities and could still resist, this mind control had no such weaknesses.

    The Succubus Queen's appearance wasn't on the screen. Even in my past life, after this incident broke out, it wasn't revealed for a while what monster was responsible.

    Foreign news outlets continuously reported on the situation in Beijing.

    Adding insult to injury, Taiwan and Tibet declared independence and rose up, with battles breaking out in various places.

    Since the numerous gates in China wouldn't wait just because the Succubus Queen had appeared, many hunters were also deployed there.

    With incidents erupting in all directions, even though Beijing was collapsing, they couldn't deploy a large number of troops to rebuild Beijing.

    I wanted to just watch and enjoy the show, but the Chinese people were innocent. And if China collapsed or suffered excessive damage, gate breaks would occur, and that damage would also come to Korea.

    However, the current relationship with China wasn't good enough for me to just jump in and help as I pleased. Unlike Mexico, where the government wasn't functioning, the Chinese government was still operating. If it were China, even if I helped them, they would later find some excuse to cause trouble.

    "Shamelessly, a request for reinforcements has come," Director Baek Young-shin said, hanging up the phone.

    "What did they say?"

    "They asked us to send Hunter Lee Jisuk and Hunter Jeong Min-gi. This is the first time I've seen China act so humbly."

    "What's the price?"

    "They said they'd give us mana stones. It's practically free labor."

    "Director, if we hunt the monster that caused this, let's ask for land. If we fail, they don't have to give us anything. And I'll go alone."

    "Land?"

    "Let's make sure they can't cause trouble near Mount Baekdu again. Demand Liaoning Province and Jilin Province." Combined, the two provinces were about the size of the original North and South Korea combined.

    "Well... I don't think they'll agree to cooperate..." Director Baek Young-shin was worried, thinking it was an excessive condition, but I was certain they would accept the offer.

    Even in my past life, hundreds of thousands of suddenly mind-controlled people appeared in the densely populated Beijing area, and when troops were deployed to suppress them, those troops were instead taken over, leading to an uncontrollable situation.

    Not all S-rank hunters had mental barriers like mine, so even an S-rank hunter who went in would be mind-controlled and wouldn't return. That was Hong Long.

    The World Hunter Association also couldn't recklessly deploy hunters when they didn't even know what kind of monster was there. Due to wasted time, they would later be in a situation where they wanted to send help but couldn't.

    In the end, they did catch it. Cornered, China dropped a nuclear bomb, blowing away the monster and all the mind-controlled citizens. After that, an S-rank hunter went in and cleaned up the dying Succubus Queen and the remaining monsters. This led to China's downfall. Well, not just China, but all countries would end up like that within a few years.

    "Hyung, I heard you're going to help China?"

    "Yeah, I have to go," I replied, lying down and watching TV.

    "Uh... when? It's a mess over there right now?"

    "I will help, but it seems they don't need my help yet. They said they'd give me mana stones if I helped."

    "Still, people are getting hurt..." Even Sangheon, who must have had bad feelings towards China after confronting the Chinese army at Mount Baekdu, worried about the Chinese citizens. Some might call him a pushover, but I liked that Sangheon was a good person. When Nayoung and I made extreme choices, someone like Sangheon needed to be there to provide some restraint.

    I sat up straight and looked at Sangheon. "Sangheon-ah, I understand how you feel. If people without nationality were suffering, I would have gone to help too. But once we set a precedent, China will keep asking Korea for free cooperation in the future, and we'll gradually be dragged around."

    If China kept causing trouble for Korea, I wouldn't be able to operate comfortably. I needed to wear them down a bit with this incident and gain the upper hand in Korea-China relations.

    "Don't worry. It won't take long." Beijing was China's capital and a symbol of its long history. There was no way the Communist Party would just stand by and let it be occupied.

    Sure enough, a call soon came.

    "They've changed the condition to sharing the area near the World Tree."

    "They still seem to have capacity. Tell them the conditions haven't changed."

    Exactly one more day passed before a reply came.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk was right. China has agreed. However, they've specified that it's only if you single-handedly capture the monster causing it." Director Baek Young-shin brought the agreement. The seal of the World Hunter Association was also affixed to it.

    "It's okay. Was immunity for attacks by mind-controlled Chinese soldiers during the monster disposal process negotiated?"

    "Yes, right now they don't have the capacity to even save the mind-controlled people. The Korean government is also cooperating with the World Hunter Association to recruit troops to send to help evacuate citizens on the outskirts."

    "Then, I'll go ahead first."

    "Wait, do you even know what's going on over there?"

    "Well, it'll work out somehow."

    
      

    

    "You're going to Beijing, right?" Nayoung asked as I was preparing to leave.

    "I'll go alone this time. I'm just going to go in and cut off the head of the monster that's doing the mind control. Mind control doesn't work on me anyway."

    "What do you think will be in Beijing?"

    "Huh? The news said there's a mind-controlling monster..."

    "No. Based on your gut feeling, what exactly do you think the monster is? Take a guess." Nayoung had already noticed that I was hiding something.

    "A succubus, and an unusually strong Succubus Queen at that?" There was no need to hide it in this situation.

    "Hee... So it's stronger at mind control than me?"

    "It seems so."

    "Just a feeling?"

    "Yeah... Sorry."

    "What for? It's okay. But Oppa, what if I go with you and we do this?" Nayoung thought hard for a moment and then proposed an idea to me.

    "What? Would that even work?"

    "We have nothing to lose. Let's go together." Nayoung looked straight into my eyes. Now that mana was flowing through her entire body, her pupils had a purple tinge even when she wasn't using magic.

    She had noticed something when we went to Mexico but followed me without saying anything, only to go through a lot of hardship. Yet, this time too, she didn't question my actions and just tried to help.

    "Okay. Let's go. But it won't be a comfortable trip."

    "Huh? Then how are we going?" Nayoung tilted her head.

  

    "We're going by air."

    I answered Nayoung's question about how we would get to Beijing, China.

    "Air? Airplane?"

    "Airplane... yeah. A kind of airplane."

    Nayoung tilted her head at my ambiguous answer.

    "Let's leave when the sun goes down. I have something to do before that."

    "Okay. What is it?"

    "Connect to my mind."

    "You want me to go into your head?"

    "Yeah."

    "Why?"

    "This way we can communicate without speaking."

    Being able to talk silently while infiltrating was a huge advantage.

    "That's true, but Oppa, do you trust me?"

    "I do."

    Nayoung's eyes welled up with emotion at my immediate reply.

    "But Brother, your mental barrier is strong, so it won't work, right?"

    "I learned how to control my barrier from Lady Eres this time. It should work now."

    Thinking back, my forehead, where I got flicked, throbbed.

    Nayoung composed herself and gently held both sides of my head with her hands.

    "I'll do it."

    It felt different from when Eres resonated with me with the World Tree. Back then, it felt like something was prying its way in, but now it felt soft and warm, enveloping my entire mind.

    [Can you hear me?] Nayoung's voice echoed in my head.

    [I can hear you. Can you hear my voice too?]

    [Yeah.]

    Nayoung took her hands away and met my eyes. With this, she could practically read my mind if she wanted to, and since it was two-way, Nayoung had also opened her mind to me.

    Night fell, and we boarded the aircraft.

    "Brother, this airplane looks a little different?"

    "Yeah, but it's not a regular airplane. It's a low-Earth orbit aircraft."

    "You mean a spaceship?"

    "That's right. We're going to jump from the stratosphere above Beijing." I pointed at the sky with my index finger.

    "You're going to jump from that high up?"

    "If we go by airplane, we'll get bombarded by the mind-controlled Chinese army. If we go by land, no matter how carefully we go, we'll be surrounded by tens of millions of Chinese people. I thought about going by sea or river, but it would take too long, so I dismissed it."

    I was slightly excited at the thought of seeing space.

    "I'll wear a transparent cloak and jump from the stratosphere. It's small and transparent, so it won't get caught on radar."

    "That sounds fun." Nayoung, who used to get scared when I ran while holding her because it was too fast, barely had any fear these days.

    Reaching our target point, I looked out the window and saw the blue Earth and space. I stared silently at the scenery I had never seen before for a moment.

    "We will be arriving at the target destination soon!"

    At the pilot's words, Nayoung and I moved to the ejection port that had been created for the jump and closed the hatch.

    I hugged Nayoung, and she put a shield around us. I gave a thumbs-up to the camera, and the pilot started the countdown.

    [Are you okay?] Even though she wasn't scared easily, this was her first time experiencing something like this, so Nayoung's heart was beating fast.

    [Yeah, no problem.]

    [Hold on tight.]

    [Okay.]

    "Three! Two! One! Drop!"

    The hatch opened, and we fell from the stratospheric sky. I enlarged to three meters and held Nayoung in my arms. Even with the shield, enduring the shock and heat generated by falling from this height wouldn't be easy.

    The wind violently tore around us.

    If a human fell from the stratosphere without equipment, they would die from the lack of air pressure, temperature, and oxygen before hitting the ground. However, I was naturally fine, and Nayoung was now an S-rank hunter with a superhuman body. With me protecting her and the shield up, the descent was smooth.

    Beijing, seen from the sky, was more peaceful than I thought. The battles were taking place on the outskirts of Beijing, and the damage from the fighting I had seen on TV had already been somewhat cleared up.

    [It's surprisingly not that different from usual?]

    [Really? I thought it would be a burnt wasteland.] I told Nayoung what I felt.

    People were orderly clearing up the damaged buildings. Soldiers and vehicles were moving busily, moving like a single living organism without any wasted motion.

    They had said they were building fortifications and defense lines on the outskirts of Beijing, and it seemed that all the mind-controlled Beijing citizens had been mobilized.

    In my past life, the Succubus Queen had occupied Zhongnanhai, where the major Chinese government agencies were located. I thought it would be the same place this time and set it as our target, and fortunately, we found the Succubus Queen in the same location.

    The Succubus Queen's appearance was no different from a human. She was just a woman overflowing with sensuality, without horns or a tail. However, the enormous life force she possessed told me that she was no ordinary monster, let alone human.

    The Queen was sitting on a chair with her legs crossed, wearing a blood-red dress. Despite having turned a country upside down, she was peacefully looking at the lake. She was very calm.

    [I'll go in first, so block anyone who attacks from around us.]

    [Okay.]

    I threw Nayoung into the air, making her use levitation magic, and I fell without slowing down. I was already falling through the sound barrier.

    I boosted myself with life force as much as possible and prepared to collide with the Succubus Queen.

    As we entered the Succubus Queen's widely spread mind control field, she noticed us and turned her eyes to the sky.

    A figure sprang up from behind the Succubus Queen. It was the Chinese hunter Hong Long. He was looking directly at the transparent me. Even if I was transparent, he could see the wind being pushed away around me.

    With Hong Long's Tai Chi, he could easily change the direction of my falling momentum. If Nayoung wasn't here, I would have had no choice but to respond with full power, and there was a high probability that he would have died. However, with Nayoung's support, I could subdue him without killing him.

    Caught in Nayoung's mind control floating in the sky, Hong Long's body suddenly stopped. In a fight between S-rank hunters, that momentary pause was fatal.

    I slammed into Hong Long's stomach, sending him flying far away, and I landed on top of the Queen's head. The Queen tried to connect to my mind relentlessly, but she couldn't break through my mental barrier.

    Thwack! As I slammed my fist into the Succubus Queen's head, a shockwave occurred. Even though my speed had decreased from colliding with Hong Long, the impact shattered the surrounding ground, and the lake water shot up like a pillar.

    The Succubus Queen wasn't originally a monster with outstanding combat abilities. The reason Hong Long was mind-controlled wasn't because the Queen's combat abilities were superior.

    Not all S-rank hunters had S-rank mental barrier skills. That's why the Succubus Queen's powerful mind control was enough to momentarily stop or hinder the movements of an S-rank hunter. After that, she would completely subdue them with other mind-controlled hunters and slowly take her time to mind-control them more deeply.

    However, even the mighty Succubus Queen probably didn't expect someone to fall from the sky like this.

    The ground caved in from the impact of my fall, and lake water was flowing in.

    Grabbing the Succubus Queen's neck, who was crushed on the ground and couldn't regain her senses, I jumped up and slammed her down onto an island next to the lake.

    Thud! Even though she specialized in mind control and was a legion commander-level monster, her head didn't break despite the collision from the fall followed by being slammed into the ground.

    "Let... go..."

    Bang bang bang bang! While holding her neck with my left hand and absorbing her life force, I repeatedly slammed her head with my right fist. After suffering so much hardship every day, it felt incredibly satisfying for things to go smoothly because of our good compatibility.

    "Release the mind control."

    "I will release..."

    Bang bang bang bang! I hadn't even drawn my sword from my wrist and wasn't intentionally using full power, but even so, I was hitting her repeatedly with the force to shatter the head of an A-rank monster in one blow, yet her head wouldn't break. Being a legion commander, she was indeed tough.

    However, as her life force rapidly drained, and her head seemed to be concussed from the impacts, the mind-controlled humans around us feel like puppets with their strings cut.

    Nayoung floated down gracefully.

    "Can you do what you said you would back then?"

    "I'll give it a try. Even the dragon couldn't get close. Since she's humanoid and can talk, the chances are much higher."

    "What are you trying to do?!" I pressed the Succubus Queen's head into the ground.

    "Now, now~ stay still~" Nayoung placed both hands on the Succubus Queen's head.

    "Ha! A mere human dares to interfere with the mind of the Queen of Nightmares... kekekeek..." Only the right eyeball of the Queen of Nightmares rolled back, and a bizarre sound leaked from her mouth.

    "This isn't it..." Nayoung shook the Queen's head. The Queen's mind control ability was stronger than Nayoung's, so normally it wouldn't work, but she couldn't stop Nayoung from directly digging into her head while already subdued by me.

    "Kuh-hick? Keuk... ik..." The succubus convulsed, making strange noises.

    "Nayoung-ah, will it work?" Nayoung was so focused that she didn't even hear me. I guarded our surroundings, waiting for Nayoung to finish. All the mind-controlled humans had collapsed on the ground, making the city as quiet as a graveyard.

    "Phew... I think it worked? I was worried because I've never succeeded before, but it worked well because the mental world is similar to humans. She'll answer our questions now."

    I had tried to capture monsters coming out of gates alive to extract information, but there was no information in the monsters' heads. Only the command to kill humans remained.

    "When will the next legion commander come?"

    "Soon. The Ice Dragon falling was not in the plan. Neither was my fall." The Succubus Queen replied, her eyes unfocused. However, she didn't seem to be in her right mind, her words were slow, and drool was dripping from her mouth. No trace of her alluring appearance remained.

    "Soon, when? Who is coming?"

    "I do not know. We only follow the orders of the Supreme Commander."

    "Supreme Commander?"

    "The one who commands all legion commanders. A being with power on a different level from us."

    "Is it a monster? Is that the strongest subordinate of the God of Destruction?"

    "God of Destruction...? That being is not such a thing. It is merely a part of the universe moving according to instinct. There are no subordinates."

    "What? Then what are the monsters? Who is sending them?"

    "That would be the Administrator... kki... kkeek!!" The Succubus Queen's eyes rolled back, and her body convulsed.

    "Hey! Hey!" I pounded her head like hitting a broken machine and poured life force into her, but she stopped breathing.

    [Your level has increased.]

    "There was a protector in her head. To prevent her from talking about something called the Administrator."

    "Administrator? What is that?" It was the first time I had heard that name. I would have to ask Eres about it later.

    "Ah, it looks like the Chinese government sent an airplane. Kyaaak! Oppa? What's wrong?!" I picked up Nayoung.

    "That's not to take us away. They're trying to bury us here." Not a transport plane. Five fighter jets were flying towards us.

    "What?!"

    Thwack thwack thwack! Missiles flew one after another. There were many fallen citizens around, but they didn't care and relentlessly bombed the city center.

    However, they still couldn't keep up with my running speed.

    If I were alone, I would have charged through those missiles, taking them head-on and shooting down all the fighter jets, but with Nayoung, I didn't want to take the risk.

    Nayoung shot mana balls over my shoulder like a machine gun.

    Dozens of purple mana balls struck the leading fighter jet.

    Boom!! One fighter jet exploded, and the other jets immediately scattered, seeing the power of the mana balls.

    Thwip! An arrow several times larger than usual grazed my cheek. Looking in the direction it was fired, I saw Tian Fei.

  

    "Tian Fei, does China shoot arrows at its saviors?" I sent Nayoung behind me.

    "I am grateful for that. However, you were too greedy. Demanding two provinces for something like this. You're insane." There was no gratitude in his tone whatsoever.

    "Well, if you didn't accept the conditions, you could have just stopped there. Instead, you stab us in the back? You call yourselves a great nation, but your actions are petty."

    "Shut your mouth. You're just a citizen of a parasitic country clinging to Great China."

    "If it weren't for the citizens of the country you look down on, Beijing would be completely burned to the ground by now, you dimwit. And do you even have the ability to catch me? You couldn't even catch the Succubus Queen!"

    "If it weren't for her mind control abilities, we would have had no problem catching that kind of monster with our own strength."

    Hundreds of hunters lined up behind the mentally triumphant Tian Fei. They were at least B-rank, with the majority being A-rank. Certainly, with S-rank Tian Fei and this many troops, they would have had no problem physically capturing the Succubus Queen. However, that was under the assumption that the Succubus Queen didn't have mind control abilities. No matter how many they gathered, they would have just been mind-controlled and killed each other.

    And now they planned to raid me like a monster with that force.

    "You were planning this from the start."

    "Give up. If you surrender, I'll grant you a painless death."

    "Die? Me? Come at me. I don't know about the others, but you'll die by my hand." I growled, and Tian Fei flinched.

    "Let's see how long you can keep running that mouth." Tian Fei drew his bowstring.

    "But, weren't your preliminary investigations insufficient?"

    "What?"

    "Don't you know who's behind me?"

    "Bae Nayoung?"

    "You do know her. You remember Hunter Bae Nayoung's skill, Blind, right? You must have investigated it when you kidnapped her in North Korea."

    "You're going to cast a curse against this many people? We even have healers."

    "That was when Nayoung wasn't S-rank."

    "What?" Nayoung becoming stronger hadn't been widely known because it was overshadowed by my story, so it was clear that China didn't know either, judging by their reaction.

    Waves of purple energy spread out from Nayoung's center like an explosion, and all the hunters fell within its range.

    "Ah... I can't see! What is this?! Where are you?!"

    "Cease fire! You're hitting our own!"

    "Who the hell?!"

    Slash! A hunter, startled by touching a comrade, deeply slashed their torso.

    "What is..." Only Tian Fei could see the current situation. Not because he was an S-rank hunter with a strong mental barrier, but because Nayoung hadn't targeted him in the first place.

    "You didn't expect the hunter you kidnapped to become S-rank, did you? You won't have a peaceful death." As all the hunters he had brought became blind, Tian Fei retreated, sweating profusely.

    I walked towards him, while Nayoung floated in the air with her feet dangling.

    Pshew! A giant arrow flew towards Nayoung.

    Clang! It hit the shield Nayoung had deployed in front and deflected. She couldn't block it head-on, but the wedge-shaped shield deflected the S-rank hunter's attack with minimal mana.

    "....Realizing that bomb arrows or indirect shots wouldn't work against Nayoung and me, Tian Fei's figure disappeared.

    "That's the skill he used to escape in North Korea."

    "Yeah." Nayoung's expression was fierce.

    She couldn't follow me before because she was busy dealing with the axe-wielder, but not anymore.

    I enlarged and reached out my hand to Nayoung. She used my arm as a stepping stone, jumped, and climbed onto my shoulder.

    Thump thump thump thump!!! I ran forward, smashing into all the cars, bicycles, and motorcycles parked around us with my body.

    "H... hiiik!" The guy who had been hiding in an alley between buildings saw me running straight towards him and hid himself again.

    It looked like the short-range teleportation skill that the Empire's humans used. I had thought his attacks were simplistic for an S-rank, but he had a skill like that.

    I leaped in the direction where I felt his presence again. I jumped over the rooftops and entered a building that looked like a department store.

    He hid in stores and changed floors, but he was clearly visible to me, so I steadily closed the distance. I could see the color draining from his face moment by moment due to the fear of being caught and killed.

    When he was only a few dozen meters away from me, he jumped again.

    A skill like that has clear limitations. Either it has a daily limit or it consumes an enormous amount of mana. The fact that Tian Fei had used it so many times consecutively was only possible because he was S-rank.

    Even so, with the distance constantly closing, this was likely his last attempt.

    Unable to escape any longer, the guy appeared behind Nayoung and shot an arrow.

    Nayoung's mana sensing ability was also superhuman, so she had a rough idea of where Tian Fei would appear. And before Tian Fei even appeared, she put up a shield behind her, and the arrow hit the shield and exploded. It was the same technique she had used in North Korea. However, its power was twice as strong as it was back then. It seemed she hadn't just been lazing around.

    Our vision was obscured by flames and smoke.

    Thwack! Tian Fei, who had tried to escape by hiding in the flames and smoke, looked down at his stomach.

    There was a hole in his stomach, and a blade was embedded in the wall behind him. It was the one I had pulled out from my wrist and thrown.

    "Save... me..." Tian Fei knelt down and collapsed on the ground.

    "Me? Why?"

    "The Chinese government won't stand idly by..."

    "What are you talking about? They've already not stood idly by."

    "I had no choice."

    "What?"

    "What was I supposed to do when the government ordered me? If I didn't, I would die."

    The Chinese government was famous for strongly controlling hunters. That's why Hong Long was also living as a hunter in China semi-forcibly.

    "It's not just me who will die. What about my family? Please forgive me just this once. I'll take my family and run away to live quietly."

    "Bullshit."

    "What?"

    "You don't have a family, do you?"

    "...." He had an expression that asked how I knew that.

    "At least try to smile or cover your face when you kill people before saying such things." If I let this guy live, he would continue to harm people according to his whims in the future. It was a waste of an S-rank hunter, but there was no benefit in keeping a guy like this alive. I could just clear another gate instead.

    "Son... of a..." I drew my sword from my wrist and beheaded the guy who was trying to curse. Tian Fei's head rolled off onto the ground like a ball.

    This guy was dead, but I could hear the voices of hundreds of hunters outside, their curse lifted, looking for us.

    Nayoung pointed her wand outside.

    "Hold on, hold on. They're doing this because they really have no other way."

    "I appreciate your understanding." Hong Long pushed open the half-broken door and came in.

    "Are you awake?"

    "Thanks to you. But could you be a little gentler next time?" Hong Long stroked his stomach.

    "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking straight. But... does your being here mean you're going to fight?"

    "I did receive such orders as soon as I woke up." Their eyes met for a moment.

    "But, you were too fast, so I seem to have missed you."

    "What?"

    "How could I possibly catch the hunters who defeated me in one blow? Only the hunters below me would pointlessly die."

    "You're going to let us go?"

    "Before coming in, I told them I would take care of this side and for them to search the other way, so there should be time."

    "Why?"

    "My family was also in Beijing."

    "So that's why you came in first."

    "That's right. I ended up getting caught instead, but zerg rushes are good when we do them, but not so fun when we're on the receiving end. Hahahaha." Hong Long laughed awkwardly.

    "Thank you. I'd like to... treat you to a meal later." Hong Long would be reprimanded for letting me go here. I didn't know if it would be light or heavy, but I could see his determination to take that risk.

    Hong Long left the building, and I could sense the hunters moving in other directions.

    "Let's really go back now." Nayoung placed her hand on my shoulder, but my feet didn't move.

    "What's wrong?"

    "Even though it can't be helped, I'm worried about what we should do from now on. The Chinese government won't stay still." If it came to a full-scale war, I didn't think we would lose. If I just picked off the leaders, they wouldn't last long before collapsing. But in the meantime, Korea would become a sea of fire.

    "Shouldn't we just stay still?" Nayoung smiled brightly.

    
      

    

    "We humbly request your assistance." The Chinese diplomat bowed deeply. Director Baek Young-shin felt a sense of relief he hadn't felt in ten years as he watched the usually arrogant Chinese diplomat act so submissively.

    "The mind-controlled high-ranking Chinese officials, you say? Of course, we should fix them. Now, shall we discuss compensation?"

    "Wh... what?! Haven't you already taken two provinces?"

    "That was the price for capturing the Succubus Queen and retaking Beijing. Now, we need to be compensated for trying to kill Hunter Lee Jisuk and Hunter Bae Nayoung, the two S-rank Korean hunters, and for releasing the mind control on the Chinese officials. If you don't have money, Heilongjiang Province will."

    Most of the general public's mind control naturally wore off over time, and they returned to their daily lives. The problem was the non-hunter Chinese officials who had been close to the Succubus Queen and had directly received her orders for a long time. When they regained consciousness, they were drooling like idiots and couldn't speak.

    "We are always willing to help. And wouldn't having too much territory be detrimental to the current situation in China? Wouldn't it be more beneficial for China if Korea took the two provinces?"

    "......" With many hunters dead and Beijing in ruins, it was practically impossible to defend the Northeast.

    If the gate breaks weren't stopped, the number of monsters spreading throughout Chinese territory would only increase.

    If public resentment grew any further, the party's position would become difficult.

    "...I will report this to the higher-ups." It didn't take long for a response to come from the Chinese Communist Party. The money they demanded was astronomical, and China was on the verge of bankruptcy, so they also received Heilongjiang Province in addition to Liaoning and Jilin Provinces.

    They had received land much larger than North and South Korea combined. In this era, a large territory was more of a liability if you didn't have the strength to defend it, but they had gained the strength to defend it, and as life force spread centered around the World Tree, the value of that territory would only increase.

    The Chinese government initially tried to relocate the citizens of the three provinces they were handing over to Korea to the mainland. However, with tens of millions of refugees in Beijing alone, it was impossible to relocate the people from the three provinces, so they granted autonomy to the citizens. Over 95 percent of the residents chose to change their nationality to Korean.

    "Ahem... Are you just planning to take all the hunters?" The majority of the 5 percent who decided not to stay were hunters.

    "What! It was all the hunters' voluntary choice."

    "If you don't hand over the hunters according to their activity areas before the World Tree incident, this never happened. Oh, and hand over Hong Long and his family too."

    "Th... that! Do you think that makes sense?!"

    "China, who tried to kill the hunters dispatched to their country, won't have anywhere else to turn for help besides us, Korea. Can you stop a gate break right now?" Gates were already on the verge of breaking all over the place, and there were ominous signs of independence movements in other regions. If they couldn't even receive help from Korea, China might really perish within a few years.

    China had no choice but to hand over the hunters. They tried to console themselves by saying that Hong Long didn't listen well anyway and that most of them were lower-ranked hunters.

    "Please don't worry. If there is an unmanageable gate, Hunter Lee Jisuk has agreed to roll up his sleeves and help. Oh, but of course, we'll take the materials." 

    The diplomat's face soured.

  

    Even though we had obtained a vast amount of land from China, it would take a long time to organize and fully absorb such a large territory. Therefore, instead of completely opening it up from the beginning, we planned to maintain the border for the time being and manage it individually.

    "We did manage to get it as Hunter Lee Jisuk said, but will it be alright?" Director Baek Young-shin worried about the number of gates that had increased several fold.

    "It's fine. We'll start utilizing them properly from now on."

    "Utilizing who?"

    "The hunters. Please build one academy on the south side of the World Tree."

    "Ah! Training while receiving life force will increase efficiency. I'll proceed immediately."

    The Five Brothers had already proven that even without talent, consistent effort could lead to a certain level of growth. With the World Tree, that growth rate would be even greater, and the time required would be shorter.

    "And please create an academy for prospective hunters in the south as well. Even if they can't awaken, they might gain physical abilities comparable to Hee-chul's. Lastly, a hospital. Since life force is being spread, simply being hospitalized there will provide treatment."

    Director Baek Young-shin busily took notes.

    "But are you really not going to claim the rights to the land?" Some factions suggested that I, not the Korean government, should govern the land we had just received.

    "Yes, what would I do with all that land? As I mentioned before, please just give me the land near the World Tree." It was better to receive a suitable amount of prime land. If all that land became my responsibility, it would only make things more difficult. It wasn't my dream to become some kind of king.

    "Thank you for Hunter Lee Jisuk's hard work. I will guarantee your share of the profits generated as the communicator of the World Tree." There was nothing better than receiving money without any responsibility.

    "Well, that sounds good to me, but is that something you can decide, Director?"

    "If he doesn't agree, we can just say Hunter Lee Jisuk is emigrating. After all, it's not like we'd be getting that money if it weren't for Hunter Lee Jisuk, so he shouldn't be too greedy."

    "Ah, I see. If they don't give it, I can just emigrate."

    "...You're not really going to, are you?"

    "We'll see." Even though he knew it was a joke, Director Baek Young-shin seemed worried. With so many worries, the many gray hairs he already had would only increase.

    
      

    

    "Lady Eres."

    "What is it?"

    "What is an Administrator?"

    "Administrator?" Then I told her the story I had pieced together by searching the Succubus Queen's head.

    "Administrator... Administrator... I don't know. The monsters aren't subordinates of the God of Destruction?"

    "How do you know about the God of Destruction, Lady Eres?"

    "I... heard it from Aether."

    "You mean the embodiment of light we met last time?"

    "That's right. I'll ask him about it later."

    "By the way... aren't you going to leave?"

    "Why? Do you want me to leave?"

    "No, aren't you busy?"

    "I'm not busy. Go get some alcohol. Let's try some of this country's liquor."

    "I'm not sure if we have any alcohol strong enough to satisfy you."

    Without any preamble, Eres flew over. Before I could even be surprised by her movement that defied the laws of physics, her dainty hand approached my forehead. Seeing her tiny middle finger held by her thumb, no one would be scared, but having been hit several times, I broke out in a cold sweat.

    I leaned back to dodge, but an intangible force pressed down on my body. If it were increased gravity or pressure from the aura, I would have resisted with force, but I couldn't resist this with strength. Just like how your knees buckle if someone hits the back of them, no matter how strong you are.

    Thwack! She flicked my forehead as I lay on the ground. My head rang.

    "Huh?! Why?!" The flick felt similar to the force that had pressed down on me earlier. My defense was useless, and my head throbbed.

    "Talking back."

    "...I'll go get the alcohol." I had a rough idea why Eres was deliberately picking a fight. She was probably trying to teach me something, just like in Telus. That didn't mean I wasn't annoyed.

    "Ah, and try to talk to the World Tree and spend time with it as often as possible."

    "Yes. I was planning to go anyway."

    I passed the construction sites for the World Tree Academy and the hospital, where the groundwork was already well underway, and entered the shade of the World Tree.

    The poisonous fog was still there, but the World Tree, noticing my arrival, kindly created a path through the black fog in the middle.

    [Why are you so late?] It was cute to see its short arms on its hips and its cheeks puffed out. It was hard to believe that its real form was a tree weighing tens of millions of tons.

    "Sorry, I was a bit busy with things outside. Were you bored?"

    [Bored. The animals can't come in here.]

    "Ah, that's right. I'll come more often. Is there anything else you need?"

    [Need? Like what?]

    "How about this?" I held out the portable game console I had brought.

    [What is this?] It showed interest but couldn't properly touch it. It wasn't completely intangible, but it felt like touching a very dense gas. Since it was a spirit, did it exist in another dimension and couldn't touch things in this dimension?

    I had felt something similar when I stroked its head last time.

    "Sorry. I didn't think much about it."

    [It's okay.]

    Roots sprouted from the ground, supporting the game console, and pressed the buttons.

    "There are many games here. Play them when you're bored." I showed it the game list and briefly explained how to play.

    [Heeh...] Its eyes instantly focused on the game.

    "This is food. Try some." Since it looked like a child, I had brought a lot of snacks and food just in case.

    When I asked Eres what the World Tree would like, she scoffed, asking what you would give to a tree. So I just bought whatever came to mind.

    [Thank you.] The World Tree's spirit, its eyes still fixed on the game, swallowed the food with its roots. It didn't seem to particularly taste like it. I should bring more games next time; food doesn't seem to matter.

    "I have a favor to ask. Could you spread a little more life force to the construction site over there?"

    [Okay. I'll do that.] Its eyes were still focused on the game. I couldn't stay with it all the time, and I thought it would be boring alone, so I bought it, and I was glad it worked.

    
      

    

    Assistant Instructor Heo Oh-sung was fired from the academy for excessive violence and bribery. After that, he worked as a C-rank hunter, but after comfortably beating up newly awakened trainees at the academy, he didn't do well trying to catch monsters.

    Heo Oh-sung, who had a naturally poor sense of cooperation and had difficulty finding parties, heard about the World Tree Academy looking for a new assistant instructor while he was clearing low-level gates and applied.

    He received a call just one day after submitting his application. He wondered if it was usually this fast, but thinking it was a good opportunity, he immediately went for an interview and got the job that day.

    "They finally recognize my true worth. They dumped me after I broke in some hopeless brats? Bastards. That kid wasn't even hurt. Ptooey!" Heo Oh-sung spat as he came out of the makeshift airport.

    Lee Jisuk becoming an S-rank hunter was something he hadn't expected. Were S-rank hunters common? Only one had emerged in Korea since the gate crisis. Lee Jisuk and his girlfriend had also become S-rank, making it three in an instant, but even globally, there were fewer than a hundred S-rank hunters.

    Heo Oh-sung recalled his interview for the World Tree Academy assistant instructor position.

    "We aim for training that is on a completely different level, much stronger than before. Hunter Heo Oh-sung, are you prepared?"

    "Of course. It has always been my belief that strong training creates strong hunters."

    "What are your thoughts on the fact that trainees will have to endure pain in the process and may be seriously injured during training?" They had only talked briefly, but Heo Oh-sung felt that this interviewer shared his ideology. That's why he answered more honestly.

    "Hunting is a noble profession. It's about protecting one's own life, and furthermore, the lives of party members and the nation. Training that's like child's play cannot fulfill that mission. Naturally, there will be pain and injuries. However, I believe that only by overcoming all of that can one become a true hunter." Heo Oh-sung answered with his shoulders held high.

    He had put on a good facade, but in reality, Heo Oh-sung had enjoyed tormenting the weak since he was young. If he became an assistant instructor again, he could legally kick the newly awakened fledglings and throw wooden daggers at them. Just thinking about it was enjoyable.

    The interviewer, who had been looking at the mirror behind Heo Oh-sung for a moment, nodded. Heo Oh-sung wondered what it was and turned his head to look at the mirror, but there was nothing there.

    "You are indeed the talent we are looking for. We look forward to working with you." He signed the contract the interviewer offered on the spot. And a few days later, he boarded a plane at their request to go to the academy first for preliminary preparations before its opening, which led to the present.

    "Assistant Instructor Heo Oh-sung?"

    "Ah, yes." Guided by a formally dressed Awakening Management Bureau official, he entered the makeshift World Tree Academy.

    It was just a flat, packed field with a few black residential containers and a fence.

    Heo Oh-sung frowned. He didn't like the treatment after they had gone to the trouble of calling him here.

    "This is a temporary place created to formulate training plans. The actual academy is still under heavy construction." The official pointed to the construction site next door.

    "Ah, right? I was surprised."

    "Long time no see, Assistant Instructor." Heo Oh-sung turned around at the voice coming from behind him.

    ".... Hunter Lee Jisuk... sir."

    "How have you been?"

    "Ah... yes... I've been well. I've heard a lot about Hunter Lee Jisuk. Congratulations on becoming S-rank." Heo Oh-sung had broken out in a cold sweat when Lee Jisuk, the person he had tormented throughout his training period, suddenly appeared, but he felt relieved when Jisuk greeted him with a smile.

    "Wouldn't you say I'm standing here today thanks to Assistant Instructor Heo's guidance?" Jisuk said sincerely. If he hadn't been beaten up by Heo Oh-sung at that academy, his skills wouldn't have increased so quickly within days of awakening. Thanks to him, he had saved a month's time.

    It might only seem like a month, but since his other stats had also increased a lot during that time, the actual time he had saved was much longer than a month.

    "Training starts tomorrow. Please get plenty of rest today."

    "Will Hunter Lee Jisuk also be training the trainees?"

    "Of course. It's my job. See you tomorrow." Lee Jisuk greeted him and left.

    "Isn't he amazing? Even though he's S-rank, he's managing everything without rest."

    "Indeed." Heo Oh-sung felt a pang of jealousy at the Awakening Management Bureau official's praise. He thought it was excessive flattery since someone at the S-rank level would naturally have plenty of stamina to do that much.

    
      

    

    "Is everyone gathered?"

    "Yes. All members have completed their entry."

    "Then, shall we slowly begin?" Five male and female hunters stood in the drill grounds in front of the container.

    "What is the meaning of this?!" Heo Oh-sung, wearing conspicuous orange top and bottom attire along with the other four, pointed a finger at me.

    "You all have committed sins, and that's why you are standing in this place."

    "Sins?! Are you doing this because I got kicked out of the academy once?"

    "That wasn't even a sin. Actually, I had forgotten about you. But then I received a call saying you had submitted your resume. Just in case, I looked into your past." 

    Heo Oh-sung's face broke out in a cold sweat. He knew better than anyone that there was too much dirt to uncover.

  

    "Heo Oh-sung, I reviewed your application and conducted an investigation. You have a significant history of violence. Four years ago, when your girlfriend tried to break up with you, you assaulted her, resulting in five fractures and a concussion. You also left her with permanent scars on her face."

    "I didn't do it! Didn't that bitch testify that it was a stranger?" Heo Oh-sung, his face showing surprise at how I knew, flinched but quickly changed his expression and pointed accusingly at me.

    "That's right. The victim testified at the time that she was attacked by a stranger. But something felt off, so I went to see her myself. After guaranteeing her safety and talking to her, she told me everything. You had threatened her to an unbelievable extent."

    "That bitch is lying! The trial hasn't even happened yet! How can you imprison me like this based solely on testimony?! Can you take responsibility for this?!"

    "I can. Based on the testimony, we secured CCTV footage, and your blood was found on the victim's clothes from that time. And it wasn't just this incident. You used to beat up your classmates like sandbags back in your school days. We've also received statements from the victims." I threw the documents onto the muddy ground.

    "You're a real piece of trash, you know that?" The four people next to him snickered.

    Heo Oh-sung trembled violently.

    "You have a confirmed prison sentence. According to the contract you kindly signed, we've agreed to reduce your sentence by ten times the amount of time you spend training here, so you'd better participate diligently." I turned my gaze to the next trainee.

    "Jeon Dong-gun, a convicted rapist and murderer. Yang Deok-soo, a serial killer. Shin Mu-yeol, a child sex offender. And Choi Mi-ran, who committed murder and robbery using poison within a gate."

    "Long time no see~ Brother. Did you miss me~?" Choi Mi-ran greeted me with a nasal tone. She pulled down her orange prison uniform and tied it with a rubber band to emphasize her figure. Even without makeup due to being a prisoner, her foxy beauty remained.

    The other prisoners whistled and licked their lips at Choi Mi-ran.

    "You've probably already heard, right? Ten times the training period will be deducted from your sentences."

    "I have a life sentence anyway, so what's the point of a reduced sentence? Hehehe."

    "Just came out for some fresh air, I guess." They were all incredibly nonchalant. Except for Shin Mu-yeol, the child sex offender, and Heo Oh-sung, they were already serving life sentences. They had only volunteered because they hated being in a cage-like prison.

    "Then, let's start the training right away." There was a reason why I had bothered to bring criminals here for training. To cultivate hunters who could become immediate assets, I needed to understand the limits of regeneration by the World Tree, and for that, it was necessary to push their bodies to the extreme.

    I couldn't do such a thing due to human rights issues, and even if that weren't the case, it went against my conscience to push innocent people like that.

    So, these were the criminals. Each of them had some connection to me, whether big or small.

    Assistant Instructor Heo Oh-sung, whom I met at the academy. Choi Mi-ran, who tried to poison me and Sangheon and steal our items. The other three were guys who would be caught in the future, but based on the information in my notes, I spent my own money to find evidence of their crimes. Then I handed the information over to the police and had them arrested before they could commit any more crimes. Money was good indeed. I could catch these small fry without even moving myself.

    The unfortunate thing was that they had already committed many crimes. There was nothing I could do about what had already happened. I had to be satisfied with preventing future crimes.

    I had also trained with the Five Brothers. It was definitely effective, but both my mindset and theirs were insufficient to push them to their limits.

    And another thing, while confronting China, I had once again realized that no matter how much I flew around alone, it wasn't enough.

    After a meeting with Director Baek Young-shin, we decided to not only build the academy but also a special training facility next to it to train special forces, and the data we would extract from now on would be reflected in the special forces training curriculum.

    "Now, you'll run carrying a military pack with your name on it. Begin!"

    "Ugh~ My legs aren't good, so I can't run. My knees are killing me." Jeon Dong-gun, the rapist and murderer, tapped his knees. His swaggering attitude made it seem like he had come here with this in mind from the start. He probably thought he could relax comfortably in the new facility.

    I stood in front of Jeon Dong-gun.

    "Why? What? Gonna hit me?" Jeon Dong-gun stuck his face close to mine and acted insolently.

    Hunter Jeong Min-gi, who had been the only S-rank hunter until now, was known to be kind and like a Buddha. It seemed they thought they could take me lightly since I hadn't been involved in any violent incidents or illegal activities until now either.

    I low-kicked Jeon Dong-gun's knee. It broke easily, like a disposable chopstick snapping.

    "Kyakyaaaaaa!!!"

    "See? Your knees did look a little bad. Anyone else have any discomfort?" The prisoners' faces turned white.

    "D... do you think you'll get away with this?! You're ignoring prisoners' rights?! Aren't you an S-rank hunter?! I'll report to you later!" Yang Deok-soo, the serial killer, shouted at me while pointing.

    Being protected by the law was a wonderful thing. But there were also too many humans who abused the law and hid behind it to commit evil deeds.

    "Did you think about human rights when you killed people? Report me? Go ahead." I released my killing intent.

    "What kind of law is this?!"

    "It's right here. I like guys like you. Guys who don't have even a shred of guilt towards their victims. That way, I can treat you the same." I looked down without expression, and he realized that I didn't see him as a human.

    "Run. The slowest one..." I glanced at Jeon Dong-gun, who was lying on the ground.

    Shin Mu-yeol, the child sex offender, was the first to sling his bag over his shoulder.

    "Keuheok... the weight...?"

    "You're all hunters, right? I've adjusted the weight accordingly." Yang Deok-soo, Shin Mu-yeol, and Heo Oh-sung gritted their teeth, put their bags on their shoulders, and slowly started walking.

    "Brother, isn't this too heavy for a girl~?" Choi Mi-ran flirted with me, pushing out her chest.

    Crack. I shoved her shoulder and kicked her leg.

    "Kyaaa!!" Choi Mi-ran's slender leg also broke like Jeon Dong-gun's.

    The three who had been walking leisurely quickened their pace.

    "I don't give special treatment just because you're a woman. This is a special place, so you'll heal if you lie down. If you don't run right away after you've healed, I'll break it again." I could feel the World Tree's energy spreading. I could also see how long it took for this level of injury to heal on its own without special treatment.

    Looking at their faces, I could tell if they were running to their limit or just going through the motions. Right now, all three were running somewhat hard, but they weren't pushing themselves to their absolute limit.

    I went behind Shin Mu-yeol and kicked his bag with my foot.

    "Keuheok...!" Shin Mu-yeol's face was buried in the mud.

    This mud was also no ordinary mud. I had gathered mud with a high concentration of mana spread throughout North Korea and spread it here. It would normally be poison, but receiving the World Tree's life force, the mana would strengthen their bodies. I had gathered these people because I couldn't do such experimental things on ordinary people.

    "If you don't run faster, I'll keep kicking you."

    "Aren't... aren't you going too far?!"

    "What's going too far is what you did to that child. Those children will have scars on their bodies and minds that they will never forget."

    As Shin Mu-yeol collapsed, Yang Deok-soo and Heo Oh-sung's pace quickened.

    Jeon Dong-gun's leg had already healed, but he was lying on the ground, feigning a painful expression. I approached him to kick him.

    "I'll do it! I'll do it!" Only then did he get up, put on his bag, and run.

    As I had requested, the World Tree was focusing its life force on this training facility, so his broken leg healed in just ten minutes. It was weaker than healing magic, but the fact that it was being spread throughout the entire training facility was significant.

    The prisoners were dying from exhaustion, running with incredibly heavy military packs, but at the same time, their stamina was replenishing, and their injuries were healing, allowing them to endure the high-intensity training. Of course, there were limits to everything.

    "Huff... huff... keuheok..."

    "Damn it..."

    "Bastards... let's see outside." They ran while panting heavily, cursing, or making vague threats of revenge. They were running so fast and carrying so much weight that they couldn't even feel the benefits of the World Tree.

    "I can't do it! I won't do it!" Jeon Dong-gun lay down.

    "Oh, really?"

    "Break me! Kill me! I absolutely won't do it!" There was sincerity in his face. Even if I broke a few more of his bones, he probably wouldn't listen.

    "We'll need a special education room."

    "What?"

    Creak. One of the containers opened with a chilling sound. Nayoung was inside.

    I grabbed Jeon Dong-gun by the collar and dragged him to the container.

    "Let go! Let go of me!" He punched and scratched my hand, but it didn't even tickle.

    I had shown Nayoung photos of the crime scenes these guys had created beforehand. Seeing the victims' miserable states, Nayoung was already furious.

    "What?! What is it?!" I threw the guy into the container and closed the door.

    The guy stopped shouting.

    Seeing that, the other four prisoners stopped walking and quietly stared at the container. I let them watch, as it would be helpful for them too.

    "Kyaaaaaaa!!!"

    Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! The sound of someone banging on the container from inside and Jeon Dong-gun's death throes-like screams didn't stop.

    "St... stop!! I'm sorry! What are you doing?! Aaaaaaah!!"

    "Aren't you running? Do you want to go in?" In my words, the four prisoners quickly moved their feet.

    Jang Deok-soo came out of the container after only a few minutes and looked around frantically like a madman. Then he found his bag and practically crawled to it, put it on, and ran.

    "I... I'll never... go back in..." Needless to say, the other four ran desperately after seeing Jang Deok-soo's state.

    I made them run in that state until sunset.

    While they ran, if their stats increased and it looked like it was becoming less tiring, I added metal weights to increase the load.

    No matter how much the World Tree replenished their stamina, it didn't eliminate the pain. The pain of muscles tearing and ankles twisting, and the mental anguish that came with it. The stress of not knowing when it would end made the prisoners' faces look terrible.

    "Alright, today's training is now over. Write in your diaries how much your stats have increased. If you lie..." I looked at Nayoung standing in front of the container, and they all swallowed hard.

    "Answer me!"

    "Yes!" Their discipline had tightened up in just one day.

    "You want us to eat this?" I gave the prisoners, who had run without lunch, hard, dried rations and water. This was to see how much activity they could sustain with the minimum amount of food.

    "Ugh... ugh..." Choi Mi-ran shed large tears.

    The male prisoners who had drooled over Choi Mi-ran at first now didn't even have the energy to do that.

    I continued this kind of training. On the first day, I did it myself to establish discipline, but I had many things to do, so I had Sangheon do it instead. Weak-hearted Sangheon went easy on them at first, so I showed him the victims' photos, and he transformed into a hellish instructor.

    "Bring me some snacks." Eres still hadn't left.

  

    "Lady Eres, why are you hitting me?" Nayoung asked, feeding Eres a snack as Eres lay on her lap.

    Nayoung loved children and animals, and she had fallen completely for Eres's cute appearance. However, she couldn't carelessly treat a being who governed the very existence of a world, so she had only watched from afar.

    Then, after learning that Eres liked snacks, she started using them to win her over. Approaching with the persistence of taming a wild beast, she gradually narrowed the distance, and now Nayoung was the closest to Eres after Jisuk.

    "Hmm? Why? Are you worried?"

    "Yes. He looks like he's in pain." Nayoung's heart ached seeing Jisuk, who rarely made a sound due to pain, groaning. At first, she had thought about confronting the deity or whatever she was, but Jisuk had stopped her.

    "Don't worry. I haven't seen a human as sturdy as him in a long time."

    "But, could you please tell me what you're doing?"

    "That dull-witted fellow won't understand if I just tell him, so he needs to learn through his body. Don't worry. I'm just preparing him for the next enemy."

    "Hmm..." Nayoung tried to understand the explanation that she was preparing him for what lay ahead, but she still didn't like Eres picking on Jisuk for ridiculous reasons and hitting him.

    In a small act of rebellion, she playfully braided Eres's hair, but since it was the form of a cute child, it didn't have much effect.

    
      

    

    After a week of various basic physical training, I checked the prisoners' records. Their stats had noticeably increased with just a few days of basic training. Compared to the gains in the academy, the training effect was overwhelming.

    However, in that short time, their faces had become haggard, as if they had aged ten years. Life force could restore their bodies, but not their minds.

    "Today is sparring training. We'll proceed in 5 vs 5 matches, and if you win, there will be no training tomorrow." I pointed to the basic equipment. Weapons and light armor suitable for each of their skills were prepared.

    "Who will we be sparring against?" Shin Mu-yeol looked at me. His eyes seemed to ask, "Surely not you?"

    "It's not me. It's hunters of a similar level."

    Hyeong-bin, Si-hwan, Min-woo, Jin-woo, and Ye-seul came forward. Chang-hee was absent. Since Ye-seul was already a B-rank healer, including Chang-hee would tilt the balance too much in their favor.

    Chang-hee was currently dispatched to the Rose Guild and was growing rapidly as their ace.

    The criminals scanned Hyeong-bin's group and, feeling they could handle them, quickly put on their equipment. Their determination to rest for a day no matter what was evident.

    "Hyeong-bin's team as well. If you lose, special training awaits, so give it your all." Now was the time to gather practical combat data within the World Tree's influence.

    Hyeong-bin stood at the front, with Si-hwan on the left, Min-woo on the right, and Jin-woo and Ye-seul positioned at the rear.

    Compared to Hyeong-bin's team, who were hesitant to attack first, the criminals pressed in as if to release all the stress they had accumulated so far.

    "Fireball!" Jeon Dong-gun, the rapist and murderer, unleashed fire towards Ye-seul. That guy's aggressive tendencies towards women would probably never change until he died.

    The moment Ye-seul was attacked, the stats of Hyeong-bin, the guardian, increased. With his enhanced stats, he quickly leaped forward and blocked the fireball with his shield.

    "Let's go!" Seeing the criminal relentlessly pouring out flames, Hyeong-bin charged towards Jeon Dong-gun, who had cast the magic.

    "Charging!" Heo Oh-sung jumped into the path and collided with Hyeong-bin. Despite colliding with an opponent one rank higher, Hyeong-bin didn't budge.

    However,

    "Keuheok!" Even rotten fish is still fish. As expected of a former academy assistant instructor, after the collision, Hyeong-bin briefly staggered back, and Heo Oh-sung quickly drew his sword and stabbed him in the thigh.

    The sword hit bone. It was an attack that would have severed his leg if he hadn't been wearing armor.

    "Heal! Shield!" Ye-seul protected Hyeong-bin.

    "Tch..." Heo Oh-sung clicked his tongue and retreated at the attacks from Jin-woo and Si-hwan who followed.

    Hyeong-bin, Si-hwan, and Jin-woo engaged Heo Oh-sung and Yang Deok-soo, but the three of them were insufficient to block the criminals' relentless attacks on their vital points.

    While a fierce battle raged at the front, Jin-woo was using his shield to block the continuous fireballs from Jeon Dong-gun in the rear. Ye-seul's shield was on Jin-woo, but its defense was weak because Ye-seul had cast shields on the entire Hyeong-bin team.

    The thin shield shattered easily against the fireball that had been charged for a long time. Because of that, Jin-woo's skin was being burned by the flames that passed over his shield, but he steadfastly stood his ground in front of Ye-seul without retreating.

    Shin Mu-yeol turned invisible and approached Ye-seul, but Jin-woo, noticing his footprints, created a hawk with his skill and attacked. Jin-woo did his best to protect Ye-seul, the healer, even while being attacked himself.

    "Kyak! Stop! Stop!" Shin Mu-yeol didn't have any other special skills and had never received combat training, so he couldn't even handle a single hawk.

    "You pathetic bastard." Choi Mi-ran spat out curses and released a poisonous fog into the middle of the vanguards who were fighting in a clump. It was a skill I hadn't seen before. Seeing that she had gained a new skill in prison, it seemed there was constant fighting inside.

    As the numbing fog that made them tingle spread, everyone's movements slowed down.

    "You bitch! We're getting caught up in this too!" The fog heavily covered Hyeong-bin, Si-hwan, and Min-woo's area, but Yang Deok-soo and Heo Oh-sung, who were close by, had no choice but to inhale it as well.

    "Shut up! Don't you want to rest tomorrow?!"

    "There's no way!" Yang Deok-soo and Heo Oh-sung, already accustomed to rough physical exertion from the past week's training, overcame the paralyzing poison with sheer willpower. They were able to do this because they had experienced the benefits of recovery from the World Tree's life force until now.

    Hyeong-bin's group's bodies stiffened, and their movements slowed down, allowing the criminals, who were rushing in to target their vital points, to land consecutive attacks.

    Ye-seul, who didn't have any debuff skills, cast heal and shield on everyone, but it wasn't enough to protect the four allies who were being attacked unilaterally.

    Everyone had become somewhat accustomed to fighting monsters, but their lack of experience in human-to-human combat was evident.

    "Stop." At my signal, the criminals retreated, and Hyeong-bin's team collapsed on the ground.

    "Oh! We won! We won! So, do we get to rest tomorrow?!" Jeon Dong-gun shouted.

    "Yes. You can rest from now until tomorrow. Meals have also been prepared, so go eat." The criminals excitedly returned to their lodgings.

    "The level difference between those five and you isn't that big. But the difference in resolve and experience was significant." Hyeong-bin's group lowered their heads.

    "Starting the day after tomorrow, I'll also train. If you want, you can join me. It's not mandatory. Not every awakened person has to become a hunter." I couldn't force someone without the will to become a hunter.

    Hyeong-bin's entire team pondered, and while the criminals rested for the day, Jae-in and I prepared for my personal training.

    "Are you ready?"

    "Yes. Chairman, you really have great ideas in this area. Shall I turn it on?"

    "Yes." I attached iron weights to my wrists and ankles and wore an iron vest on my torso. A 10-meter-wide metal disc was beneath my feet.

    "Everyone, enter!"

    "Hup!" My body was pulled towards the ground. The floor was an ultra-powerful electromagnet made by Jae-in. She had applied the technology used in junkyards and installed it on the floor.

    Until now, I had done personal training while lifting heavy objects. But now that I had become stronger, the volume became too large and inconvenient to lift weights that would provide a satisfactory challenge. So, I came up with this device.

    "Ooh, this is heavy?"

    ".....That pulling force must be dozens of tons?"

    "Can you increase it more?"

    "I'll keep increasing it." Jae-in said that by pouring in new materials and money, she could generate a magnetic force several times stronger than ordinary electromagnets.

    I had also considered whether it could be used as a weapon, but it would only exert maximum power if the enemy had metal on their body and the distance was within 1 meter, so it was impractical.

    The force pulling the metal attached to my body gradually increased. It became difficult to lift my arms, and my legs trembled.

    Slowly moving my heavy body, I stepped onto the electromagnet plate.

    Jae-in shook her head as she watched me walk.

    "Hoo!" I deliberately didn't use aura or boost, and the moment I lifted my right foot, the ankle bone of my left foot couldn't withstand the weight of nearly a hundred tons and broke.

    A wave of pain rushed in, but the life force from the World Tree, combined with my own regeneration, healed it at the same moment it broke.

    [Strength has increased by 1.]

    [Strength has increased by 1.]

    My strength, which hadn't been increasing well lately, rose, making it worthwhile.

    As I got used to walking, I did squats and push-ups, and later I did handstand push-ups.

    Seeing me train, Hyeong-bin steeled his resolve and put on his military pack. He ran around the muddy training grounds without complaint, carrying a pack so heavy it dug into his shoulders.

    After him, Hyeong-bin's siblings and Ye-seul followed suit.

    I couldn't protect them all forever. Excluding Sangheon, Ye-seul, and Chang-hee, the other four couldn't be kept around if their progress was too slow. I had grown attached to them, and I didn't want to see them die while following me.

    I was grateful that none of them gave up.

    "So, will that be enough training? I will help you." Eres came out to the training grounds and stepped onto the electromagnet plate where I was.

    "Now you won't make excuses to flick my forehead, will you?"

    "It would have been good if you had learned from that, but you didn't, did you? You dull-witted fellow."

    "Wouldn't it have been better if you had just told me what it was?"

    "You're not the type to use your head, are you? Let's get serious now."

    Eres, wearing the children's clothes Nayoung had bought her, was cute, but knowing the power she could unleash, I tensed up and prepared myself.

    Eres flew over without any preparatory movements and launched a kick.

    Since armor and aura were useless against Eres's attacks anyway, I didn't use them.

    Instead, I burned life force and boosted myself to the maximum to raise my stats, but I couldn't avoid the attack that slid through space.

    I raised my arms to block, and the muscles in the arm I was hit with exploded, and my bones shattered.

    Eres's attack was on a completely different level from the attacks I had experienced before. It wasn't that the impact point was destroyed, or that the shockwave spread inward.

    The area near the impact point received a simultaneous shock. It felt as if each individual cell was attacked at the same time.

    "Were you holding back until now?"

    "You're so slow that I have to use a little more power now." She swung her arms in the air. My recovery was already complete.

    "You're an unbelievably sturdy brute." Eres spread an aura that pressed down on me. With the magnetic force of the electromagnet and the unidentified aura, my body wouldn't move as I wished, crushed by various kinds of force. In that state, Eres attacked.

    [Stamina has increased by 1.]

    [Strength has increased by 1.]

    I was beaten for over an hour, breaking and exploding here and there. Thanks to that, my stats increased, but I couldn't grasp what that attack was.

    "That's enough for today." Eres dusted off her clothes and stepped off the electromagnet plate.

    "I can still do more."

    "It's time for cartoons.

    " I couldn't argue with that.

  

    "You don't have to be hunters if you don't want to," 

    Hyeong-bin said to his younger siblings running beside him. They had all tumbled in the mud several times, and their faces were covered in dirt.

    "Hyung, are you going to abandon us?" Si-hwan asked.

    "Si-hwan-ah, why do you always talk like that? It's not that, it's just that you guys look too tired."

    "What about you, Hyung?"

    "I'm tired too... but it's manageable." Hyeong-bin glanced at Ye-seul running behind him. Even when he wanted to give up, he couldn't when he saw Ye-seul. She would continue to be a hunter.

    "We're managing too. Hunter Lee Jisuk is rewarding," Jin-woo replied first, and Si-hwan nodded. Jin-woo also silently followed behind.

    "Then... let's put in some effort. We can do what those guys are doing. What's something we can't do?" Hyeong-bin pointed his chin at the five criminals.

    "Let's try," Si-hwan sped up and grabbed the rope on the obstacle wall set up ahead.

    
      

    

    "I will implement a system of rewards and punishments to encourage hard work. First, the team that completes 100 laps first will be provided with a dinner feast. The losing team will only receive the minimum meal and will have to run an additional 100 laps until nightfall," I said from the top of the container.

    "Run!!! Anyone who falls behind will die!" The criminals started running with fire in their eyes, and Hyeong-bin's team did the same.

    Sangheon climbed onto the container and watched from the side.

    "Hee... they're really going at it..."

    "Sangheon-ah."

    "Yes?"

    "Do you look comfortable?" Our eyes met. And we remained silent for about three seconds.

    "...I'll run too." Sangheon lowered his head deeply.

    "Sangheon, you're the only B-rank here, so you'll have to come in first, right?"

    "No, didn't they already run about 50 laps ahead? What if I can't come in first?" I looked at Sangheon with a gentle smile. Sangheon sighed, his head hanging low.

    "Why did I even come here..." He muttered regretfully and threw himself into the mud.

    Hyeong-bin reached out his hand to Ye-seul, who was catching her breath at the bottom of the obstacle wall. Ye-seul looked at it for a moment, then took his hand, and they crossed the obstacle together.

    "Hyeong-bin Brother." Ye-seul, who had come down from the obstacle, called out to Hyeong-bin.

    "Yes?"

    "Please don't help me." Hyeong-bin froze at Ye-seul's words, asking him not to help her. He had gotten used to Ye-seul's expressionless face since they had become closer, but when she said such a thing with that expression, Hyeong-bin's face stiffened.

    "...Did I upset you? I'm sorry."

    "No. No. It's not that. I know you're trying to protect me, Oppa. I'm really grateful for that. But I'm a hunter too. If I don't get stronger, I won't survive. Only when I can protect myself will you and the people around us be safe."

    "I understand. But please tell me anytime you need help."

    "Okay. Hurry and go on ahead." Ye-seul pushed Hyeong-bin's back. Hyeong-bin, looking back with lingering feelings, started running first, and Ye-seul also ran again.

    "Huff... huff..." Hyeong-bin's team had all come in, and only Ye-seul remained. Ye-seul's natural stamina was lower than that of a warrior, but she gritted her teeth and ran until her face turned pale.

    On the opposing team, only Shin Mu-yeol hadn't come in yet. Shin Mu-yeol ran, sweating like rain from his obese body. He was a warrior type, but because he had neglected his training, he was even slower than Ye-seul, the healer. If he hadn't trained at all for the past week, he wouldn't have been a match at all.

    "Aren't you coming?! I'll kill you if you're late!" Yang Deok-soo growled, but Shin Mu-yeol couldn't even hear him now. The focus in his eyes was gone.

    Thud. Ye-seul crossed the finish line first, and Shin Mu-yeol collapsed on the ground a few meters short of it.

    "End. Hyeong-bin's team wins. Go wash up and eat dinner. You guys have an additional 100 laps."

    
      

    

    It was midnight when the criminals, having barely completed their quota, finally returned to their lodgings. They looked so exhausted that even someone who had been held captive for years would have looked better than them.

    "You fat bastard!" Jeon Dong-gun kicked Shin Mu-yeol relentlessly.

    "Cough... hic... sorry..."

    "Because of you, how many times! Huh?! We have to run more?! Let's rest! You son of a bitch!" With every word, his kicks landed on Shin Mu-yeol's body. To ordinary people, criminals might all look the same, but there was a hierarchy even among them. Child sex offenders were at the very bottom, and they were routinely beaten even if they did nothing wrong. And because of Shin Mu-yeol, they had been forced to run for several more hours, so the intensity of the violence was greater than usual.

    "Huff... huff..." Jeon Dong-gun, exhausted from kicking, backed away.

    "My turn?" Choi Mi-ran approached Shin Mu-yeol. It was her turn to relieve her stress.

    Shin Mu-yeol's face was battered, and his bones were broken, but since they were within the World Tree's influence, he would heal anyway, so the other criminals beat him more severely than usual.

    Shin Mu-yeol was beaten all night long.

    
      

    

    Clang! "Alright, starting today, attacks will be added to the obstacle course. Figure out how to avoid or block them and break through." I fired my rifle.

    Rat-a-tat-tat!!!

    "You crazy bastard!" Even the somewhat subdued group of criminals cursed, thinking this was too much. However, since the flying bullets wouldn't stop just because they complained, they each used their unique abilities to evade them.

    They were all at least D-rank hunters, so getting hit wouldn't be fatal, but the pain of bullets piercing their flesh was definitely not something to take lightly.

    "Aren't you going to shoot?"

    "S... sorry!" Sangheon shot at Hyeong-bin's team alongside me.

    "Sangheon Hyung! Weren't we friends?!" Si-hwan shouted.

    "If I don't do this, I'll die!" I could hear the sound of the friendship that Sangheon and the Five Brothers had barely built cracking, but training came first. They could reconcile later.

    Even that was much gentler compared to how ruthlessly I shot at the criminals. It was discrimination, but well... those vicious criminals deserved some discrimination.

    Everyone used their skills to the fullest to evade and run. Just because I was shooting didn't mean the bet was off. The team that came in last still had the penalty of an additional 100 laps.

    
      

    

    "Huff... huff..." Jin-woo didn't particularly enjoy moving his body. He actually didn't want to do it this time either. When Hyeong-bin had said he could stop if it was too much, Jin-woo was about to say he would quit, but Si-hwan and Min-woo had answered that they could do it first, so Jin-woo missed his chance to speak.

    Knowing Jin-woo's passive personality, Hyeong-bin went to see him after training and asked him again several times.

    Hyeong-bin waited calmly for his answer, so Jin-woo could have given up if he wanted to, but Jin-woo didn't want to disappoint Hyeong-bin and the rest of the errand agency family. And he didn't want to be left alone either.

    Jin-woo had been indecisive and slow since he was young. He needed to say what he wanted to, but he was slow to react, like his large build, so his answers were always late. As a result, he often found himself swept along without realizing it.

    Jin-woo's large build came from his father. Jin-woo's father was a well-known gang leader in the neighborhood.

    Jin-woo's mother was just one of his father's flings. The gangster didn't even let Jin-woo or his mother into his house, and he stopped visiting altogether when Jin-woo was a bit older.

    Jin-woo's mother just considered it a passing breeze and went back to her life. She wasn't greedy, and since she wasn't sick anywhere, she didn't starve even if she wasn't wealthy.

    When Jin-woo was in the lower grades of elementary school, he bumped into some friends while playing at school. Since Jin-woo was a head or two taller than his friends, the friend he bumped into bounced back weakly.

    "Waaaaaaah!!" He should have apologized when his friend cried, but Jin-woo's body stiffened, and his mouth went dry.

    "Hey! Aren't you going to apologize?!"

    "Jin-woo, did you do that on purpose?" The kids were scared of Jin-woo, who just silently stared at the injured child without saying anything even when they shouted at him, so they gradually avoided Jin-woo. Jin-woo hadn't even pushed him on purpose; he had just frozen up.

    After that happened a few times, the only kids who approached him were the bad ones. It was a similar case with Si-hwan, but Jin-woo couldn't refuse their offers and was easily led around.

    Since he was tough and strong, he always stood at the front in group fights. He punched and knocked people down while getting hit by fists flying from all directions.

    "You monster! Die!" While he was in the middle of a fight, a guy behind him swung a wooden stick and hit Jin-woo's head.

    The wooden stick broke, and blood burst from his head. And Jin-woo grabbed that guy's head and slammed it onto the ground.

    Jin-woo had just been swept along as always, but after a few group fights, no high school students in the neighborhood dared to go against Jin-woo's gang anymore.

    Jin-woo knew very well that the kids who clung to him as friends were just using him as a tool. For Jin-woo, his only neighborhood friends were the neighbor's dog and a stray cat.

    Jin-woo's mother wasn't a kind or gentle person to Jin-woo. That worsened as he grew up. Seeing Jin-woo, who looked exactly like the man who had abandoned her, made her feel depressed, so she didn't even talk to Jin-woo. Later, she met a man while working, and the number of days she didn't come home, leaving Jin-woo alone, gradually increased.

    Jin-woo didn't want to go to the empty house, so he went to the deserted park in the back hills. He sat quietly on a bench, eating scraps of bread, when birds came to eat the crumbs.

    "Why? Are you guys also trying to use me?" He picked a fight with the innocent birds, but of course, there was no reaction.

    Among them, a bird with beautiful red chest feathers came right up to Jin-woo's feet. This bird wasn't afraid of Jin-woo, whom other people avoided out of fear.

    "You're not scared at all, are you? What if I catch and eat you?" The bird tilted its head and looked at him, then picked up the breadcrumbs near Jin-woo's feet and ate them.

    "You don't have any friends, do you? I'll be your friend." Strangely, Jin-woo could talk well when speaking to the unresponding bird, and he rambled on about many things.

    He became friends with the red bird, going up to the back hills and feeding it for several days in a row. Now, if he held out his hand, it would even sit on his wrist.

    The neighborhood dogs and cats followed him well, and now so did a bird.

    "Hey. Some bastard's been picking a fight lately? Come out today so we can mess him up." Jin-wook, the leader of the delinquent group that used Jin-woo every day, said.

    "Huh? I can't today..." When Jin-woo, who usually came out without complaint, refused, Jin-wook got annoyed but held back once because he needed Jin-woo's strength.

    "Hey! What's the point of having friends? Let me ask you for a favor. Let's go eat after we're done. I'll treat you to meat." Jin-wook was a lowlife among lowlifes who extorted money from the neighborhood kids while under a gang. Yet, all he did for Jin-woo was buy him a meal and act like he was doing him a favor. Jin-woo knew that, but he didn't particularly want to receive money anyway.

    "Don't call me anymore."

    
      

    

    "Damn it! Isn't it because that bastard didn't show up when this happened?!" The gang that used to boss Jin-woo around got thoroughly beaten because Jin-woo wasn't there. They barely won later by hitting the guy with a wooden stick without thinking about the consequences, but everyone was in bad shape.

    "Jin-wook, how much has that bastard eaten until now that you're just going to let him get away with this?"

    "He can't just get away. He has to spit out what he ate."

    "What are you going to do? Even if we all jump him... that bastard... is ridiculously tough, you know?" How many fights had they won thanks to Jin-woo? The group, who had seen Jin-woo fight until now, knew very well that they couldn't win.

    Jin-wook thought for a moment.

    "That bastard, I heard he goes to the back hills these days? What's he doing there?"

    "Something about going to feed birds?"

    "Birds?"

    "Yeah. I saw him in the neighborhood the other day, and it was even sitting on his shoulder. Looks like he tamed it."

    "Hmm... is that so?" Jin-wook's mind always worked well when it came to bad things.

  

    Jin-woo was out of breath, but he pushed his heavy body towards an old abandoned building in the neighborhood. He had always hated long-distance running, but this wasn't a matter of like or dislike anymore. A picture of the red bird he had befriended in the back hills, tightly bound with string, had arrived on his old cell phone.

    "Oh~ you're fast, aren't you? I wondered if I caught the right one since all birds look alike, but it seems I did," Jin-wook chuckled with his friends, looking at Jin-woo, who ran in, dripping with sweat.

    "The bird... what happened to it?"

    "Hey, you trained it well, didn't you? I brought a bird trap and a slingshot, but when I sprinkled some breadcrumbs, it just clung to me without fear of people."

    "Where is it?"

    "Jin-woo, if you ate that much, you should pay for it, shouldn't you?"

    "...I fought more than I ate. I've paid enough."

    "Wow, that's the first time I've heard you speak that long. But what do you expect? It's nowhere near enough."

    "I don't have money." Jin-woo wasn't cut out for studying, so he had tried to get part-time jobs. Many places would tell him they had suddenly found someone when he showed up for work, just by looking at his face. Even if he managed to find odd jobs at construction sites, he'd be cursed for being slow and quickly fired.

    "Figure it out yourself, whether you extort it or steal it."

    "The bird... give it back." Jin-woo took a step forward.

    "Stay still!" As Jin-woo approached, Jin-wook held the bird in his hand and held it out. It was tied up so haphazardly that its wings would likely be injured, or it might even die if left like that.

    "Ah... alright. I'll get the money. Just let it go for now."

    "How are you going to get it?"

    "..." There was no way to get money. He also didn't want to steal from anyone.

    "Just take a beating for now." Jin-wook first hit Jin-woo's leg with a wooden stick, and the others rushed in to beat him up together.

    Jin-wook's group just wanted to vent their anger. Jin-woo was in a lot of pain, but he endured, thinking that if their anger was appeased this way, they'd let the bird go.

    After being beaten for several minutes, those who were hitting him grew more exhausted.

    "Huff... huff... Damn bastard, he won't even scream once. Get the money ready if you don't want to keep getting beaten." Jin-wook and his friends threw the bird to the ground and walked past the fallen Jin-woo.

    "..." Jin-woo cradled the bird in both hands.

    He carefully untied the haphazardly bound string.

    Perhaps it had been tied for too long? Or was it injured when thrown? The bird wasn't moving.

    "Wake up. I'll give you food." He took out the breadcrumbs from his pocket with bloodied hands, but it didn't move.

    Jin-woo couldn't remember much after that. When he came to, the police had shot him with a taser, and beneath him was a person whose face was so smashed that it was unrecognizable. It was Jin-wook.

    Jin-woo was arrested for this incident and sent to a special juvenile prison for assault.

    Jin-woo had been beaten far more, but he went to prison because Jin-wook's condition was so bad. The reason it was a special prison was that Jin-woo had awakened that day. It was fortunate that Jin-woo was also severely injured and his awakened abilities were low; otherwise, Jin-wook's head would have been completely crushed.

    The day Jin-woo was arrested, Jin-wook's breathing had stopped once, but paramedics had revived him. All his teeth were gone, and his eardrums were ruptured, making it difficult for him to lead a normal life now.

    Jin-woo thought it served him right. He had returned as much as the bird had suffered.

    Jin-woo didn't quite understand what was so scary about prison, so he didn't think much about going to a special juvenile prison.

    Perhaps word had already spread within the prison, but no one bothered Jin-woo.

    He quietly spent his time studying, feeding birds in the exercise yard, and learning. He wasn't very bright and was always at the bottom of his class, but since there were many dumber kids than him in prison, his grades were good. Thanks to that, studying became a little more enjoyable.

    During breaks, he exercised and gathered birds by scattering breadcrumbs in the yard, but no bird ever became as close as the dead one.

    Jin-woo's prison life was, ironically, more comfortable than his life outside. However, a year passed quickly, and whether he liked it or not, it was time to go outside.

    "Madam, where's my mom?"

    "How would I know your mom, young man?" When he went home, an unknown middle-aged woman answered. Jin-woo's mother had moved without a word while he was in prison. Jin-woo thought it was natural for his mother, who hadn't visited him even once, to have moved. He wasn't particularly angry. There should have been a bond with his mother for anger to rise, but Jin-woo had just been a burden to her.

    Having nowhere to go, he wandered aimlessly. He got a few discarded triangle kimbap from homeless men while sleeping rough, but it wasn't enough to fill the belly of a big guy like Jin-woo.

    Jin-woo went to several places to find a part-time job. However, just like before, he couldn't find work. Naturally, no one would hire Jin-woo, dressed in shabby clothes and unwashed as he was now.

    On his way back to the park where the homeless men were, he saw a flyer that said an errand agency was looking for people.

    "Well... it probably won't work again." The words "no experience, no education required" somehow seemed bigger.

    "Hello."

    "Welcome... How can I help you?" Jin-woo thought, "There are people who look even scarier and bigger than me." That person was Hyeong-bin.

    "I came because of the advertisement outside."

    "Ah... I see."

    "Is there work? I'm strong."

    "Do you know how to use a computer?"

    "Yes. I know Word and Excel." He had learned in prison. He liked computers. Even though he wasn't good because he wasn't smart, it was easier than talking to people.

    Hyeong-bin Hyung thought about it.

    "Keuheuk. I thought this time I'd hire a pretty female clerk..." Min-woo sniffled from behind. He knew what decision Hyeong-bin was going to make.

    "Have you eaten?" Hyeong-bin put his hand on Jin-woo's shoulder. A hand as big as a pot lid enveloped his shoulder. Jin-woo felt as if this firm hand was holding him, who had lost his center.

    He wondered if this was what it felt like to have a proper father.

    
      

    

    Jin-woo hated fighting and he hated running, but because he was here thanks to Hyeong-bin, he couldn't give up. He didn't want to disappoint him.

    It was different from before, when he was unwittingly pushed into doing things he didn't want to. Now, he moved his feet by his own will.

    "Sorry!"

    Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!!!

    Jin-woo decided not to call Sangheon "hyung" anymore.

    Before, Sangheon would subtly shoot to the side, but after being reprimanded by Jisuk a few times, he now shot at Hyeong-bin's group with genuine apologies.

    Jin-woo was also a D-rank hunter, level 20 and above, so rifle bullets shot from a distance couldn't pierce his armor and muscles anymore, but the pain was much greater than being beaten with a wooden stick before.

    His body was slow, so it was impossible to dodge bullets. He tried summoning a bird made of mana to use as a shield. However, it was fragile and disappeared after one or two hits.

    Jin-woo needed something stronger to protect himself. He wished he had someone like Hyeong-bin in his life again.

    [Summoning skill level has increased from E to C.] His F-rank summoning skill had risen to E after following Jisuk, and now it had jumped two levels at once.

    "Summon!" Jin-woo imagined Hyeong-bin and summoned a bear.

    The large bear wasn't fast, but even when shot, the bullets lodged inside its body like slime and fell to the ground. The bullet holes filled up, effectively giving Jin-woo his own personal tank.

    Just in case, he tried it, and the hawk was also summoned simultaneously. This was a great improvement compared to being able to summon only one hawk normally.

    If he only summoned hawks, it seemed he could summon up to five of them.

    Jin-woo thought. In that case... maybe he wouldn't have to fight directly? If he had a tank and a damage dealer?

    "Jin-woo! What's that?! That's cool!" Min-woo came over, patted his shoulder, and walked past.

    "Ohh~ That's cool, but it looks a bit dim-witted. Hahahaha," Si-hwan said.

    "Hey, even if it looks like that, how can you say something like that?" Jin-woo decided to take the fact that Hyeong-bin was the model to his grave.

    
      

    

    "So you modeled it after Hyeong-bin. I was most worried about Jin-woo, but this turned out well."

    Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!!!

    "What did you say?!" Sangheon couldn't hear my words over the rifle noise, but he didn't stop shooting. It wasn't out of resentment but from releasing the accumulated stress on Hyeong-bin's group.

    It wasn't just Jin-woo who had improved. The continuous harsh obstacle course had improved everyone participating in the training.

    The mage-type who used shields had their shields significantly strengthened to block bullets.

    Warrior-types became generally faster and tougher as their stats and skill ranks increased.

    Hyeong-bin's stats increased, and his Guardian skill inflated his stats, making his body even tougher so bullets couldn't pierce it.

    Min-woo's transformed body became even tougher as his skill rank increased. Furthermore, before, even when strengthened, his body was still a part of him and felt pain, but now it felt like separate tissue, like nails or hair, so it didn't hurt. If it broke, it regrew like shark teeth. Essentially, he no longer suffered from body dismemberment. Of course, it didn't grow as fast as mine, so if it was cut off, he'd be out of combat for a while until it recovered.

    Si-hwan showed the most improvement after Jin-woo. Si-hwan's skill level increased the moment he got angry and shouted at Sangheon, who was shooting. It was an attack that incapacitated enemies with concentrated sound waves. Si-hwan's proficiency was still low, and Sangheon's level was high, so Sangheon only struggled a bit, but if used well, it could rupture eardrums and shake heads, leading to incapacitation.

    Si-hwan also developed his skill defensively. If he spread sound waves widely forward, a sound barrier would form, blocking most attacks like a shield. The drawback was that he couldn't use the shield or attack if he was out of breath, but his stamina had greatly increased in this training, allowing him to maintain it for tens of seconds to several minutes.

    Ye-seul didn't learn self-sacrificing skills as she had in her past life, but her shield was strengthened. Also, perhaps due to being paired with the Five Brothers, she acquired new skills: Chain Healing and Defense Boost. Now she could heal multiple people simultaneously while providing a defensive buff. This showed Ye-seul's tendency to protect everyone.

    Even the villains grew stronger. Other villains only increased in power, but in Shin Mu-yeol's case, he gained a higher level of stealth. Now, not even footprints were visible. The problem was that I could detect him by several methods other than sight, so I had no problem putting bullets into him. I gave special treatment to the child sex offender without reservation.

    All ten of them showed remarkable growth. This training revealed that high-intensity training in mana-infused mud while receiving the World Tree's life force could lead to evolution.

    Now, by refining the training process more humanely and training hunters, we could create more high-ranking hunters. Since my efforts alone had limits, this was a greater achievement than my own individual progress.

    
      

    

    While the Mud Pit Academy achieved results, I didn't see any noticeable progress myself.

    "You really are stupid." Eres, who had knocked me down, poked my forehead.

    For several days, I had sparred with Eres, and even though my bones shattered and my insides were ripped apart, I hadn't gained any new skills.

    I thought about what the problem was. It seemed that because deep down I believed Eres wouldn't kill me, there was no sense of danger, and my skills weren't improving.

    "Well, if it doesn't work out this way, then that's your fate." Eres gave up cleanly and dusted off her clothes. She went back to watching cartoons and didn't ask to spar or pick a fight anymore.

    Separate from my training, it was time for the criminal team and Hyeong-bin's team to spar.

  

    "The conditions are the same as the last spar. The winning team gets a day of rest, and the losing team trains without rest."

    "Mi-ran, Brother's coming over tonight, so leave your door open," Jeon Dong-gun propositioned Choi Mi-ran, already confident they'd be resting tomorrow.

    "You crazy bastard. You reek. Get lost."

    "This bitch, just 'cause I'm being nice?!"

    "Shut up, you bastards. If you screw up and we lose, I'll carve you up, so get it together," Yang Deok-soo growled, and Jeon Dong-gun and Choi Mi-ran lowered their eyes. A hierarchy had already been established among the criminals. Yang Deok-soo was first, Heo Oh-sung second, Jeon Dong-gun and Choi Mi-ran were similar, and Shin Mu-yeol was last.

    "Especially Shin Mu-yeol. If you collapse uselessly like last time, you're dead by my hand today." Shin Mu-yeol, who had been effortlessly overwhelmed by Jin-woo's summoned hawk last time, hung his head.

    Hyeong-bin's team took the same positions as last week, but a different resolve was visible on their faces.

    "Start!"

    The first attack was the same as last time: Jeon Dong-gun shot a fireball at Ye-seul. However, no one went to defend.

    Thud! The fireball was blocked by Ye-seul's shield, whose defense had increased due to the special training. However, the attack on Ye-seul triggered Hyeong-bin's Guardian skill, and his stats rose.

    Multiple of Jin-woo's summoned hawks flew up simultaneously. Shin Mu-yeol used his stealth skill upon seeing the hawks and became invisible, but his general movement path was predictable, so the hawks flew in sweeping circles around that area.

    "Ugh!" Shin Mu-yeol's head was pecked by the beak of a swiftly flying mana-made hawk. His stealth was broken by the impact, and several hawks relentlessly scratched and pecked him. The sharp beaks and talons of the mana-made hawks had the same power as daggers used by hunters.

    Meanwhile, just as Choi Mi-ran was about to unleash her poison attack, "Aaaargh!!" Si-hwan's Shouting skill hit Choi Mi-ran.

    "Kyaaah!!" Choi Mi-ran fell backward from the ear-splitting impact.

    Hyeong-bin and Jin-woo's summoned bears stood in front of Yang Deok-soo and Heo Oh-sung, with Min-woo and Si-hwan assisting. It was a 2-on-1 situation, and Hyeong-bin's team had Ye-seul's defense-boosting buff, so they sustained fewer injuries and quickly recovered from even minor ones with Chain Heal.

    "Damn it! Jeon Dong-gun! What are you doing?!" Yang Deok-soo, who had been stabbed in the thigh by Min-woo's bone blade, shouted, but no matter how many fireballs Jeon Dong-gun used, he couldn't break through Ye-seul's shield. If the shield seemed like it would break, Jin-woo would step in with a large shield to defend while Ye-seul recast it. Jin-woo, even with his slow speed, could easily block attacks clearly aimed at Ye-seul.

    Yang Deok-soo, Heo Oh-sung, and Shin Mu-yeol were subdued, and then the spar ended with swords held to the necks of Jeon Dong-gun and Choi Mi-ran.

    Last time was a mess, but with a little stimulation and training, they had become somewhat useful.

    
      

    

    "It's over!!" Heo Oh-sung shouted. The four-week training schedule had ended.

    "Now... Can we go back to prison?!"

    "Damn it, I'd like to see myself come back to this hellhole." The other criminals also cheered for the end of the training.

    "Everyone worked hard. Now you can all go back to prison nicely."

    Prisons aren't as concerned with human rights now as they were before the gates opened. It's a world where human lives have become cheap. They have to live in cage-like prisons and go out through gates to fight for their lives. They'd have to live like that until they died, but they all eagerly wanted to go back to prison. They might be happy like this now, but after a month in prison, their minds would change again.

    They were vicious criminals, and if I had my way, I'd kill them all and bury them, but being imprisoned for life would probably be more agonizing than dying.

    "Behave yourselves in prison. And I hope not to see you again." The criminals looked at me as if I gave them the creeps.

    "Especially Shin Mu-yeol, Heo Oh-sung." The two who didn't have life sentences, Shin Mu-yeol and Heo Oh-sung, flinched.

    "Live well after you get out of prison. This is your last chance."

    "Understood." The two sweated and lowered their heads.

    Even though they had been treated inhumanely for several weeks, I couldn't just let the two who didn't have life sentences go. So, I secretly put insurance on them. When they entered the special education room, their minds were subtly manipulated, so they wouldn't be able to commit violent acts against humans even if they wanted to.

    
      

    

    "This should be enough data to prepare for the academy."

    After sending the criminals away, I organized the data extracted from the past few weeks of training and delivered it to Director Baek Young-shin.

    "This... is quite encouraging data! Korean hunters will become stronger, and their survival rate will increase even further."

    "More hunters will be needed. Stronger monsters will continue to appear, even without a Gate Break."

    "That's not pleasant news."

    "I think it would be good to divide the academy into courses. And also allow them to stay as long as they want, as long as they achieve results."

    "Are you suggesting different difficulty levels? But will they even want to do it if the training is too hard?" The Director, who knew what kind of training the criminals had gone through, expressed concern.

    "They will, won't they? Our people are those who overcome any hardship for success."

    "That's true. Then I'll prepare several courses."

    "And let's open the academy to overseas participants too."

    "To new awakened individuals from overseas?"

    "New awakened individuals and hunters. Properly training them for a reasonable fee will benefit all countries. But, of course, they'd have to pass thorough background checks and aptitude tests."

    "That's a good idea. Korea's standing will rise, and we'll earn money too. I can already hear the higher-ups cheering. Hahaha."

    This isn't a problem that can be solved by Korea alone, so if we can train overseas hunters, we should.

    
      

    

    [You're here? New games?]

    The World Tree Spirit, who had grown a little taller, circled around me, welcoming me. If it was around 3-4 years old before, it was now about Eres's height.

    "Did you already finish the ones I gave you before?"

    [Yeah. It was fun. Give me new ones quickly.]

    I had brought a game console and a TV, and it had been playing games all day. It probably got boring without anyone to talk to.

    The electricity was generated by a manual generator, with a tree trunk spinning the handle to create power.

    "Here. I brought this today too." I handed over a tablet full of novels and comic books.

    [What's this?]

    "Watch it if you get tired of gaming. Don't you need anything to eat?"

    [I like eating contaminated things. I've eaten almost everything on this land.] Listening and looking, the poisonous fog had greatly thinned.

    Although there was nuclear waste underground, the area around Mount Baekdu had little human traffic to begin with, so other contamination was low.

    "Want more?"

    [Yeah! I like it!] I felt a pang of guilt offering it waste like snacks, but it liked it, so it should be fine.

    While I was there, I sat on a wooden chair and played games with the World Tree Spirit.

    
      

    

    They said the next Legion Commander would appear soon, but autumn passed and winter came, and no new Legion Commander emerged. Were they taking a breather after so many S-rank monsters were captured in a row? Even so, seeing that monsters continued to pour out of the gates, they probably hadn't given up on Earth.

    The World Tree created an underground passage where cars could enter. When waste was placed at the end of the passage, the World Tree would pull it deeper underground and process it.

    Thanks to this, the government earned a considerable amount of money from waste disposal fees and academy tuition.

    World hunters were also competitively trying to raise their stats and skills, so the academy was continuously expanding.

    In exchange for communicating and negotiating with the World Tree, I also received considerable land and money. However, compared to what I earned from Regen, it was a drop in the bucket.

    I had almost completely dominated the Korean item market. The Mexican factory had also started operating, and exports to the United States had begun. Sales were sharply increasing every month.

    I saw President Yang after a long time, and he had gained quite a bit of weight, perhaps because his presidential position was comfortable. I advised him to exercise a bit so as not to harm his health and poured life force into his back. He needed to be the president of Regen for a long time, so he couldn't get adult diseases.

    "By the way, Chairman, your mother seems to have been feeling unwell lately?" President Yang brought up my mother.

    President Yang said my mother was sick, but his expression seemed more like he was committing a sin against me rather than worrying about his ailing mother.

    "I'll go right away." There was no reason for President Yang to harm me, so I went to my mother's right away.

    When I arrived, I sensed my mother hurrying into her room and lying down.

    When I entered the room, she was lying on her side like a patient. However, just by looking at her life force, it was far greater than people her age, so she didn't seem sick. How much had I poured into her until now?

    "Mom, are you hurting anywhere?"

    "My heart hurts..."

    "Why?"

    "Because I'm so frustrated!" My mother sprang up and got angry. Seeing her angry, she looked well enough to run a marathon, let alone be sick. Her skin was taut, and though she was in her sixties, she looked to be in her forties.

    "W... what's wrong?"

    "You've been dating for over a year and practically lived together, haven't you? Aren't you getting married? Aren't you having kids?"

    "It's not even a holiday, what are you suddenly talking about? Are you faking being sick to say this?"

    "If I don't do this, you won't come home..." My mom was usually a gentle person, but when marriage was brought up, she became extreme.

    "How can I get married when the world is so chaotic?" I spoke my true feelings.

    "You're my only child, so I won't even see my grandchild? I don't know, I don't know. Hurry up and give me a grandchild." My sincerity and logic didn't work.

    After listening to my mother's nagging for a long time, I was finally released.

    "Sigh..." I made eye contact with Nayoung, who came out of her mother's room.

    "You too?"

    "You too, Brother?"

    "Hahahahaha..."

    "I'm fine with getting married later..."

    She said that, but Nayoung subtly seemed to want to get married. In truth, I could get married, but having children was something I was reluctant about. What if the world ended when the child was only a few years old?

    I had some power now, but it wasn't enough to wipe out the Destroyer God's faction in one go. Nor could I run away with my family somewhere. If Tellus falls and Earth falls, where would I live, no matter how strong I am?

    I felt apologetic to Nayoung.

    "Should we go somewhere for Christmas?" It happened to be Christmas next week.

    "Really?! Where?"

    "Well, instead of going far, how about just the two of us spending time at a hotel with good food..."

    "Let's go!"

    "Th... that's right."

    "I haven't been able to talk to you lately because you seemed busy, but you asked me first. I love you." Nayoung hugged my arm tightly.

    I had forgotten about it, but it was a good thing I asked. Thank you, Mom.

    I didn't know any good restaurants, so I asked Jeon Gyu-hee, the chief secretary of Regen's President's office.

    "Don't worry. I'll book the perfect place."

    "Oh, please book one for Hyeong-bin and Ye-seul too. They don't seem to be having proper dates."

    "Yes. Leave it to me."

    While I was at it, I generously distributed Christmas bonuses to all employees.

  

    "Ye-seul, the Chief Secretary gave me this," 

    Hyeong-bin said, handing her the restaurant reservation details. It showed the reserved date and address.

    "My goodness... this place is incredibly expensive, isn't it?"

    "The Chairman told him to give it to us."

    "Oh my, we're always just receiving from the Chairman." Hyeong-bin and Ye-seul's incomes weren't small. Both received top-tier compensation for their rank, and they got items—the biggest expenditure for hunters—at cost from Regen. But they had too much money to spend.

    Hyeong-bin was paying off not only his own debts but also those of his siblings, and he had sought out and compensated the people he had wronged in the past.

    Ye-seul donated everything she didn't absolutely need. Since Regen was already donating a lot, she didn't have any desire for money, even when told to spend some. Because they were like this, Jisuk booked the restaurant for them instead of giving them money.

    "Since it's a special occasion, shall we go?"

    "Sounds good." Being two people with zero dating experience, their actions were still adorably naive.

    On Christmas Eve, Hyeong-bin was looking in the mirror, dressed in a suit.

    "Hyung, you're going out in that?" Si-hwan pointed at Hyeong-bin's clothes.

    "Aren't I supposed to wear a suit to a fancy restaurant?"

    "Is that the kind of suit someone wears to collect debts, or to a fancy restaurant? With your build and face, black suits are forbidden, Hyung."

    "This bastard always has to... So what do you suggest?"

    "Let's go clothes shopping. We should leave this to the pros." His siblings dragged Hyeong-bin to a department store.

    "Please coordinate an outfit that makes him look as least scary as possible," Si-hwan told the personal shopper.

    The personal shopper quickly brought clothes that fit Hyeong-bin to a private fitting room.

    "I didn't even know department stores had personal shoppers like this."

    "We just didn't have any reason to interact with them before. It's better now."

    "Is that so?" In a sweater, light brown coat, and even a scarf, Hyeong-bin's impression looked much softer.

    "This should be fine. Have a good time tomorrow." His siblings pooled their money and bought him the clothes.

    "Thanks."

    
      

    

    "It's snowing..." Hyeong-bin was waiting for Ye-seul at their meeting spot when snow began to fall. As Christmas approached, the weather had started to get colder, and people's clothes grew thicker.

    "Hyeong-bin." Ye-seul called Hyeong-bin from behind him.

    "Ah, you're..." Hyeong-bin turned around, saw Ye-seul, and stopped speaking. Ye-seul was always beautiful, whether in her combat gear or casual clothes. But today, she had put extra effort into her outfit for their date.

    Dressed in a beige one-piece dress and a black coat, Ye-seul stood out beautifully even among the crowd. To Hyeong-bin, it was as if Ye-seul was in a different space from her surroundings.

    "...Do I look strange?" Ye-seul slightly lowered her head, seeing Hyeong-bin speechless as he looked at her.

    "No! You're beautiful!" Hyeong-bin exclaimed loudly in the crowded area.

    Ye-seul's expression didn't change, but her face turned red. Part of it was embarrassment from the surrounding gazes, but she was happier that Hyeong-bin had called her beautiful.

    "Shall we go?" Ye-seul linked her arm through his.

    "L-Let's go!" A stiff Hyeong-bin walked with Ye-seul. The streets were crowded with people, as it was Christmas. Hyeong-bin wrapped his arm around Ye-seul, escorting her so they wouldn't bump into anyone.

    "Is that a gangster?"

    "Brother, did you see that woman? Her eyes are so fierce."

    "Birds of a feather flock together, I guess." The couple who had passed Hyeong-bin and Ye-seul started talking about them once they thought they were far enough away.

    However, the hunters' hearing was beyond ordinary, so despite the distance, their words reached Hyeong-bin and Ye-seul's ears.

    "Those bastards..." Hyeong-bin was fine with being insulted himself, but he felt a surge of anger hearing such things about Ye-seul, who had done nothing wrong.

    "It's okay. Let's just go." Ye-seul wasn't offended at all. She had heard such things too many times in her life. There were even many people who said it to her face. This was nothing.

    On the contrary, she felt good today. It was her first Christmas with the person she loved. This was the first time she had felt such a warm Christmas since her parents passed away.

    Last Christmas, she had envied other families and couples, but today, she didn't envy anyone.

    "It's around here..." Hyeong-bin clutched his phone, looking for the restaurant. It was a bustling area he wasn't used to, so he was distracted and couldn't find it easily. His nervousness from Ye-seul being so close to his arm also played a part. Intoxicated by Ye-seul's warmth and scent, he passed the street a few times.

    "Let's take our time." Ye-seul didn't mind if Hyeong-bin got lost. Just walking together was enough.

    "Cough, cough..." A faint, weak coughing sound came from behind them.

    "Just a moment." Ye-seul let go of Hyeong-bin's arm and entered an alley.

    "Ye-seul?" A homeless person was lying on the cold ground on a cardboard box, looking pale. In this cold winter with snow falling, even a hunter would get sick if they lay on a concrete floor.

    Even as Ye-seul approached, the person seemed unconscious. Ye-seul squatted down and gave them a Heal.

    A little warmth returned to the homeless person's face, and their eyes opened, but they couldn't respond, seemingly lacking strength.

    "It doesn't seem like they're hurting anywhere, just a lack of nutrition. We need to provide them with nutrients and keep them warm," Ye-seul said. She had diligently studied emergency relief, so she had a doctor-level understanding in this field. If a healer had such a high level of understanding, the efficiency of their Heals naturally increased.

    Ye-seul tried to help the homeless person up.

    "What are you doing?"

    "The relief shelter where I used to volunteer isn't far. They also provide free meals, so they can get help there." Hyeong-bin took the homeless person from Ye-seul's hands and carried them.

    "Which way?"

    "Just a moment." Ye-seul gathered the homeless person's belongings and carried them. It was rags and miscellaneous items.

    "Many people value things like these," Ye-seul walked ahead, and Hyeong-bin followed. Thoughts of their date had already vanished from both their minds.

    "Ye-seul? You said you couldn't come today?" As they entered the relief shelter that offered free meals, a woman who appeared to be a volunteer came out.

    "Auntie, this person collapsed," Ye-seul asked the woman to keep the homeless person warm and give them a meal.

    Hyeong-bin quietly watched Ye-seul, who must have been looking forward to her date so much, help a sick person without hesitation. Hyeong-bin's clothes were also stained with snow and dirt, but his eyes only saw Ye-seul.

    Only after other volunteers came and took the homeless person away did Ye-seul approach Hyeong-bin.

    "I'm sorry. Because of me."

    "No! I'm even more impressed!"

    "Huh?!" Hyeong-bin spoke loudly, and Ye-seul was startled, her face turning red.

    "...I like you too, Hyeong-bin."

    They stood awkwardly.

    "Aren't you going to hug her?" The volunteer auntie next to them nudged Hyeong-bin.

    "Ahem!" He hugged Ye-seul, pretending to be unable to resist. Because Hyeong-bin was so large, the slender Ye-seul fit perfectly in his arms. The two felt an unparalleled sense of happiness in each other's warmth.

    "If you're not getting a room, help out while you're here. We're short-handed." The two quickly separated, took off their outer clothes, and washed dishes in the soup kitchen. It wasn't a fancy restaurant, but their faces were full of smiles.

    
      

    

    "You can see the entire city of Seoul." I looked out the window from the top of the restaurant building that Regen had booked for us. The snowy Seoul nightscape painted a picturesque Christmas atmosphere.

    The faces of people walking on the streets with family and lovers showed no signs of worry.

    "It's peaceful. It's like there are no Gates in this world."

    "Brother! No Gate talk today~"

    "Ah, sorry. By the way, Hyeong-bin and Ye-seul aren't coming?"

    "They booked somewhere else. To have their own time."

    "The Chief Secretary has good taste."

    "Let's sit." As we sat at the table prepared in the room with the night view, dishes began to appear one by one.

    "Oh."

    "Wow~" Beautifully and elaborately plated dishes came out. On a plate that looked expensive, there were crackers made of shrimp, caviar, and vegetables.

    "It's pretty~" It was exactly the kind of beautiful food women would like.

    "Shall we try it?" The taste wasn't bad either. It was a well-balanced meal with fresh ingredients.

    After we ate one dish, the waiter would eerily notice and bring the next one.

    "They say twelve dishes are coming today. Should we have gone somewhere with bigger portions?" Nayoung said as I ate a mouthful and quietly watched her.

    "Ah, no, it's not like you have to eat a lot like before. I was just looking at you because you're beautiful."

    "You're getting good at saying things like that now, aren't you?" Nayoung's face was constantly smiling, seemingly in a good mood.

    The portions of the dishes grew larger as they came out. Nayoung ate only a little and gave the rest to my plate, so I also felt quite full.

    "Shall we go now?" We went up to the hotel booked by the Chief Secretary. It was a room on an upper floor of the same building as the restaurant.

    "Wow~" Scented candles were lit in the hotel room, as if timed for our check-in. They say Korea is a great place to live if you have money, and this room showed the epitome of luxury.

    "Come here." Nayoung led me to the bedroom.

    "Huh? Aren't you going to drink wine?"

    "Later." Nayoung let her hair down and took off her dress. She seemed in a hurry, perhaps aroused by today's date.

    Nayoung pushed me onto the bed.

    Nayoung's soft lips covered mine. As we shared a deep kiss, Nayoung's hands moved to take off my clothes one by one.

    "Last time, didn't we get hit by a bomb while doing this?"

    "Don't even bring that up." Nayoung bit my lip.

    We slowly continued foreplay, but despite being on a high floor, loud noises could be heard from outside. My head unconsciously turned towards the window.

    "Brother! Don't mind it." Nayoung held my face and turned it towards herself.

    Fwooosh!!! A pillar of light poured through the large window.

    "Ah! What is it now!" Nayoung sprang up, put on a robe, and looked out the window.

    "Brother, am I the only one who sees that?"

    "I see it too." A pillar of light descended from the sky, and a white-winged angel slowly descended within it.

    Modern people, accustomed to monsters and generally numb to ordinary sights, stared spellbound at the angel descending from the sky.

    Nayoung turned on the news.

    "Brother, this isn't just in Korea." The news showed angels descending in various parts of the world.

    "Let's go down and see."

    "...Okay." Nayoung's head drooped, knowing the date was over.

    
      

    

    From a distance, the angel didn't appear aggressive or dangerous. However, I couldn't be sure if it was a real angel or a monster yet.

    I had never seen an angel in my previous life. When I first regressed, I thought I wouldn't encounter anything unknown with my experience and memories from my past life. But perhaps because of the things I had caused, or a small action I had unwittingly taken, like a butterfly effect, events that hadn't occurred in my previous life kept happening.

    I had no choice but to not blindly trust the information from my past life and to pay more attention to my surroundings and prepare accordingly.

    Nayoung and I went out onto the street.

    In front of the angel, there were already crowds of people, holding hands and kneeling, and behind them, hundreds more flocked to take pictures, leaving no gaps on the street.

    It was natural for people to be excited when an angel descended from the sky on Christmas.

    The angel's feet touched the ground, and the pillar of light disappeared. The noisy street instantly fell silent.

  

    People silently watched the white angel, flapping its wings and slowly descending from the winter night sky where snow was falling.

    "Brother, I don't even feel any mana. It's not a monster, is it?" But having experienced so much until now, we couldn't just rejoice at the angel's descent.

    "I don't think so. There's no hostility." I had seen the demon Gaff. Recalling Eres and Gaff's conversation, I knew that demons weren't benevolent towards humans. So, what about angels? Beings said to be messengers of God. They could be beings that would bring us salvation, or they could have come to punish us on behalf of God.

    If Eres were here, I'd ask her, but she had returned to Tellus, saying she had nothing left to train me with. I'd have to send someone to Tellus to check later.

    The angel's feet touched the ground, and the pillar of light disappeared. However, a warm, soft glow enveloped the angel's body. The gentle-looking angel was male and wore a tunic-like garment that might be worn in Greece.

    "Angel!"

    "My God! Have you come to save us!"

    "Is that real? Not a movie shoot?" Even amidst the shouts of people kneeling and crying out to the angel, religious people calling out to God, and those pointing their phones, doubting its very existence, the angel silently surveyed the crowd.

    "Kyaaak!" A young woman at the very front fell due to the endlessly surging crowd.

    "Ow, ow, ow..." The angel approached the woman, who looked distraught at her hand, scraped and raw from the rough ground.

    She quietly looked up, and the angel gently took her hand with both of its own.

    Flash! Light emanated from its hand.

    The light slowly faded, and the angel released her hand. The wound on her hand had vanished without a trace.

    "Nayoung, that's just Heal, right?"

    "It's a bit different. What hunters use converts mana, but that... I don't feel any mana." Nayoung, sensitive to mana, watched the angel's healing act intently.

    "It might be divine power. I heard about it before when I learned magic from Sonorim. That one can use the power of a higher being."

    "A higher being? God?"

    "Something divine. It could be a being like Eres." While I pondered Nayoung's words,

    "Rise, everyone." The angel spoke to the kneeling people. Its voice was soft and gentle, but it carried far.

    People slowly rose.

    Nayoung and I kept our distance, but we mentally prepared ourselves to subdue this "angel" if necessary.

    "Angel, have you come to save us?"

    "That is correct. We have come to free you from your suffering." I felt no malice in the angel's words, but the word "free" bothered me greatly.

    "Clear the way! Step back!" Police were dispatched as an excessive crowd gathered on the narrow downtown street.

    "Disperse! Don't push, step back slowly!" They immediately formed a perimeter around the angel. The angel silently watched them.

    The Awakened Agency would also be dispatched soon. After the Helen and Franklin incidents, if an unknown entity is discovered, the Awakened Agency is to respond first.

    We couldn't push through the crowd with force, but with the police's arrival and people backing away, we could get closer.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk!" A police officer recognized me and saluted.

    "I'll approach."

    "Please do!" I approached the angel. Even with my approach, the angel simply smiled gently without any special action.

    I felt almost no power from it. At most, it seemed like an E-rank or F-rank hunter? It was said to use divine power, so I'd have to physically engage it to know for sure.

    "My name is Lee Jisuk. What should I call you?" I maintained maximum courtesy, as I didn't yet know whether to be hostile or cooperative with this being.

    "My name is Angelus."

    "Angelus. Would you tell us your purpose for coming here?"

    "Do not worry. We have no intention to attack. We have come from the Heavenly Realm to free you from your suffering."

    "Heavenly Realm? Free?"

    "The Heavenly Realm is where we angels live. The voices of you who suffer from the invasion of other dimensions have reached the Heavenly Realm. We will free you from that suffering." I wanted to talk more, but there were too many eyes watching. Some information might not be good for the public to know.

    "If you stay here, other people will be in danger. Please come with us."

    "Understood." The angel readily followed me.

    When thousands of people gather in such a bustling area, a stampede accident is inevitable. If the angel disappeared, people would naturally disperse.

    "Let's go to the Awakened Agency's special investigation room." We put the angel in a police escort vehicle.

    Nayoung's gaze on my cheek felt stinging.

    "Do you have to go?"

    "Yes... Since Hunter Jeong Min-gi is in the Gate, I have to go instead." Hunter Jeong Min-gi and I enter Gates alternately because if both S-rank hunters protecting Korea disappeared simultaneously, it would be dangerous. Hunter Jeong Min-gi had given up Christmas for me to have a date, but who knew things would turn out like this?

    It was good that my power had increased, but so had my responsibilities. Even if I just ignored it and didn't go, the government couldn't do anything to me, but I didn't want to do that. Besides, I was curious about the true identity of that being.

    "Let's have another date next time. I promise."

    "Am I... cursed or something? This always happens when we try to set the mood." I took the disheartened Nayoung and headed to the Awakened Agency headquarters.

    In front of the Awakened Agency, crowds of religious people and onlookers who somehow knew the angel would come here were gathered.

    "Don't push! You can't come any further!" Awakened Agency hunters and soldiers tried to control them, but they couldn't use force against civilians, so they could only shout loudly and block them.

    "Brother, it's chaos..."

    "Indeed. Let's go inside." There was nothing I could do for citizens who weren't monsters.

    "Director."

    "Ah, you're here."

    "Have you found out anything?"

    "It's the same information that Hunter Lee Jisuk heard on site. All angels are repeating that they came from the Heavenly Realm and are here to help people."

    "How many have come?"

    "We've confirmed 40 entities in Korea alone, and approximately 10,000 entities have descended worldwide."

    "...That's incredible."

    "It's even more spectacular in satellite photos." The satellite photos displayed on the screen showed thousands of pillars of light pouring onto Earth.

    "It looks like a light of salvation, but at a glance, it also looks like the end of the world... No, please disregard what I just said."

    "No, I'm a bit uneasy too."

    "Could I ask you to continue the conversation?" I entered the interrogation room, which also served as a confinement cell, 50 meters underground, to meet the angel. If things went wrong, the passage would be detonated, and bombs and gas would explode below. This was also built after Helen and Franklin came.

    "Hello." The angel greeted me with a gentle smile on its face as I entered the room.

    "Angelus, thank you for your cooperation."

    "You're welcome."

    "Let's get straight to the point. You just said you came to free us from suffering. How exactly do you plan to do that?"

    "We will heal those who suffer and block the beings from other dimensions."

    "I understand that Angelus has healing abilities. However, your combat abilities don't seem particularly strong. Can you stop monsters?"

    "As you've seen, I have no combat abilities, but those who will stop the beings from other dimensions will arrive soon."

    "More... are coming?" Ten thousand entities had already arrived... How many more did they intend to send?

    "Because we, the humble ones, are insufficient to save everyone."

    "One more question. By whose command did you come?"

    "We came by the command of Metatron, the leader of the Heavenly Realm."

    "Will that person also come?"

    "Even we do not know that. We have merely received orders and come to help those in need." The fact that it answered so readily made me uneasy.

    I asked a few more questions and then left. In truth, there wasn't much useful information.

    "How was it?"

    "It's hard to read since it shows almost no expression, but I don't feel any immediate malice. But..."

    "Why do you say that?"

    "I have a bad feeling about it. It's hard to explain." My sensitive perception skills constantly warned me. However, the unhelpful skill didn't tell me what exactly I needed to be careful about.

    "I see. Did Hunter Bae Nayoung feel anything?"

    "No. I didn't try to read its mind because it might notice."

    "That was wise. We haven't decided what kind of relationship to build with them yet."

    "What's the government's stance?"

    "For now... the decision will be to monitor them by assigning people but let them be."

    "Really? Even though we don't know their true identity?"

    "The impact was too strong. They're angels who descended from the sky on Christmas, after all. If the government had detained them without special reason, the religious people who believe in angels wouldn't have stood by."

    Indeed, outside, it was on the verge of a riot. Religious people shouted for a chance to see the angels and sang hymns.

    Ultimately, unable to resist the demands of the citizens, the angels were moved to the old Olympic Stadium, which was now closed.

    They had to choose a place where people wouldn't be crushed even if a crowd gathered, and finding a large, unused open space was the only option.

    There was no need to publicly announce the angels' transfer. The religious people waited for days in front of the Awakened Agency without going home, and when the angels emerged, they moved with them.

    Hope was visible in people's eyes. Hope that the angels would end the long era of hardship and save humanity. However, the intensity of their yearning for that hope made me worry that they might not face reality squarely when needed.

    The long-abandoned stadium was overgrown with grass, and there were many places that needed repair. The government hastily cleaned it up just enough for people to use. However, as soon as the angels were moved, religious organizations volunteered to clean it. With thousands of people cleaning, the stadium was spotless in an instant.

    And as if they intended to live there permanently, many large and small tents were set up.

    Within days, the line to see the angels stretched long.

    Each angel met people one by one, held their hands, listened to their stories, and healed their wounds if they had any. They couldn't restore severed limbs, but they could cure most illnesses. It was certainly much more powerful than ordinary healing.

    "Angel! Please, I beg you!" A mother who brought a young boy in a wheelchair knelt before the angel, weeping.

    The angel extended its hand to the child, and light enveloped the child. Then the light surrounding the child gathered around the child's waist.

    "Rise, young lamb." The angel held out its hand, and the child, as if entranced, took it. When the angel held his hand and helped him up, the child rose from his wheelchair. His legs were still wobbly, as if lacking strength, but the child's eyes widened, and his mother sobbed.

    "Ohh! The angel has performed another miracle!"

    "Worship! God's messenger has come to save us!" As the child stood, the angel worshippers who had been watching cheered loudly, praising the angel.

    Public fervor for the angels spread like wildfire. And the situation increasingly spiraled out of the government's control.

  

    The boy who arrived in a wheelchair to meet the angel walked out. The fervor of the angel devotees who witnessed this firsthand grew boundless.

    "Nayoung, wasn't that just Heal?"

    "If it restored long-damaged nerves, it would have to be at least a Great Heal. There are quite a few healers who can use it, but they can't use it continuously without rest like those angels."

    Even in the age of Gates, healing isn't something you can get like cold medicine at a local pharmacy. The cost isn't small if you consider what healers earn in Gates. Ultimately, if you don't have money or connections, it's hard to get treatment in time.

    Even with Regen's donations and good people like Ye-seul and Nayoung volunteering, there were always too few people. It was no wonder people were enthusiastic about the angels, who tirelessly provided such difficult-to-access services for free.

    "Brother, they don't seem to be doing anything bad, do they?" Nayoung didn't feel the repulsion I did toward the angels. Instead, she felt favorably towards them for helping those in need.

    "Right. All they do is heal and talk to people they gather."

    "Are they doing the same activities all over the world?"

    "Yes."

    "So, from now on, are we coexisting with angels?"

    "I don't know. That ominous feeling still hasn't gone away." Nayoung took my words seriously, knowing how accurate my premonitions usually were.

    Each of these angels seemed to have little power individually. However, their sheer number and the unwavering support of their devotees were unsettling factors.

    People gathered to see the angels sing hymns, and famous pastors in various places gathered people to preach.

    "Many doubted the existence of God!" Pastor Seo Hyun-tae, who had appeared on the news multiple times for unsavory reasons, began his sermon from a platform.

    "They scoffed at your faith, calling it meaningless!" Thousands of congregants sat in front of him, nodding and listening intently. I didn't know where the emotional part was, but some wiped away tears.

    "But look at these angels! The word 'devotion' exists for them!"

    "That's right!"

    "You who have suffered from monsters, Gates, and everything in the world! You no longer have to suffer. A new world has opened! Believe in God! Only those who believe shall be saved!"

    "We believe!" The angel devotees echoed Pastor Seo Hyun-tae's words.

    It was getting harder to watch the scene where madness was growing like a malignant tumor, so Nayoung and I left.

    
      

    

    "Jisuk, can I just go there?" My mother, who was watching the angels on TV next to me, asked.

    "Are you going too, Mom?"

    "Yes. I'm curious. You saw them too, right? How was it?"

    "They're just glowing people. Mom, it's dangerous, so don't go. Why would someone with no religion go there?"

    "I was too busy to have a religion until now. But don't I have to believe in going to heaven later?" I persuaded my mother not to go for now. However, people who thought like my mother converted to Christianity, Catholicism, and the Angel Church created by angel devotees, increasing their numbers.

    And then, the problem I had been worried about exploded overseas.

    
      Rat-a-tat-tat! Kwa-kwang!
    

    The news showed the Middle East engulfed in the flames of war.

    In one Middle Eastern country, angels were gathered in their holy site. Other surrounding denominations and religious groups, dissatisfied with this, tried to move the angels to their desired land, and some even tried to seize the holy site outright. The various battles that arose during this process escalated out of control, eventually leading to full-scale war.

    The Middle East was already chaotic, but because they entered a full-scale war, hunters were sent to the front lines instead of to Gates. Due to the lack of hunters, Gates couldn't be cleared on time, and Gate Breaks occurred. The damage from the war and the damage from monsters overlapped.

    It would have been good if they had come to their senses by then, but Middle Eastern countries even resorted to the worst tactics, herding monsters from Gates and sending them to their enemies.

    "Noona... I don't really know, but aren't those people believing in the same God?" Sangheon, who heard the news, asked Nayoung.

    "They are."

    "Then why are they like that?"

    "Well... perhaps their faith is too strong for them to think rationally?" The war seemed like it would continue until one side was annihilated.

    
      

    

    "Aren't you insane to fire weapons of mass destruction into residential areas?!"

    "Watch your tongue! This is a holy war!"

    "If you don't intend to start a world war, stop fighting immediately!"

    "If those devious ones hand over the angels, we will do so!"

    "As long as I have my eyes open, that won't happen!"

    "Oh yeah! Let's end this today!" Ambassadors stepped on tables as if they were stepping stones, lunged at each other, and threw punches. Those trying to break up the fight and those trying to join in got entangled, turning the general assembly into a mess.

    It was the first physical altercation that had ever occurred in a general assembly, which usually only engaged in veiled insults.

    Even with a situation like this, the angels didn't stop the fighting.

    "We will go to where God's help is most needed." They even fanned the flames of conflict with ambiguous words, escalating the situation.

    Normally, neighboring countries couldn't help but intervene in such matters, but this time, they had no capacity to do so.

    In countries outside the Middle East, large and small religious leaders incited believers to hold massive gatherings.

    "You who doubted God! You will fall into hell! Salvation is at hand, unbelievers, repent!" A pastor in the United States also gathered people, swelling his ranks to an alarming size. People attending the gatherings attacked those who didn't believe in angels, trying to gain favor with the angels.

    There weren't just one such pastor in the US, but hundreds, so there was no room to worry about the overseas situation.

    Korea was no exception.

    Pastor Seo Hyun-tae became the focal point for Korean angel devotees, attracting endless numbers of people.

    "It's dangerous, please disperse!" The government made its utmost efforts to disperse the angel devotees who were occupying roads and holding unauthorized gatherings.

    "Government, stop oppressing the angels!"

    "It's not oppression! We're telling you to disperse because it's dangerous to gather here like this!"

    "Go to hell!"

    "What did you just say, you bastard?!" As fights broke out between angry riot police and believers, Pastor Seo Hyun-tae began selling land, calling it a holy site.

    "Buy the land of heaven!" He sold barren land as a holy site, the land of heaven, at exorbitant prices, and countless people wanted to buy it. Even if they bought the land, the rights to it remained with Pastor Seo Hyun-tae.

    The place where the angels were hastily moved was already excessively crowded, so the government was considering new sites. Perhaps Pastor Seo Hyun-tae had lobbied the government, as the angels were moved to the holy site he had created.

    "We welcome all who wish to receive the angels." And he accommodated everyone. The millions of square meters of holy land continued to swell with believers.

    
      

    

    "Since people are not working to meet the angels, productivity has hit rock bottom. The situation is similar overseas, so already high prices are skyrocketing."

    "Hunters are being excessively used to control angel devotees. If we fail to stop a single Gate like this, a major disaster will unfold." Ministers from various departments reported the current situation to the President.

    "Isn't Hunter Lee Jisuk handling the Gates well?"

    "Are you saying we should stake the fate of the nation on a single hunter? We need to devise a plan."

    "What do you propose?" President Sohn Yun-tae pressed his temples. Before his term, he only had a few gray hairs, but in two years, his hair had almost turned completely white.

    "We must disperse them, even by force."

    "Are you suggesting we forcibly disperse devotees who are gathered on private property, and whose eyes are glazed over with fanaticism? Do you intend to leave me in history as a mass murderer?"

    "Ahem..."

    "They're raising money, so how about we impose a forced tax on that?" The Minister of Economy and Finance proposed.

    "Angel devotees are donating money as if there's no tomorrow, aren't they? I don't think they'll disperse because of that." Another minister was pessimistic about collecting taxes.

    "That's right. However, we can use that money for other purposes, so let's implement that first. Each department unconditionally supports whatever the Awakened Agency needs. Monitoring the angels is important, but we must not let our focus on angels lead to damage from monsters." The President felt his powerlessness keenly, as there was little he could do in the current situation.

    Korea, at least, was in a relatively better position because the number of religious people was small and their temperament was gentle.

    In the United States, the birthplace of conspiracy theories, there were even small and large terrorist attacks on the government, claiming the government was oppressing angels.

    China mobilized hunters to confine angels and identify believers. Countless civilian casualties occurred in the process, but it was never reported in the news.

    While various countries resorted to extreme measures to deal with the angels, another pillar of light descended from the sky.

    This time, the angels who descended from the sky were different from the Angelus we had first seen. They still had wings, but their facial features were slightly different, and they wore armor with swords and shields.

    They called themselves Archangelus, and their faces were a bit stern compared to the gentle-faced Angelus. However, they also did not show hostility towards humans.

    With the steadily increasing number of angels, governments worldwide were at a loss.

    There were also criticisms that they should have been considered enemies and attacked unconditionally from the beginning.

    When the idea of ignoring civilian casualties and suppressing them by force was first raised, it sounded insane, but now, the leaders of various countries thought it might truly need to be considered.

    
      

    

    On the way back from clearing a Gate, I saw a group of angels moving with monsters. The monsters weren't attacking the angels; instead, they were following them like offspring following their mother.

    I immediately changed direction and stood in front of the group of angels and monsters.

    "So, you've finally revealed your true colors." Since we were already in an adversarial relationship, there was no need for politeness.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk. Hello." An Angelus entity turned to me.

    "Where are you planning to take those monsters?"

    "We are gathering them all in one place to prevent them from attacking the people of Earth." The Archangelus had somehow managed to line up various monsters with dull eyes behind him.

    "...How are you commanding the monsters?"

    "It is a power bestowed upon us by Metatron."

    "Does that mean you can command humans too?" It didn't seem like mind control.

    "That is not possible. This was only possible because these beings have already lost their will due to the Destroyer God. And why would we do such a thing to the people of Earth?" Angelus smiled gently.

    "How can we trust you with this act of gathering monsters?"

    "We have already received permission from the people of Earth."

    "What?"

    "The government officials have authorized it." 

    I moved a short distance away from the angel and called Director Baek Young-shin.

  

    "Director, were you aware the angels were gathering monsters? And that the government authorized it?"

    "Yes, it's true. It was even on the news, but you must not have heard it while you were in the Gate. It's a bill that was hastily passed by the National Assembly."

    "What kind of bill?"

    "It's a bill to gather monsters hidden all over the country into one place and incapacitate them. The angels and their devotees proposed it first."

    "Relying on those beings too much isn't a good idea."

    "I think so too. However, civilian casualties from monsters that spread throughout the country during the past few Gate Breaks are increasing daily. There haven't been issues until now, but the number of hunters available for subjugation missions has sharply decreased due to controlling the angels and their devotees."

    Ultimately, the angels were the problem.

    It left a bitter taste, but I held back since I was partly responsible for increasing the workload by acquiring so much land recently. Besides, I couldn't just rampage and capture all the angels worldwide without civilian casualties. Governments in other countries wouldn't stand idly by either.

    "I'll go with them." I hung up and told Angelus.

    "As you wish."

    "By the way, have we met before?" It knew my name, so I wondered if it was the same Angelus I'd first met. The angels' faces were identical, like dolls churned out from a factory, making them indistinguishable.

    "Ah, we are all Angelus. We share memories as well. You may consider us as one."

    "Does that mean you share thoughts simultaneously?"

    "I apologize. That concerns our essence, so it's a bit difficult to explain." I didn't know how they shared memories, but if over 10,000 entities could exchange thoughts simultaneously without delay, it was a more formidable communication method than even telepathy.

    We slowly moved and reached our destination.

    Pastor Seo Hyun-tae should have been a real estate agent, not a pastor. His talent for selling land was so good that the land near the holy site kept expanding, and the entire area was now private property of angel devotees.

    Trees on the hillside had been cut down and the area cleared to make space, and behind it, countless monsters stood tightly packed together.

    The monsters that followed settled into their positions and gradually solidified. It wasn't like they were frozen in ice like an Ice Dragon; it was as if time had stopped for them. The faded, unmoving monsters looked like they had turned into stone dolls.

    "Is that also a power received from Metatron?"

    When I said Metatron's name, Angelus subtly flinched. It seemed to dislike that I didn't attach '-nim' to the name.

    "That is correct."

    "Why don't you just kill them?"

    "Although they are called monsters now, they were originally beings with lives. We intend to protect them safely until a method is found." Though they had lost their ego to the Destroyer God or its subordinates, the orcs I saw there must have had thoughts and emotions like Sonorim. If they could be protected, it wasn't a bad idea.

    The private property was surrounded by soldiers. It was fortunate that they weren't simply left unattended, even though gathering monsters was permitted.

    For a while after, I observed the angels' actions. The angels treated patients and captured wild monsters. Monsters born on Earth or those that were wild animals that had transformed couldn't be captured, so subjugation missions still occurred. However, as Director Baek Young-shin said, the angels gathering monsters significantly reduced the hunters' workload.

    A few weeks after the angels' descent, people quickly grew accustomed to them. An unspoken distance emerged between believers and non-believers, which significantly reduced conflicts. Except for the Middle East, which had spiraled into extremism, coexisting with angels was becoming the norm.

    "Brother, do you still have that premonition?" Nayoung asked, seeing my serious expression as I watched the news.

    "Yeah. They can control monsters, right? They're definitely connected to the Destroyer God. Even the way they solidify monsters, while slightly different, isn't much different from how the Ice Dragon froze them."

    "What are you going to do?"

    "For now, I'll just keep watch..." I trailed off, stopping as I saw the TV.

    "Those bastards..." I sprang from my seat, and Nayoung, who saw the news screen, followed me out.

    Tens of thousands of people had already gathered at the holy site. I couldn't push through the crowd with force, so I leaped high into the air. Then, using the floating magic of Nayoung's cloak, I slowly landed.

    There was a female angel I hadn't seen before. She wore attire similar to Angelus and held a short staff about 50 centimeters long.

    Five female angels were aiming their staff at a person in a wheelchair. The person had their hands clasped and was shedding tears, but those tears weren't from sadness or fear. They were tears of relief and anticipation.

    "What are you doing?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk." All five Angelus simultaneously turned their heads and spoke at once. Having identical faces turn to me simultaneously was unsettling.

    "I asked what you're doing."

    "This person has suffered for a long time. We are guiding them to the land of eternal rest through a Sublimation Ritual. Is there a problem if it's done by their own will?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk?" The patient in the center looked at me as if they didn't understand.

    Whether this "land of rest" actually existed was questionable, but I couldn't voice such doubts in front of tens of thousands of religious people right now.

    "Stop it."

    "This person has been authorized by the government to receive euthanasia. Wouldn't it be better for them to go under our guidance than with drugs?"

    Euthanasia had been legalized after the Gate crisis due to a shortage of hospitals, and it seemed that euthanasia by angels had also been authorized.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, why are you interfering?" The patient asked, and the surrounding religious people began to crowd around. Their eyes showed infinite faith, and it was akin to madness.

    I looked around and saw a familiar face.

    "Jae-won."

    "Jisuk." He was emaciated, but it was Jae-won. Jae-won was in a wheelchair, in front of the religious people.

    "Why are you here?"

    "I came for the Sublimation Ritual. It's terminal cancer. I don't have much time left."

    "Why didn't you contact me?"

    "Because you rose so high. It felt like we weren't from the same world anymore."

    "I'm sorry. I should have contacted you."

    "Don't worry about it."

    "So, you're just going to go like this?"

    "What other choice do I have?"

    "I'll fix you."

    "It's spread throughout my whole body. Even an elixir can't fix it."

    "We're building a hospital near the World Tree. Even if you give up, try there first before you do."

    "...Why are you, the guy who never contacted me, telling me what to do now?"

    "I'm sorry. Just give me one chance from now on."

    "Leave me alone."

    Flash! While I was talking to Jae-won, the patient behind him disappeared in a flash of light.

    "Sublimation... Bullshit. You just burned them with a light-attribute, didn't you?!"

    "Their physical body, yes. Their soul will now find eternal peace in the land of rest."

    "Not him." I placed my hand on Jae-won's body.

    "He came by his own will."

    "Don't come near me."

    "Lee Jisuk! Leave me alone! I want to rest now!"

    "Nayoung, put him to sleep." Nayoung put Jae-won to sleep without a word.

    "You can't." One of the Archangelus quickly reached out a hand to me.

    I threw a punch, intending to threaten it.

    I deliberately threw it slowly, but the entity didn't dodge the punch; instead, it thrust its face forward.

    With a lot of pent-up frustration, I didn't hold back any longer and unleashed the punch as it was.

    Thwack!

    The lightly thrown punch caused its head to explode. No, it didn't explode from my punch; it exploded from the inside at the exact moment my punch connected.

    "What...?"

    "Kyaaah!!! Lee Jisuk killed an angel!"

    "S-Satan! Satan!"

    "He killed God's messenger! My God!"

    "Forgive us our sins..." People screamed, seeing the angel collapse, headless. Many of them rushed at me, trying to grab me. Behind them, I saw other angels standing still, smiling.

    "Brother!" Nayoung jumped onto my shoulder, and I picked up Jae-won. I bent my knees and leaped quickly.

    Looking down, the angels just watched me; they showed no intention of following.

    "The situation is not good." Director Baek Young-shin visited my house. Soldiers were camped around the house, and outside, religious people had turned into a mob, pushing against the soldiers.

    "I'm sorry." I lowered my head.

    "I don't like those guys either, but given public opinion, could you please exercise some restraint for a while?" Director Baek Young-shin lowered his head.

    "Yes, I'll go stay near the World Tree."

    "I'm sorry. After always being indebted to you, to treat you like this..."

    "I should have been more careful. It was my mistake."

    "Please, just for a while." Immediately, the entire family moved to the World Tree aboard a large helicopter.

    Below the house, angry crowds threw rotten eggs and other refuse at the soldiers and our home.

    "Those humans..." Nayoung's eyes glowed purple. It was terrifying how faith could drive people to act this way towards an S-rank hunter who could commit mass slaughter if she so chose.

    "Calm down, calm down." Getting off the helicopter with a heavy heart, I saw a welcome face waiting for me.

    "Hong Long."

    "Finally, I can express my gratitude. Lee Jisuk, thank you." Hong Long and his family bowed.

    "It's nothing. If anything's bothering you, just say it. I'll help you." I grabbed Hong Long's shoulder and helped him stand.

    "You too, if you need anything, just say it."

    "Then, how about a sparring match later?"

    "A sparring match? Anytime." I promised Hong Long a sparring match and immediately went to the hospital to treat Jae-won.

    "Doctor, how is he?"

    "The cancer has spread too much. We can do chemotherapy, but it will attack healthy tissue as well. His body can't withstand it."

    "Even if we infuse life force during treatment?"

    "It's too experimental. We have no data on that so far, do we?"

    "Does this friend have any other options?"

    "...No. We can only reduce his pain with morphine."

    "Please do it. I'll take responsibility." Although it was against Jae-won's will, I considered him unable to make sound judgments due to his illness and sent the surgery and treatment consent forms to Jae-won's parents. They immediately gave their permission at the mention of a chance to save their child.

    The potent chemotherapy drugs entered his body. The chemotherapy drugs killed cancer cells and normal cells in his body. Since he was within the World Tree's influence, the life force emitted by the World Tree would heal his normal cells even if he did nothing, but I also sat beside him and slowly infused more life force.

    Normally, they would give time for normal cells to recover before administering more chemotherapy, but since he was recovering in real-time anyway, we administered it continuously throughout the day without rest.

    Jae-won's complexion improved a little, and we took another MRI.

    "...It's been halved." The doctor looked at the MRI images repeatedly, as if unable to believe it.

    "Then can we operate?"

    "He's in a state where it's possible now. Can you infuse life force during the surgery when needed?"

    "Of course." Surgery was scheduled for the next day.

    "...Am I not dying?"

    "You're not dying, you idiot." Jae-won wept tears.

    "You don't have a religion, so why did you go there?"

    "I was going to die anyway, so I wanted to go to heaven if I could."

    "How do you know heaven exists?"

    "There are monsters, other worlds, demons, and angels, so why wouldn't there be heaven?"

    "When you put it that way, I guess I have nothing to say. But those guys are strange."

    "I know. I just believed because I had no other choice. Just fix me. Let's have a drink."

    "What kind of drink for a sick guy?"

    As the pain subsided, Jae-won returned to his usual self. I should have contacted him more often, but it was largely my fault for being too busy to care.

    The surgery began the next day.

  

    Jaewon went into the operating room for the removal of his shrunken cancer cells.

    "Good luck."

    "Don't worry. Let's get a drink when you wake up." I fist-bumped Jae-won, and he slowly closed his eyes as the anesthetic took effect.

    "Even though it's shrunk, there's a lot to operate on today. This won't be an easy surgery, so I need everyone to follow instructions carefully. First, the surgical order." The lead surgeon gave the final briefing to the surgical assistants and nurses.

    "Starting now." The briefing ended, and the lead surgeon, standing to Jae-won's left, cut open Jaewon's chest. I held Jae-won's outstretched hand on his right side and poured in life force.

    The surgery proceeded smoothly. Whenever Jae-won's life force started to wane, I replenished it.

    An unforeseen variable was that the incised area began to heal bit by bit due to receiving an excessive amount of life force. This meant we had to proceed with the surgery even faster.

    It was an experimental surgery and treatment, so we could gradually improve it in the future.

    Even after the surgery, I continued to infuse life force, and Jae-won woke up quickly.

    "How do you feel?"

    "It... it doesn't hurt. Did I really get better at this easily?"

    "Easy, my friend? An S-rank hunter was holding on and healing you for days."

    "Yeah, I guess it's good to have an S-rank friend." I couldn't handle every patient like this on my own. However, if they were within the World Tree's influence, even cancer could be conquered by combining it with modern technology.

    "Want a drink?" I subtly pulled out the alcohol I'd brought.

    "...Really?"

    "If your liver gets messed up, I'll fix it."

    "No!" The nurse next to me shrieked. She was a young female nurse, small in stature but with a loud voice.

    "Just kidding. Hahahaha." I discreetly put the alcohol back.

    
      

    

    I stretched thoroughly on the electromagnetic training disk. The weight of the metal had been increased, and the electromagnet pulled me down 50% heavier than before.

    "It's rare to find boxers among hunters, so I'm glad to have this sparring match." Hong Long stretched with me.

    "Shall we begin?" Hong Long's Tai Chi could deflect or return an opponent's force with minimal effort. If I could learn it, it would be a great help in the future, given my brute-force fighting style.

    I slowly threw a right punch, so slowly it made me yawn. Hong Long, in turn, slowly parried my punch with his right palm. Then, he spun his body, stepped forward, and jabbed my face with his elbow.

    Moving slowly allowed me to observe Hong Long's movements even more slowly. His defense and offense flowed seamlessly, without any wasted motion.

    I stepped back to avoid the elbow and slightly increased my speed, throwing a left punch.

    Similarly, Hong Long also increased his speed slightly to defend.

    "You can use your skills too, so don't worry and attack." I aimed a low kick at Hong Long's thigh, who was passively focused on defense.

    "In that case, I won't hold back." He jumped to evade the low kick and aimed a kick at my face. His power increased, even in mid-air, as he twisted his body flexibly.

    I raised my arm to defend my face.

    Thud! A shock spread within my blocked arm. It was Hong Long's skill, Balgyeong, which destroyed enemies from within. Unlike my attacks, which simply poured aura inward, its penetration was much higher. Of course, if I wore armor, it would be even more offset.

    "Heh heh... Are you unharmed? That was an attack that could have shattered an Ogre in one hit."

    "You weren't going all out, were you?"

    "If I went all out, your arm would be torn off."

    "It wouldn't be, though?" I gently prodded Hong Long's pride as an S-rank hunter.

    "Shall we try a little more seriously?" For the first time since the sparring began, Hong Long charged first.

    I threw a punch at the charging Hong Long. Hong Long lowered his stance, dodged the attack like a snake, and struck my abdomen with Balgyeong. However, most of it was neutralized by my skin, and the shock transmitted internally only caused my muscles and organs to vibrate slightly.

    "Are you even human?"

    "I hear that often!" I continuously threw punches and kicks.

    I didn't use Boost to learn the technique and had the electromagnet providing resistance, so my speed was much slower than Hong Long's, and I got hit a lot as a result.

    However, after getting hit so much, I gradually started to get used to his attacks.

    I slapped away Hong Long's hand as he was about to use Balgyeong, then spun my body and aimed my elbow at his face.

    "Ohh... If you learn this fast, I'll be at a huge disadvantage." Hong Long dodged with a back tumble.

    "Not yet." I beckoned with my hand like Bruce Lee, inviting him to come in.

    Now, I focused on receiving and deflecting attacks with my forearms, shoulders, and legs.

    "Hmm?" I raised my arm to block a high kick. My shin and forearm collided, and afterward, I felt a foreign sensation inside my arm.

    Without time to worry about the foreign sensation, I blocked the continuous incoming attacks, and as I threw a punch, Hong Long ducked and struck upwards from below.

    Boom! My left arm exploded from within.

    Hong Long broke his combat stance and approached.

    "Are you alright?"

    "Yeah, just a bit surprised. What was that?"

    "I put one Balgyeong in, and it didn't work, so I infused ki multiple times and then detonated it all at once."

    "But I didn't block many attacks with my arm?"

    "Attack and defense are one. While deflecting or bouncing your attacks, I infused ki into your shoulder, back, and legs. It accumulated to a certain point and then exploded. Cultivate your imagination. Broaden your range of attacks." Hong Long slowly demonstrated his defensive movements, helping with the explanation.

    "...But doesn't it hurt?" Hong Long asked as I nodded and listened.

    "It's bearable." I waved my arm around and then clenched my fist.

    "Already healed?"

    "My skill is Regeneration, you see."

    "Heh heh..."

    "Keep coming. Even vital spots like the head are fine, go all out."

    "Are you serious?"

    "Always."

    After several hours of sparring, both Hong Long and I were drenched in sweat.

    Even trying to evade Hong Long's attacks was difficult due to my body's heaviness. If I tried to deflect them without dodging, Balgyeong would penetrate inside, and ki would accumulate in my body, exploding once it reached a certain amount.

    It wasn't as damaging as Eres, but with my power limited, he was a perfect sparring partner.

    Thanks to him, my Strength, Stamina, and Agility stats each increased by 1. My insides were also broken and regenerated several times, becoming tougher.

    "Huff... huff... Shall we call it a day?" Hong Long slumped to the ground, exhausted.

    "Maybe? Have you adjusted to this life yet?"

    "Thanks to the Awakened Agency taking good care of me, I'm doing well. But are you alright?"

    "The angel problem? I'm worried too, but... there's not much I can do right now."

    "Helpless ordinary citizens are the trickiest, aren't they?" Hong Long nodded in understanding.

    "Exactly. They're just so captivated by the angels that they can't face reality."

    "Then, make them face reality?" A young boy's voice came from behind us.

    "...Gaff?" A boy with two horns on his head wore black overalls and a bow tie.

    "You recognized me?"

    "The wavelength... No, but why? How?"

    "If Eres can come, why can't I?"

    "But... you're a demon, aren't you?"

    "Not all demons are bad, and there's no law saying Eres can't harbor ill will, right? And I've never taken a soul from Earth. Right now, I've come to deal with a common enemy." He was speaking in a tone appropriate for his age, but coming from the Great Demon, it was rather unsettling.

    Gaff lightly leaped, floating up, and then perched on the edge of a one-story building's roof.

    "Are you talking about the angels?"

    "They dislike the proliferation of souls. That's why they're in favor of the Destroyer God grinding this universe to create a new one. To maintain the total quantity of souls."

    "As expected... they were cooperating with the Destroyer God." Otherwise, they wouldn't be deliberately stirring up trouble on Earth like this.

    "Gaff, what's in it for a demon to get rid of angels?"

    "It's good for us, isn't it? If there are more souls, there are more souls to harvest." He said with a child-like smile, but his eyes revealed endless greed.

    "...I have no intention of joining hands with such a dark-hearted opponent. Get back to hell." It was a great regret that I hadn't attacked the angels at first, but to join hands with a demon? I armored myself, ready to attack if necessary, and Hong Long stood behind me.

    "Your attitude is quite arrogant for someone facing me in this form." Gaff's smile vanished from his face, and black clouds spread around him. However, before the clouds could spread widely, the space around Gaff distorted, trying to pull him in.

    "Ah, okay. I won't. Calm down." Gaff reined in his demonic energy and raised his hands. It seemed that if he showed hostility, he would be banished, as he had entered with Earth's permission.

    "See? Earth is protecting me, so I can't be hostile to beings from Earth."

    "I don't understand. The angels are trying to destroy Earth, so how did they get through to Earth without problems? Didn't you and Eres-nim enter with strong restrictions?"

    "How can mere pawns be the same as an avatar of darkness or a demon king? And they must have paid a heavy price to cross over too. They can't just cross Earth's dimensional barrier without any cost." I thought that the reason why legion-commander-level enemies couldn't cross over often was due to such restrictions. Perhaps the material of the tower that opened the Gates, for example.

    After the angel incident occurred, I contacted Tellus, but I couldn't get any information about the angels. For some reason, the Avatar of Light and Eres weren't responding to Sonorim's prayers.

    In this situation, if the opponent would be banished for showing hostility to Earth, it was worth listening to what he had to say to resolve the current situation.

    "So... how do you plan to deal with this common enemy? If you're thinking of killing civilians, forget it." I armed myself.

    "What kind of scary talk is that? A demon should act like a demon." Gaff grinned mischievously.

    
      

    

    Shouts erupted from the holy site established by the devotees in Korea.

    "Those are fakes! I am the true angel!" A gigantic angel, four meters tall with six wings, floated in the sky and roared.

    "Those people are not servants of God! They are merely monsters that have transformed!" A new angel. Even bigger, with more wings, and radiating a stronger halo, appeared and called the angels they had believed in until now fakes, throwing people into confusion.

    "Don't believe him! That is a demon! A demon transformed!" Angelus, who always spoke calmly, shouted loudly.

    "Oh yeah! Well said! You demon bastards! You demon bastards in angel's clothing!" The angels flinched as if to attack, but they couldn't when they saw me standing with my arms crossed in front of the six-winged angel.

    Because they knew my power. As for me, I desperately wished they would attack.

    "You demon bastard!" A hunter among the crowd slashed one of the Angelus with his sword.

    "Kyaaah!" The fallen Angelus's skin melted away, revealing the grotesque, black skin, horns, bat wings, and sharp tail of a typical demon.

    "I-It's real! It's a real demon!" People scattered in a panic.

    "W-Wait! That wasn't one of us! That was a fake!"

    "You're the fake, aren't you?! You truly are demons! Abandoning your comrade as soon as he dies!" 

    No matter how much Angelus and Archangelus spoke, the people were already in a panic.

  

    People fell into a panic after witnessing the deceased Angelus transform into a demon. Many fled, while some, unable to comprehend the situation, merely looked around in confusion.

    Those with deep faith in the angels still tried to shield them, standing in front, but even their eyes showed a flicker of doubt.

    "That person's words are true! He is the genuine angel sent by God! I have received a revelation! Believers! Separate yourselves from these fakes!" Pastor Seo Hyun-tae, who had so opportunely appeared, shouted. This was the same man who had been praising and exploiting the angels to sell land, but now he had turned his back on them.

    "What do you think you're doing?!" An Archangelus grabbed Seo Hyun-tae by the collar.

    "Have you forgotten your promise? The one about you and your family living in the Heavens if you cooperated?" The Archangelus spoke quietly, trying not to be overheard, but I could hear everything.

    "Hmph... What's the point if everyone dies and I'm the only one left in the Heavens?" Pastor Seo Hyun-tae glanced at the camera behind him.

    After I secretly summoned Pastor Seo Hyun-tae and informed him that the angels' true purpose was the destruction of the world, he flipped his allegiance as easily as turning over his hand. He had to spend the money he'd so meticulously collected, and it would be meaningless if the world ended.

    "You've shown your true colors! You demon! It's useless to try and kill me! The whole world will not forgive you!" Seo Hyun-tae yelled dramatically. However, most of his followers had already moved away from the angels and were slowly shifting towards the new angel.

    A Principatus placed a hand on the Archangelus's shoulder, who was holding Seo Hyun-tae, and shook its head.

    "Ugh..." The Archangelus realized that killing him here would make people abandon them even faster, so it let the pastor go.

    "Now, let us follow the true angel!" Most of the people abandoned the holy site, following Seo Hyun-tae and the demon disguised as an angel.

    The angels wore expressions of indignant fury. But this was far from the end.

    The incident at the Korean holy site was relentlessly plastered across online platforms and news channels. While there were still some posts from people who continued to believe in the angels even after seeing an Angelus die and transform into a demon, thousands more posts flooded the internet.

    -See? I knew it. People went and offered their money to things with wings in a monster-infested world, tsk tsk.

    -I was there that day. I saw the whites of the other angels' eyes turn black. Those guys are real demons. I have a verification photo.

    -What the hell is the government doing?

    -The angel devotees kept blocking everything, so they couldn't do anything until now.

    -If those angels are fake and minions of demons, then what about the people who underwent the Sublimation Ritual?

    -According to reliable sources, undergoing the Sublimation Ritual means your soul is taken by a demon. Absolutely do not do it.

    -Where's your source?

    -Just don't do it, you damn bastard.

    -Lunatic.

    
      

    

    "Kyaaaah!" The Archangelus, whose sword was often suspected of being a mere scabbard without a blade, now wielded it without mercy, slicing through people's bodies.

    "P-Please save me!"

    "Die for the new world." A stoic Archangelus severed a woman's neck, and her head hit the ground with a thud.

    The heavy breathing of a person hiding in a closet, filming the scene on their phone, became ragged with terror. Did it hear the sound? The Archangelus tore the door off and flung it backward.

    "Aaahhh! P-Please..."

    Slish! The sword bisected the man, and blood splattered across the camera.

    The Angelus, with a solemn expression, looked in one direction.

    "Cut!" Gaff shouted, and the man who had just fallen, bleeding, stood up.

    "How was it?" I asked the cameraman.

    "Amazing! To be able to film such a scene without CGI!" The woman whose head had been cut off groped around on the floor, picked up her head, and put it back on her neck.

    Then she stood up as if nothing had happened, and the Archangelus who had been swinging its sword moments ago transformed into a demon.

    "Thank you for your hard work!"

    "Thank you." The demon and the woman bowed respectfully. Well, a polite demon.

    These were low-ranking demons summoned by Gaff. They were weak in combat but had special abilities like transformation and body separation, which was why they were summoned. Since they were weak demons, pigs and goats were sufficient as a summoning cost.

    "...Those subordinates will return after this is over, right?"

    "Of course, yes." Gaff grinned. I didn't trust him one bit. However, with the angels being a greater threat than the demons, there weren't many options.

    "I was concerned that your cooperation with demons might involve attacking humans or stealing souls, but if it's like this, there won't be any problem." Director Baek Young-shin looked around the filming site, excited.

    "This is also a demon's ability. But this country is surprisingly well-prepared for this kind of thing. Optimized for fabrication, incitement, and manipulation. Even the demon realm isn't this advanced." Gaff smirked.

    In Korea, where there were comment brigades and tight media control, such information spread even faster.

    "Ahem..." I wasn't sure if Gaff said that to mess with Director Baek Young-shin, but the government official's face turned red.

    Seeing Gaff enjoying himself, it was clear he knew exactly what he was saying.

    
      

    

    [The footage you just saw occurred this morning near Seoul. Angels are currently rampaging in various parts of the world.]

    [Angels who caused the rampages were killed on site by deploying hunters. The angels are denying it, claiming they weren't themselves but demons disguised as them. The World Hunter Association and the UN have completely revised their policies regarding angels.]

    [We ask the public not to approach areas where angels are present, and to immediately report any sightings of angels to the management office.]

    They didn't just create news videos; the demons performed live acts in crowded downtown areas around the world. Near the performance sites, hunters in plain clothes and special forces personnel secured the area, and hidden cameras filmed these scenes, broadcasting them on the news.

    
      

    

    "Preparation is sufficient. The number of civilians around the angels has dropped to a manageable level." Ministers from various departments reported to the Awakened Management Bureau headquarters.

    "What about the remaining few civilians?" President Sohn Yun-tae asked for detailed plans after hearing the report. His expression had relaxed considerably, perhaps because things were going in the desired direction.

    "For the small number of dissatisfied individuals, we can first remove the angels and then control the media."

    "What about the enemy's strength?"

    "The female-type Principatus are about C to D-rank, Archangelus are E-rank, and Angelus are F-rank. They are numerous, but each individual's power is weak."

    "Then, let's begin the cleanup. Operation Sparrow Hunt, to be executed at 2300 KST." The President authorized the operation, and the World Hunter Association took the lead in planning and controlling it. Since the angels communicated in real-time, a specific time had to be set, and it was set to KST as it was a plan proposed by the Korean government.

    "You are surrounded!"

    "Get lost! Leave the angels alone!" Hundreds of people who still believed in and tried to protect the angels remained, confronting the soldiers.

    "Disperse immediately, or we will use force to suppress you!"

    "Go ahead! You'll have to step over our corpses!" The angel devotees sat down, arms crossed.

    They had dedicated all their money, jobs, and lives to the angels, becoming penniless. Now, being told they couldn't go to heaven and had to return to their old lives, they had nowhere to retreat.

    I watched them from behind, then leaped high and stood in front of Principatus.

    Thud!

    As some of the believers rushed towards me, the Archangelus extended a hand to stop them.

    "Humans, you should not have interfered with the monsters."

    "Oh, so you're just telling us to die?"

    "Death is not the end. It is the groundwork for creating a new universe."

    "Are you saying you're going to offer us as fertilizer to the Destroyer God? Then any universe would be fine, wouldn't it? Why don't you sacrifice yourselves for providence?"

    "You foolish and lowly beings. We are necessary beings to maintain the order of the world. Do you not know that?"

    "Order or not, we can't die. If you want to die, you sacrifice yourself."

    "I knew reason wouldn't work with you."

    "Is that why you've turned the world upside down like this? Thanks to you bastards, the damage is immense. Are you satisfied?"

    "No. I thought I could do a little more, but it's a shame."

    "The fact that you're the only ones they sent means Metatron isn't much either."

    "Shut up! Do not utter his name with your lowly mouth!"

    "What? Metatron? That bastard can't even come directly, can he?"

    Principatus gritted its teeth as if they would crack.

    "Do we look laughable? You are not even worthy of Metatron's presence. If only Cherubim-nim would come..."

    "But he can't, right?"

    "It doesn't matter. You will die here today." Principatus pointed to the tens of thousands of monsters gathered behind them.

    "Quite a lot." I glanced at them, showing no concern, and she sensed something was off.

    "Do you know what this is?" I showed her the switch in my hand.

    "...Attack!" At Principatus's command, the Archangelus swung its sword. Something that controlled monsters seemed to be embedded in that sword.

    The monsters began to writhe.

    Click.

    I pressed the switch.

    Boom! A huge explosion occurred on the outskirts of where tens of thousands of monsters were gathered.

    Hundreds of low-level monsters were instantly shattered, and even the standing C-rank or higher large species were not in good condition. These weren't ordinary modern bombs, which had little effect on monsters.

    "I put magic stones and monster claws inside the bombs, you see. They work quite well."

    "...Hahahaha! Is that all you've got?!" Principatus scoffed, seeing only a fraction of the tens of thousands of monsters explode.

    "Of course not. I was just experimenting to see the power of one blast."

    "Grrooaaarrr!!!" The monsters charged at the hunters and soldiers who had sealed off the holy site. The hunters didn't engage; instead, they ducked and covered their ears.

    "Detonate!"

    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

    Flames shot up from explosions that started from the outskirts, followed by a chain reaction of bombs exploding right next to each other.

    "Second wave, fire all!" And from the sky, thousands of fireballs rained down to confirm the monsters' demise.

    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

    Earth-shattering explosions continued, one after another, and the entire area was engulfed in flames and dust.

    "Heehee... What a spectacle. Thanks to you guys gathering the monsters, we cleared them out in one go. Thank you." Principatus's face trembled.

    "W-When did you...?"

    "You didn't bother to search your believers' belongings, did you? We slowly moved them in and buried them." Hunters who had been hiding among the believers stood up.

    "Even so! There are still hundreds of believers left! Can you harm them?!"

    "Subdue the unbelievers!" Despite the Archangelus's command, the seated believers did not move.

    "What... What?!"

    "No, I told you earlier, our side was already inside." Nayoung, sitting among the devotees, took off her hat and stood up. With Nayoung's hypnosis, everyone seated fell asleep.

    "You bitch!" The Archangelus reached out a hand to Nayoung.

    Thwack!

    And its head disappeared. It was Chang-hee's long-range shot.

  

    When the Archangelus that had reached out to Nayoung, who had mesmerized the devotees, had its head vanish with a thud. 

    It was Chang-hee providing long-range support. Though Nayoung couldn't see him because he was far away, she waved in Chang-hee's direction.

    Chang-hee, who had become a B-rank hunter at super-high speed, was using a large-caliber sniper rifle custom-made by Jae-in. It was expensive, using magic stones as ammunition, so not just anyone could use it, but Regen supported Chang-hee's growth.

    Chang-hee wasn't a hunter with strong offensive power or special skills, but his meticulous control was overwhelmingly superior to other hunters of his rank. Thanks to this, he was one of the few hunters who could handle a magic stone sniper rifle, which had severe recoil and difficult firing control despite its powerful force.

    This attack could instantly blow away B-rank monsters, and even A-rank monsters depending on the species. For angels, who were only C-rank, one shot to the head was enough.

    "Want to surrender?" I asked the Principatus, who stood at the very front, looking at the headless Archangelus that had fallen.

    "For Metatron-nim! Warriors, attack!" At the Principatus's command, the remaining monsters and angels all rushed towards me. Even after killing so many, their numbers were still in the hundreds. When hundreds of angels with large wings flew at me, the sky looked as if it were covered in white feathers. However, their faces were contorted like evil spirits, clashing with the pure white feathers.

    "Your true nature is showing on your faces."

    Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

    Dozens of them exploded and shattered before they could even reach me. Chang-hee wasn't the only marksman, after all.

    Those who survived the long-range sniping surged towards me like a wave.

    The Angelus scratched with sharp claws, and the Archangelus thrust their swords. Principatus fired beams of light, unconcerned that the angels clinging to me were being hit and burned.

    Covered by dozens of angels, I was no longer visible.

    Thud!

    I enlarged myself, covering my entire body in armor. Then I swung my arms and stood up, and the angels that were on me fell to the ground like flies, struck by my swinging arms.

    "Kill him!" An angel screamed. Even after seeing their comrades die from the attacks of the hunters surrounding the area, they charged at me again like moths drawn to a flame. There was no chance. The difference in power was as vast as heaven and earth. However, not a hint of fear was visible on the angels' faces. Only rage and madness shone in their eyes.

    I punched an Archangelus that was flying towards me, trying to stab my eye with its sword. It collided with an Angelus that was also rushing at me, turning into a bloody mess.

    I grabbed the wing of an Angelus clinging to my leg.

    Rip!

    "Aaaargh!!!" Its wing tore off, stripping the skin from its back, and its claws snapped off, yet it still clung to my leg, continuously scratching.

    I struck, crushed, and slammed the angels into the ground, one by one.

    The angels' red blood splattered all over me. I looked like a demon, clad in blood-stained black scale armor, beating angels to death.

    With long-range support, hundreds of angels fell to the ground in a matter of minutes.

    I shrunk back to my normal size and stood before the surviving Principatus.

    "Enjoy this small victory for now. We are merely the vanguard of the Heavens. Soon, true warriors will come here. You mortals shall tremble in fear during the short time you have left."

    "Bullshit. Metatron, or whatever, will be finished the moment he descends to Earth."

    "It's Metatron!"

    "Ah, my mistake." I had too many names to memorize these days.

    "Aaaargh!!!" Principatus shrieked and shot light from its staff.

    "Sleep." I turned to dodge, got behind Principatus, and struck its neck with a karate chop.

    "Gah!"

    "Hmm... A human would be unconscious by now..." Perhaps due to its different structure, it didn't lose consciousness. I landed an additional sleeping punch to its face.

    "Sleep... Sleep... Still not sleeping after this?"

    Wham! Wham! Wham!

    I slowly increased the intensity of my punches, hitting it one by one. It was hard to control the force to avoid its head exploding. While I was doing that, the three remaining angels struck my neck with their swords, but it didn't even tickle.

    "Does it even get knocked out?"

    Wham! Wham! Wham!

    I didn't know if it was unconscious, but its face was a bloody mess, and it was twitching, so it was definitely incapacitated.

    "Okay. One down." I stood up, pushing away the three angels that had been hitting me.

    We had agreed to capture a few to extract information, so the hunters waited, leaving them untouched.

    "It's easier if you just pass out quickly." I held up my blood-stained fist and showed the angels the gentle smile they had initially displayed.

    
      

    

    During the capture process, I failed to control my strength and ended up killing one more, capturing a total of three. All other angels gathered at the holy site, along with the monsters they had collected, were dead.

    This place, where people had gathered, was now filled with ash and corpses, looking less like a holy site and more like a battlefield. Just cleaning up the monster and angel carcasses was going to take a considerable amount of time.

    In some countries, they failed to detonate the monster-eliminating bombs in time or couldn't incapacitate civilians, resulting in casualties. However, Earth successfully exterminated most angels through a joint operation.

    "How is it?" Nayoung kneaded the Angelus's head. With each movement of Nayoung's fingers, the Angelus's entire body twitched.

    "Its structure... is completely different from a human's. It seems to share one brain as a collective, with each individual possessing a part of it."

    "So, if there are ten thousand of them, that's ten thousand brains?"

    "Their intelligence doesn't increase tenfold, but they're all connected. It's a good thing I didn't try to connect to their minds earlier. If I had connected while there were so many individuals, my mind wouldn't have been able to handle it." Nayoung replied with her eyes closed.

    Nayoung kneaded the Angelus's brain for a while, and I waited silently behind her.

    "Found it." Nayoung opened her eyes. Nayoung had found the locations of the angels who survived the previous operation.

    Now, only a few hundred were hidden in various parts of the world. A mop-up operation was launched through the World Hunter Association.

    In Korea, they were hidden deep within the mountain ranges of the former North Korean territory.

    "Run!" As we stormed in, the angels scattered in all directions like gulls fleeing people on a beach, but they couldn't escape us, who had come specifically to capture them.

    We surrounded the angels, and under a barrage of magic and gunfire, their wings burned black and fell off like those of moths burned by fire, and they dropped to the ground.

    "I need to keep you alive for some research." I told the last remaining Principatus.

    "If only we had a little more time..." Principatus looked behind it and gritted its teeth.

    On the ground behind it, a massive magic circle was drawn. Huge magic stones were embedded throughout, and naked bodies lay dead at each corner. The blood flowing from their bodies was slowly mixing into the magic circle made of light.

    Judging by the scale and the amount of magic stones prepared, this wasn't something they had prepared in a day or two. They had been sowing discord among people while secretly building this.

    "Will it be complete once the blood is fully mixed?" I continuously released aura from my hands, destroying the magic circle.

    "Now what?"

    "You fool. Why do you think this is the only one? Even if only one succeeds, it's our victory."

    Thud!

    I struck its head, knocking it to the ground.

    "Report on the status of remnant clean-up operations in each country." I asked the control room through my earpiece.

    [Operations completed in 43 regions. Currently awaiting reports from the remaining 12 regions.]

    "Immediately send an urgent message to destroy any magic circles found, and to report as quickly as possible." A few minutes passed after the on-site situation was sorted out.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! All countries have completed the subjugation!" An Awakened Agency official ran over to inform me.

    "Whew..." I didn't know what that magic circle was, but given how long the angels had been preparing it, its success wouldn't have boded well for us.

    
      

    

    A group of people in military uniforms surrounded an Angelus restrained on an operating table.

    "Special Commissioner Takashi, are you sure about this?" Japanese Prime Minister Saika glared at Special Commissioner Takashi Jun, head of the Special Phenomena Research Institute under the Special Self-Defense Force. Special Commissioner is a position equivalent to a warrant officer in the Korean military and is not a rank that would normally allow one to lead a research institute. However, the previous head of development was dismissed for poor performance, and Special Commissioner Takashi, with his excellent research and development capabilities, took over.

    "I am certain. It is a magic circle that allows for continuous, unlimited healing at low cost. We are designing the magic circle based on information extracted from the angel's head." Special Commissioner Takashi adjusted his thick glasses as he spoke. His lab coat was heavily stained with blood.

    "Good. But don't these things communicate with each other? Other countries won't find out about the one we captured, will they?"

    "We destroyed its communication organs upon capture, so communication is impossible."

    During Operation Sparrow Hunt, there was an angel that survived a headshot. The Japanese Special Self-Defense Force accidentally discovered that the angels, who usually sensed each other without seeing, couldn't locate this particular angel. Afterward, the Japanese Self-Defense Force and hunters destroyed the angel's communication organs and transferred the surviving angel to the research institute.

    "If this test subject's communication function were alive, it would have been detected by mental manipulation hunters, and the World Hunter Association would have already stormed in."

    "Good. As long as those Koreans monopolize the World Tree, we must succeed in this project to reclaim the glory of the Great Japanese Empire. Accelerate the schedule as much as possible."

    "More sacrifices... are needed."

    "Haven't I already provided dozens?"

    "As information is scarce, many experiments are required to complete the infinite healing magic circle."

    "Tsk... Understood. Send more. How long will it take?"

    "About three months."

    "Finish it within one month."

    "But..."

    "If you fail, you'll be the next sacrifice." Remembering how the previous research director was dealt with, Special Commissioner Takashi swallowed hard, feeling as if his throat were gripped by a monster.

    "...I will complete it within one month, Your Excellency, Prime Minister."

    "For the day we reclaim the glory of the Great Japanese Empire!" Prime Minister Saika's neck veins bulge as he saluted the Rising Sun flag first, and all personnel in the lab followed, saluting simultaneously.

    
      

    

    "Gaff... Aren't you going home?" Eres hadn't gone back for a while either, and now Gaff had made a nest in my house, which was set up at the World Tree.

    "Oh? You want me to go? It's not over yet?" Gaff, engrossed in a console game, looked at me with dark circles under his eyes. He had found the games I'd brought for the World Tree spirits and had been playing nonstop for 24 hours.

    "It's not over?"

    "The angels you caught are small fry. Principatus are 7th Realm, Archangelus are 8th Realm, and Angelus are the very bottom, 9th Realm. In other words, they're the lowest of the low. And not all of them even came; most probably died during the crossing, and only a portion made it through." Gaff turned his attention back to the screen and rapidly manipulated the controller as he spoke. In just one day, he showed pro-gamer level control.

    "Tens of thousands of them came down, and that's only a portion?"

    "Those low-level angels sprout like weeds in the Heavens. The number that came now is a mere speck compared to the total. However, since the vanguard was defeated, perhaps angels from the 6th Realm or higher will come next."

    "Are there stronger ones than me?"

    "Hahahaha, you're brimming with confidence. Awesome. Awesome." Gaff burst into laughter. But his gaze remained fixed on the screen.

    "Metatron is an angel on par with me. He's 1st Realm. Even if a 2nd Realm angel comes, you wouldn't be able to handle it. However, luckily for you, they won't be able to preserve their full power when they come."

    For us, who lacked information, Gaff's casual remarks were extremely useful in understanding the current situation.

    "Aren't there many soldiers in the Destroyer God's army too? Why don't they come all at once?" I kept asking questions as Gaff, engrossed in his game, spilled information freely. It was a golden opportunity to effortlessly obtain information about the Destroyer God, of whom I knew very little.

  

    "Why isn't the Destroyer God's army coming all at once? Of course, their numbers far exceed even those weed-like angels. They're like drops in the ocean, perhaps? But they're not just targeting Earth. They're sending forces to countless places simultaneously, so maybe they've loosened their focus on a small star like this."

    "Hmm..."

    "Ugh, you're so full of doubt. They'll attack in a few days, so just wait. You'll need my help when a strong one comes." I relayed Gaff's words to the world, informing them that the angels might return at any time. Additionally, the guidelines for responding to angels and other otherworldly beings were revised based on the newly acquired information about angel ranks.

    
      

    

    Day Pass

    Two more weeks went by.

    "They're not coming now, so why don't you go back?"

    "...Oh, for goodness sake! I told you they're coming?!" Gaff, who was gaming with his head resting on the thigh of a blonde beauty in a tight black mini-dress, snapped without even looking at me.

    The beauty was a Succubus Gaff had summoned. He insisted he needed a subordinate to serve him, so it was permitted on the condition that the Succubus never left our sight.

    Given Gaff's childlike appearance and speech, there was little sense of decadence. However, being served by a beautiful woman and lounging around was a typical portrayal of a demon's indolence.

    After days of eating meat and snacks fed to him by the Succubus, he had gotten plump. I didn't even understand why he was gaining weight when his metabolism wasn't likely the same as a human's.

    ...Now that I think about it, even Eres came and just watched dramas and idled around. Is this place good for idlers?

    "If I leave and the angels come, how do you plan to stop them without my help?"

    "You said 1st and 2nd Ranks can't fully cross over, right? And last time, Gaff, you didn't exactly use brute force but rather tricky schemes..."

    "You really have no patience! How about this? When the angels descend, I'll immediately notify you and even pinpoint their location." If the angels secretly built up their strength, we'd be caught off guard. Knowing their location would be a great help.

    "In that case..." He seemed to have an ulterior motive, but I couldn't discern it for now. Demons were unsettling, but angels were more so. At least Gaff hadn't harmed humans so far.

    I considered pushing him out with force, but I couldn't afford to make the Demon Realm an enemy after the Heavenly Realm.

    Eres, Gaff, and now this Metatron fellow—there were too many beings I couldn't touch. I lacked power. I needed to intensify my training with Hong Long.

    
      

    

    Newcomers

    "Jisuk~" I was resting after training in the electromagnetic training facility when a woman launched herself at me.

    It was Adriana, a brown-skinned beauty from Mexico, dressed in a black leather vest and black leather pants that flaunted her voluptuous figure.

    "Ah, Tahoe said he'd send someone, and it was Adriana." I had told Tahoe to send anyone who wanted training, as he and his subordinates needed to get stronger to protect Regen's Mexico factory.

    "Yeah~ I came because I missed you, Jisuk. How have you been, our hero?" Adriana pressed her body close to me and gently rubbed my cheek.

    "Adriana, aren't you a little too close?" Nayoung exclaimed, rushing over and gripping Adriana's shoulder tightly.

    "Ow, ow, ow." Adriana pulled away from me and rubbed her shoulder.

    "Still trying to monopolize him? Overly possessive women aren't attractive~."

    "Are you picking a fight?" Nayoung glared at Adriana, fuming.

    Leaving the two to bicker, I quietly slipped away to continue training with Hong Long.

    "Lucky you. There are so many women who like you." Hong Long teased.

    "I only need Nayoung."

    "For someone who says that, you didn't dodge when that woman threw herself at you, did you? There's no way you couldn't have dodged that."

    "...Let's train."

    
      

    

    New Training Methods

    "Ohohoho!" Adriana could infuse mana into any weapon and wield it freely, but the weapon that best suited her abilities was a whip.

    Her appearance, in tight leather clothing, wielding a whip, lived up to her nickname as "Queen."

    Adriana was originally here for training, but in the afternoons, she also took on the role of an assistant instructor for new hunters. Her particular traits were excellent for pushing people to their limits, and some male trainees, far from fearing the whip, intentionally sought to be hit, making her exceptionally effective for endurance training.

    Jisuk watched Adriana from atop a building.

    "Why? Worried about losing your man?" Gaff approached Nayoung, who was watching Jisuk and Adriana from afar.

    "Brother isn't that kind of person."

    "Really? My mistake then. I thought talented humans on Earth usually had multiple partners."

    "...That's only dictators."

    "It's good it was a mistake. I was going to offer help."

    "Help?" Nayoung turned her gaze to Gaff. Even though she knew she shouldn't fall for a demon's coaxing, curiosity about what kind of help he meant sparked within her.

    "If your ability is sufficient, would Jisuk dare to look at other women? So, if you grow stronger so that Jisuk only sees you, that's what you need to do."

    "..."

    "And your ability is very similar to a demon's, isn't it? No one can tell you better than me, the Demon King." Nayoung lowered her head and pondered deeply.

    "I'll be going now." Gaff was satisfied with having cast a murky influence on a pure soul.

    
      If you push such souls too hard, they get scared and flee, so it's better to slowly work on them by scattering bait.
    

    Gaff's usually black eyes glowed red.

    
      

    

    "You use light as your main weapon, don't you?"

    "Uh...? Uh. No, is that not right? Huh?" Gaff asked, watching Sangheon train, and Sangheon was flustered, unsure how to address Gaff.

    "You can speak informally. I'm not as rigid as Eres. But, don't you want to get stronger?"

    "...I don't make contracts with demons." Sangheon said dramatically.

    "Why? Are you afraid that I, the Demon King, would ask for the soul of a mere human like you? Your self-assessment is too high. Hahahaha." Gaff clutched his stomach and laughed, and Sangheon's face turned red.

    "I don't want anything from you. It's just that when I see humans struggling, I feel a bit sorry and fond of them."

    "I'm not interested." Sang-heon calmly swung his sword.

    "Don't you want to help Lee Jisuk?" Sangheon's sword wavered.

    "Angel attacks are light-attributed, but you don't seem to have much resistance to it, do you? If you gain a strong light attribute and train together, Jisuk will develop resistance, won't he?"

    Sangheon swung his sword as if he hadn't heard.

    "And when the angels come again, will he truly be able to endure it? He fights until he dies alone every time, it must be hard for a strong individual." Gaff said with a sigh, as if talking to himself.

    "..."

    "Alright. It's not bad to regret later. Keep at it." Gaff turned his back.

    "...Wait." Sangheon called out to Gaff, who had turned away. Gaff's childlike face twisted into a grotesque smile. Sharp teeth were visible through his gaping mouth, and his eyes glowed red.

    "Gaff, how do I strengthen my light?"

    "You're asking me for help, right?"

    "Hmm. Please." For Gaff to use his power on Earth, the individual's permission was required.

    "Good! Trust me. So, question: When is light strongest?"

    "Hmm... Isn't it strong when facing dark attributes?"

    "Correct. But can darkness be brighter than light, even if it's much larger?"

    Gaff's hand moved slowly from left to right, like painting with a brush, and darkness appeared in front of Gaff, absorbing the light.

    And that darkness spread to where Sangheon was.

    "Gasp..." Sangheon, enveloped in pitch-black darkness, found his breath caught in his throat.

    "Look. My power of darkness is less than a fraction of my true form, yet the light in your sword fades so insignificantly, doesn't it?" Gaff's words didn't come through his ears but directly into his mind. It was a high-pitched child's voice, but it echoed loudly in his head as if shaking the world.

    The little light remaining in the Light Sword completely vanished. The darkness devoured Sangheon's body even faster. The consumed parts of his body turned gray, losing all sensation. In just a few seconds, he could feel nothing—no sight, no hearing, no smell—except for Gaff's voice reverberating in his mind.

    If Nayoung's skill caused an illusion in the brain, this was a superior technique that actually trapped the target in true darkness.

    Suddenly stripped of his senses, Sangheon, in a last desperate struggle, created a disk of light with his Light Sorcer skill. But it was as faint as a tiny birthday candle lit in the impenetrable darkness, and even that was quickly consumed by the darkness and faded away.

    Sang-heon, having lost light and sensation, collapsed to the ground, thrashing about. He couldn't even perceive that he was lying on the floor. Sangheon felt as if he had been abandoned in the middle of the universe.

    "So, will this be training? Try harder." Gaff freed Sangheon from the darkness, and Sangheon slowly recovered under the influence of the World Tree.

    It was only a brief few minutes, but time is a sensation felt through the five senses. For Sangheon, who had been stripped of his senses, it wasn't just a few minutes but hours of torment. Even though the darkness had disappeared, he had lost consciousness.

    "How delightful it is to watch a pure soul break." Gaff shivered with pleasure.

    "How will you twist?" Gaff waited for Sangheon to wake up, his eyes full of anticipation.

    
      

    

    Concerns

    "Are you two okay?" Nayoung and Sangheon's complexions grew darker by the day as they trained near the World Tree and prepared for the angels' return.

    "Huh? I'm fine."

    "Me too. Just from training." They said they were fine, but they couldn't meet my gaze. It was clear they were hiding something.

    They recovered quickly due to the World Tree's influence, and they had both undergone extreme training with me so far. Physical limits wouldn't be reached by such training.

    That left the mental aspect, but even that was a bit hard to understand. Both of them possessed strong mental fortitude, albeit in different ways.

    "Look at me." I tried to ask more questions and read their expressions, but both of them sharply turned their faces away at the same time.

    "Don't read our faces!"

    "Hyung, that's an invasion of privacy!" I knew they were definitely hiding something, but since they disliked it so much, I couldn't force myself to read their expressions. I also had a lot to hide, so I didn't really have the right to do so.

    Something felt very unsettling, but I had no choice but to turn around and head back to train, when I saw Gaff smiling brightly.

    "It was you."

    "Hehehehe."

    "What did you do?"

    "I didn't do anything bad, did I? I merely granted people's wishes."

    Gaff's eyes curved into wicked crescents.

    "Demon King or not, if you touch my people, I'll kill you first."

    "Oh, my~ So scary." Gaff feigned crying, dabbing at his eyes with his sleeve.

    "I only offered help, you know~?"

    Damn it... Despite his childlike appearance, Gaff was the Demon King with overwhelming power. What I was seeing now was only a fraction of his true power, so I couldn't touch him without proof.

    Given that Earth hadn't banished him, he clearly wasn't doing anything harmful, so for now, I could only trust Nayoung and Sangheon and wait.

  

    "Sangheon, are you okay?"

    "Huh? Me? I'm fine." Sangheon smiled and said he was okay, but his face and skin were so pale that if he entered a gate in his current state, he'd be mistaken for an undead and fired upon. His once muscular body had wasted away, losing both flesh and muscle, leaving him half his former self.

    "What did Gaff say to make you like this?"

    "Gaff? Nothing. He just helped a little."

    "Helped? With what?"

    "It's nothing, really."

    "Sangheon..."

    "Hyung." Sangheon looked at me directly. Despite his poor complexion and damaged body, Sangheon's eyes were clearer than ever, filled with strong resolve.

    "You know I'm a hunter too, right?"

    "I know."

    "Then please trust me and wait."

    "Alright. I'm sorry." I immediately turned to look for Gaff. People greeted me, but I was too distracted to respond.

    "Gaff! What did you do?!" I grabbed Gaff by the collar and lifted him.

    "Huh? I didn't do anything?" He hung there, suspended by his collar, looking down at me as if nothing was wrong.

    "And besides, I can't be the first to show hostility, but..."

    Thud! A certain kind of energy pressed down on me, and as my hand loosened, Gaff created distance between us. It was the same type of ability I'd experienced with Eres.

    "Cough..." My knees buckled.

    "He... endured that?" Gaff floated, surprised that I had resisted. Perhaps because I'd been subjected to Eres's power for days, I could endure it a little.

    "What did you do to Nayoung and Sangheon?!" I gritted my teeth, enduring the crushing force, and took a step towards Gaff, extending my hand.

    "Again, I didn't do anything bad. I just listened to their stories and offered a little help."

    "I shouldn't have allied with a demon..."

    "Is that racism? That hurts my feelings. Anyway, instead of taking out your anger on an innocent demon, why don't you go train? You need to stop those Heavenly Realm bastards who are coming, right?" Gaff cackled and flew off, and the crushing pressure on me vanished.

    Damn it, he was right. The immediate threat was the angels. I was worried about Nayoung and Sangheon, but all I could do was trust them and wait.

    
      

    

    
      Daily Routine
    

    I woke up early and started my usual routine. I lightly stretched on the electromagnet, burdened with tens of tons of weight.

    After washing, I had a simple meal. Normally, I'd have breakfast with Nayoung or Sangheon, but since they kept avoiding me, I just sat at any table in the cafeteria and ate.

    People from the academy and hospital came by to chat. Afterward, I toured the academy and hospital. The hospital was already completed, and equipment and personnel were continuously being added.

    The main campus of the academy was also finished with construction. However, far more hunters than expected were flocking in from both within the country and abroad, so we were expanding by building on additional land.

    "Jisuk~" Adriana waved at me and approached.

    "Adriana."

    "Why are you so tense lately?" Adriana massaged my shoulders, deliberately pressing her chest against me.

    "Because the angels are coming. I have to prepare." Besides the monsters coming from the gates, there was the next Legion Commander who could arrive at any time, then the angels, and now I had to worry about demons too. My power was growing, but the enemies were multiplying even faster.

    "Oh, look at how tense your shoulders are. I'll loosen them for you." It was blatant contact, but I had no energy to feel happy or annoyed.

    "It's fine. Now..." Just as I was about to say I was alright.

    "I can do that." Nayoung, with hollow eyes, came over and squeezed Adriana's hand tightly.

    Nayoung, who had unusual strength even among magic-users, gripped Adriana's wrist, and Adriana pulled back.

    "Ow, ow, when a woman is too rough..." Nayoung glared at Adriana.

    "See you later~" Adriana skillfully evaded Nayoung's gaze and left.

    "Brother, I worked hard."

    "Huh? On what?"

    "Now, even if the angels descend, there's nothing to worry about." Behind Nayoung stood Jaein, whose eyes were even more hollow than Nayoung's.

    "Nayoung... please take him. Chairman..." Jaein slumped to the floor.

    "What did you two do?"

    "It took time to make and test this item." Nayoung lightly tapped a tiara she was wearing and a staff I hadn't seen before.

    It was a glossy, black, luminous staff and tiara. The design was simple and beautiful, without any gaudy decorations.

    "If I had interfered with their minds when there were so many angels, I could have been in danger. I covered that with newly developed items, and I also strengthened my mental barrier through training. According to calculations, no matter how many angels came last time, they can't break through my mental barrier." Nayoung showed me a notebook filled with writing. Nayoung's usual handwriting was as neat as print, but the notes she showed me now were written quickly, almost like scribbles.

    "We calculated it together, so it should be correct." Jaein chimed in.

    "No, it's not that I don't believe you; I just wouldn't understand even if I looked."

    "Ah... Anyway, I'm going to sleep now." Among us, Jae-in was probably the busiest. He was developing cores using Dragon Hearts, developing new Regen items, and even researching the angels' magic circles. It seemed Nayoung had kept him busy with item development amidst his hectic schedule.

    "Is this why you were avoiding me?"

    "Avoiding you? No? I was just busy thinking about this." Several times, when I spoke to them, they would give vague answers, and when I asked them to eat or walk together, they'd say they were busy. But it turned out they were just preoccupied.

    If I had calmly read their expressions, this wouldn't have happened, but it was my mistake to let my emotions cloud my judgment with people I was close to.

    "I thought you had made a deal with Gaff."

    "With Gaff? No way. Who would openly contract with a demon? I'm not that stupid."

    "Right?" A sense of relief washed over me. But... why did Sangheon seem more unsettling after hearing that?

    
      

    

    
      Sangheon’s Struggle
    

    In Korea, there are approximately 50 A-rank hunters. This number frequently changes as some die and others rise in rank.

    Out of a population of 40 million, there are 50. Recently, our territory expanded north, doubling the population, but the number of A-rank hunters hasn't doubled. Even if we assume 100 out of nearly 100 million people, it still means they're exceptionally talented, among the top one in a million.

    However, there are too many monsters around. Hyung, Jisuk, is an S-rank hunter ranked among the best in the world. Nayoung, nuna is also one of the top S-rank hunters when it comes to battling many opponents.

    Jaein-hyung seems intent on making Regen the world's best item company, constantly creating new items.

    Chang-hee, while not having any flashy skills, has incredible focus, allowing him to use Jaein-hyung's large sniper rifle, which others can't handle, without any problems. He's growing rapidly, so it won won't be long until he reaches A-rank.

    I'm clearly one in a million, yet seeing everyone around me develop so much makes me feel utterly inadequate.

    "So, can you help Lee Jisuk?" Gaff spoke to me, shrouded in darkness. He sharply poked at something I often thought about, making it impossible to ignore.

    "Cough..." Swallowed by darkness, collapsing to the ground, and rising again thanks to the World Tree's power, this happened repeatedly.

    "It's hard, isn't it? Perhaps I shouldn't have mentioned it. I thought you were capable. Just give up. Lee Jisuk will manage somehow. Hasn't he always?" Gaff spoke sympathetically to me, lying exhausted on the ground. To my tattered body and mind, it was a sweet offer.

    "Give... up... no... Again..." I gripped my knees and barely managed to get up. All my energy felt drained, as if I had become an undead.

    "Good. Keep at it." Beyond the darkness spreading towards me, I could see Gaff grinning, his mouth split wide. What was his goal? What did he gain from tormenting me?

    More important than that thought was pushing back the darkness with light right now.

    "Light Sword!" I shrouded my sword in light. Before, it was swallowed by darkness in an instant, but now the darkness was receding. However, it was only a tiny bit, about a handspan around the sword. The darkness still gnawed at my body, excluding the sword. My face, back, body, and feet were losing vitality, turning gray.

    Stronger. Brighter. I yearned for greater power.

    Give up. Was it Gaff? Or a hallucination? Or was it a sound I created because I wanted to give up?

    My senses were so messed up, I couldn't tell if the sounds I was hearing were real or fake.

    
      Why bother trying so hard? Leave it to others and just deal with the easy ones.
    

    
      Lee Jisuk doesn't even care about you, does he? He only cares about Nayoung, Jaein, and Yeseul.
    

    
      Your ability is insignificant. It won't work even if you try.
    

    My usual thoughts became amplified and twisted, echoing in my head. My concentration was already lacking, and with the intrusive thoughts and hallucinations, the light of my Light Sword actually weakened.

    It wasn't that I never felt resentment towards Hyung. But my gratitude far outweighed it.

    He saved me when Choi Mi-ran almost killed me.

    The Hwagok Collection, run by my father, was operating at a deficit before Hyung came. Now, my father sits as the CEO of a large corporation called Regen. The original members of Hwagok Collection, who struggled alongside my father, are all being treated well at Regen.

    Without Hyung, I would have remained an F-rank for a long time. Hyung always made time to train me, despite his busy schedule. Though the training was tough, thanks to it, I climbed to A-rank.

    I recalled the arduous training sessions Hyung put me through.

    To sharpen my Light Sword, I was indiscriminately beaten. I fell to the ground hundreds of times. Then I ate poison and was rushed to the emergency room.

    He even threw me into a gate and told me to survive on my own.

    He once threw me among dozens of monsters, saying it was fine because he had put a Blind on them, while he and Nayoung, nuna ate snacks.

    Thinking about it, I really did go through a lot.

    Yes... I have to pay it back. If I received it.

    "I'll hit you with... light attributes. Until you gain immunity, Hyung." I gritted my teeth and gradually increased the light of my Light Sword.

    
      

    

    
      Desperate Measures
    

    "Damn it!" Special Commissioner Takashi, who had been given a month by the Prime Minister, threw the failed experiment results onto the floor.

    "How many circuits are left to prove?" Takashi asked the senior researcher.

    "About 300 left." All the information about the Infinite Healing Magic Circle was obtained from the Angelus's head. However, they couldn't theoretically prove how this magic circle produced such effects.

    They couldn't just activate something they didn't understand, so they were dividing the circuits into small sections for experimentation and analysis, but time was too short.

    "Hah... Tomorrow is the day the Prime Minister specified, and there are still 300 left..." Silence hung in the lab.

    "We will activate the magic circle tomorrow. Prepare for it." Special Commissioner Takashi said, removing his glasses as if he had made a decision.

    "B-But, the magic circle's design hasn't been confirmed yet. We don't know what the outcome will be." Frankly, instead of providing life force, it might create a black hole of life force that endlessly drains it.

    It was a completely unknown territory, and a single misstep could invite disaster into their home.

    "How long will it take to analyze 300 at this rate?"

    "At this speed, at least four more months..." They had been working through the night, but the information extracted from the angel's head was simply too vast.

    "We proceed as scheduled tomorrow."

    "But..."

    "Do you want to die?" 

    Special Commissioner Takashi glared at the researchers.

  

    "Do you want to die?"

    The researchers fell silent at Special Commissioner Takashi's threatening words.

    "..."

    "I'm not saying I will kill you. If we fail, Prime Minister Saika will make the next sacrifices. I don't want to die like that." Takashi pointed to one side. Dozens of pale, bloodless corpses, used as sacrifices, were piled there.

    The researchers gulped.

    "If we can't finish in time, we die. If the magic circle fails, we die. But if we succeed, we live. That's the only possibility. Prepare immediately!"

    "Yes!"

    The researchers began to work on creating the magic circle based on their existing research. First, they dug shallow channels, about a finger's depth, into the concrete floor to guide the flow of blood. They carefully placed top-grade magic stones, secretly acquired to avoid detection by the World Hunter Association, into each element of the magic circle. Finally, they moved the naked sacrifices, rendered senseless and drooling by drugs, to their designated spots.

    "My God... forgive us." Takashi closed his eyes and prayed.

    As the researchers placed the last magic stone, the magic circle glowed white.

    "Light attribute conversion of magic stone energy complete! Estimated magic circle uptime 60 minutes! Counter reset!" A digital clock on the wall began to count down from 60:00:00.

    "The sacrifices..." The research director spoke grimly, and ten researchers, prepared for the task, simultaneously plunged daggers into the necks of the drooling sacrifices.

    "Gah..." The sacrifices drowned in their own blood. Their blood flowed into the magic circle, mixing with it.

    
      

    

    
      Escalation In Japan
    

    "Prime Minister! Tell me now! Where is it?!" Akiko, one of Japan's two S-rank hunters, shouted. She was known for her small stature and gentle face, which belied her surprisingly muscular physique for a hunter. Akiko was a popular hunter in Japan and worldwide for her demure and kind image.

    "Tsk... Can't you lower your voice?"

    "What insolence is this towards His Excellency, the Prime Minister?!" Kanematsu, the Prime Minister's loyal dog and chief secretary, blocked Akiko's path, wagging his finger and shouting.

    "Get out of the way." Kanematsu, the secretary who had been blocking the Prime Minister, flinched and took a step back. Akiko was famous for her good nature, but Kanematsu lacked the courage to stand against a hunter consumed by rage.

    "Akiko, that's enough." Takahashi, Japan's other S-rank hunter, lifted his head and spoke to Akiko. His long bangs covered his left eye.

    "Sacrificing humans? Have you abandoned human dignity as humans?" Akiko ignored Takahashi and spoke to the Prime Minister.

    "Tsk... Did you see this with your Future Sight? They are criminals and disabled people. They are useless to society!" Akiko's skills that made her an S-rank hunter were Precognition, Future Sight, and Psychokinesis.

    Precognition allowed her to see a short future by using mana. This enabled her to avoid enemy attacks with minimal movement. Precognition wasn't constantly active; it only worked while mana was being used, so it couldn't be used for long periods, but even considering that, it was a sufficiently powerful skill.

    And Future Sight randomly showed her glimpses of the future. Sometimes it was related to her, but mostly it was random future events, so it wasn't of much help.

    "Human dignity, you say? There can only be dignity if there is a nation! If things continue like this, we'll either be devoured by monsters or by powerful nations. We might even be devoured by Korea!" Prime Minister Saika trembled as if he couldn't tolerate that last thought.

    "I'd rather that happen than maintain the country by using human sacrifices." Akiko, who usually held positive feelings towards Korea, couldn't understand the Prime Minister.

    "Watch... your mouth, Hunter Akiko. I'm being patient because of your abilities, but for anyone who insults the Great Japanese Empire, even an S-rank hunter, there will be no second chances."

    "Try me."

    "..."

    "Where are the sacrifices?"

    "What do you intend to do?"

    "Naturally, I'll stop it."

    "Akiko... don't make me draw my gun." Takahashi unfastened the retention strap of the pistol holster on his hip and placed his finger on the trigger. As the fastest among S-ranks in terms of attack speed, Takahashi was confident he could subdue Akiko, no matter how powerful she was.

    "The moment you draw that gun, you're dead." Steel spheres floated around Akiko. They were golf-ball sized steel spheres, unadorned, made from Mithril metal obtained from an S-rank gate. Akiko used Psychokinesis to launch these indestructible steel spheres at high speed to attack her enemies. Dodging with Precognition and attacking with steel spheres was her combat style.

    The two stared at each other, the tension thick in the air.

    
      Rumble! Rumble! Rumble!
    

    Suddenly, the ground shook violently.

    "An earthquake?" The Prime Minister scurried under his desk.

    "There was no alarm... Your Excellency, Prime Minister, I need some room too..." The secretary tried to squeeze his head under the desk where the Prime Minister was hiding, trying to save himself.

    "Damn it... Didn't you say it was a magic circle for infinite healing, Prime Minister?" Takahashi looked through the wall with his left eye, which had X-ray vision. Takahashi needed to cover one eye to use his X-ray vision, which was why he walked around with one eye covered.

    "W-What is it? What's wrong? Hunter Takahashi?" The Prime Minister lifted his head above the desk and asked Takahashi.

    Sensing something amiss, Akiko launched a steel sphere, blowing apart the wall in the direction Takahashi was looking.

    "My God... Prime Minister. Look at what you've done." Light shot from the ground, tearing a massive hole in the sky. The hole in the sky was at least 100 meters in diameter, and white angels poured out of it, seemingly enough to cover the heavens.

    The opening in the sky was a gate of a kind never seen before. Unlike existing gates, this one was entirely visible inside, and beyond it, countless angels were lined up, waiting to cross over.

    Fortunately, some kind of energy was obstructing them. The angels were pushing through an invisible, transparent barrier with their bodies, so they couldn't all come out at once. If it weren't for that, tens of thousands of angels would have descended simultaneously.

    "W-What?! Kanematsu~~! What's going on?!" The Prime Minister, seeing the jaw-dropping spectacle, shouted at Kanematsu. The light shot from the magic circle heading towards the gate clearly indicated that the infinite healing magic circle experiment was involved.

    "J-Just a moment... I'll find out!" The secretary, his face pale, pulled out his phone with trembling hands. His fingers kept slipping, but he finally dialed the lab's number and pressed the call button.

    "Answer... Answer..."

    "Prime Minister! Immediately summon hunters and the Self-Defense Force! Takahashi, we'll hold them off until then." Angels were gathering in the sky, and as their numbers grew, they were slowly descending to the ground.

    "Damn it... It's a bad day to die..." Akiko charged forward first, with Takahashi following close behind.

    "Y-Your Excellency, Prime Minister..."

    "What is it?! Speak quickly!"

    "The experiment failed. They activated an unverified magic circle to shorten the time..."

    "You fools! Why would you do such a thing?!" The words, 'You ordered it!' rose to his throat, but he swallowed them back, thanks to his cultivated etiquette.

    "I will immediately summon the Special Self-Defense Force and all hunters."

    "...Call only the minimum personnel. We are escaping."

    "Huh?"

    "Look at those numbers. Even if we deploy all our hunters, we can't stop them." The angels descending from the sky numbered in the thousands, and countless more were lined up behind them, waiting. Moreover, there were angels they hadn't seen before. Angels holding scriptures and those wielding great swords were larger and seemed stronger than the angels who came during the last advent.

    And that wasn't all. Beyond the gate was an utterly grotesque monster, a sphere formed by multiple overlapping rings studded with eyes. Fortunately, unlike the other angels, it was more strongly caught by the invisible barrier of the gate and couldn't emerge. However, it was still pushing as if to tear the gate open. The Prime Minister predicted that this one would be more powerful than anything else.

    "Then... how?"

    "Don't we have the developed Magic Stone Engine? It had many problems with constant explosions, so we'll use it as a bomb. We'll annihilate them in one fell swoop with firepower several times stronger than the experiment!"

    "B-But, we can't time the explosion correctly. If it explodes too quickly, it'll detonate before impact, and if it's too late, the angels will all escape, and it'll explode much later. Then it will only harm our own forces."

    "Didn't I provide vast sums of money for that very purpose?! Bring the researchers here immediately!"

    "What about the hunters who are fighting right now?" Akiko and Takahashi, along with the emergency-summoned hunters and special self-defense forces, were fighting the angels.

    "It is a sacrifice to protect the nation. They will be recorded as heroes in history. Ah, tell Takahashi in advance so he can be extracted before it explodes."

    "Hunter Akiko... isn't she being extracted?"

    "A rebellious warrior is worse than none at all. Execute the plan immediately."

    "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!" The secretary saluted with an exaggeratedly grand motion, and Prime Minister Saika slowly raised his hand to receive the salute.

    
      Rumble! Rumble! Rumble!
    

    As the building shook, the two screamed and, covering their heads in a crouched position, moved to board the escape helicopter.

    
      

    

    
      Sangheon’s Progress
    

    "Hyung! Jisuk, hyung!" Sangheon, his face gaunt, ran towards me. But instead of his usual weary expression, he had a joyful one.

    "Are you okay?"

    "Yes! I'll recover soon since I'm in the World Tree's shade. More importantly, look at this!" Sangheon infused light attributes into his sword.

    "Your skill level has increased?" When I first met him, its power was so weak, and it only emitted light, so I couldn't tell if it was a signal stick or for attack. Now, the light was intensely compressed, and it seemed the sword itself looked twice as large, as if it still had mana left over.

    "My skill level and total mana have both increased. My destructive power is several times what it was before." Sangheon drew his sword horizontally and vertically through the air. Although he had lost muscle, his movements were precise and fluid.

    "That's amazing! But how?"

    "Gaff helped me."

    "...Did you promise something?"

    "No. I just accepted his suggestion that since the angels were coming, I should prepare you for light attribute attacks. I didn't give him my soul or anything."

    "Be careful. He may look like a child, but his true form is the Demon King who corrupts humans and takes their souls." I remembered what Gaff said when he harvested Franklin's soul.

    
      It took a long time to make him like this.
    

    "Gaff might be corrupting humans to gain power or satisfy his desires."

    "It's okay. I didn't do anything that would lead to corruption. Anyway, the angels are coming now, right? I'll train you." He said he'd help me, but his eyes gleamed with a desire to hit me. It seemed he had a lot of pent-up feelings. Is this corruption too?

    But I had put him through a lot during training, so I guess it was my turn now. Besides, it was training we genuinely needed. Principatus and their kind weren't much, but stronger angels might come, so it was good to prepare in advance.

    "Alright, let's go to the training ground."

    "Hehehehe." 

    Sangheon chuckled. Perhaps because he had lost so much weight and his complexion was poor, he looked like a sinister villain.

  

    "Jisuk, they're here! They're here!" 

    Gaff came running.

    "What?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk! Angels have attacked Japan!" From the opposite side, Director Baek Yeong-shin rushed over.

    "Huh?! I got here first!" Gaff's face went blank at Director Baek Yeong-shin's preemptive announcement.

    "What's the scale of the angels? Can you confirm the situation on site?"

    "We've obtained satellite images." Director Baek Yeong-shin showed me the screen on his tablet.

    Angels with white wings were emerging from a hole in the sky. Fortunately, a barrier at the gate was slowing their egress. Thanks to this, tens of thousands couldn't emerge at once, but rather in groups of dozens. However, they were continuously pouring out, endlessly.

    "The number of angels exceeded 10,000 within 10 minutes of the gate opening and is still increasing. Moreover, we're seeing angels we've never seen before. Thankfully, most of the angels are staying to guard the gate, but some are attacking people."

    "What's Japan's response?"

    "Two thousand Japanese hunters, including S-rank Hunters Akiko and Takahashi, are engaging them."

    "Two thousand? Isn't that too few?"

    "That's right. Two thousand is woefully insufficient to face an unknown enemy of over 10,000."

    "Japan has over 100,000 hunters, so it can't be a shortage of people, can it? If they don't stop this, Japan could be devastated."

    "They might be planning to use strategic weapons. S-rank hunters would probably be able to escape before an explosion."

    "They might be able to wipe out the small fry with nukes, but it won't work if there's a strong enemy. But seeing as two S-rank hunters can't handle the situation, there's clearly a strong enemy. We need to go now."

    "That's... The Japanese government is refusing help."

    "The Japanese government is refusing help? Why?"

    "They haven't stated a reason. They're rejecting aid, claiming they can handle it themselves."

    "They're hiding something. Still, we have to go. If we leave it, it will spread to the world." An enemy that Japan couldn't stop alone had appeared, and they were refusing help? They were clearly hiding something.

    "Hmm... In that case, I'll obtain authorization for non-selective support from the World Hunter Association during an emergency. Given the current situation, it will definitely be granted."

    If a neighboring country failed to deal with rampant monsters in time, it could bring disaster upon a country that had remained quiet. To account for such situations, there was a law in the World Hunter Association that allowed surrounding nations to dispatch forces in self-defense, even without a request for aid, if monsters went unusually rampant.

    Such cases had rarely occurred with minor nations, but never before with a powerful nation like Japan. Most countries receiving aid didn't want it, as it often led to massive fees or hunters destroying cities during hunts, but wasn't it better than being ruined?

    "Gaff, do you have any other information?"

    "Oh... Well... That it came from over there and there are a lot of them... And..." It was all the information I already knew. Moreover, it wasn't even accurate, so Director Baek Yeong-shin's briefing was more precise.

    Gaff had explicitly said he'd tell me first if angels came, but Director Baek had brought more information. He had even blurted out all the information about angels when he was engrossed in gaming. Thanks to him, I had obtained rough information about angels from the 9th Realm to the 2nd Realm.

    Now, there was no reason for Gaff to stay here. After all, Gaff couldn't properly use his power on Earth, and even if he could, relying on demonic power was unsettling. He had stayed under the pretense of informing me if angels came, so now I could send him away.

    "Thank you. Now, go back." I left Gaff standing there, looking bewildered, and headed for the airfield.

    "Hyung! What about training?!" Sangheon suddenly snapped back to reality and asked.

    "Where's the time for training now? And there's no better training than real combat. Let's go."

    "...Then... what was my training for?" Sangheon's legs gave out, and he slumped to the ground.

    
      

    

    
      On The Ground
    

    "Damn it! When is reinforcement coming?!" Takahashi fired two pistols consecutively. Since they fired only aura without bullets, there was no need to reload, and the rapid-fire rate made them spew fire like two machine guns, not pistols. And despite firing so much, each shot accurately embedded itself in an angel.

    "If you have time to curse, fire one more shot!" Akiko waved her hand, and Mithril spheres rotated at high speed around her, striking down approaching angels. Angels hit by the heavy, aura-infused Mithril spheres exploded as if struck by a hammer.

    Akiko walked, stopped, and subtly shifted direction, dodging the angels' attacks. Thanks to her Precognition, she anticipated attacks and dodged them all by a hair's breadth, even without quick movements.

    
      Thud!
    

    "Watch your back!" Akiko dealt with an angel rushing to attack Takahashi from behind.

    "Thanks! Communications team! When is support coming?!"

    [They're coming now! Just hold on a little longer!]

    "Is this a joke?!" They had been fighting the angels for over 40 minutes. The numbers were endlessly increasing, but there was no allied reinforcement. The initial hunters and Self-Defense Force members were nowhere to be seen, presumably all dead.

    Only the two of them were left, and they had managed to hold on so far because the angels hadn't spread out all at once. Most angels were guarding the gate in the sky and the magic circle glowing on the ground.

    Takahashi gritted his teeth and fired at the angels. The weaker ones died with a single aura shot from Takahashi, but some weren't.

    An angel holding a thick book floated majestically in the sky. He used weaker angels as shields, preventing Takahashi from taking any of them out. He was like a queen ant commanding worker ants.

    Another angel using a great sword dodged and blocked the aura shots, requiring several shots to take down.

    Even with that numerical disadvantage, the colossal, spherical eye monster flickering and trying to cross from beyond the gate in the sky was clearly far stronger than the angels that had appeared so far.

    Under the angels' endless onslaught, both Akiko and Takahashi had already used their aura to the limit, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to hold on.

    [Hunter Takahashi, we're sending a private radio message. Just listen quietly.] A communication came through Takahashi's earpiece in the middle of the fight.

    [Quietly withdraw, leaving Hunter Akiko behind. The new missile is expected to reach the target within 3 minutes.]

    Takahashi's mind began to race.

    
      Right now, Akiko and I are practically the only ones stopping the angels from spreading everywhere. If I leave, Akiko won't last long. But if we both run, the angels will surely follow...
    

    [This is not a request. It's a notification. The missile has already been launched. It's newly developed, and its explosion will be something even S-rank hunters cannot survive.]

    Upon hearing that, his brief hesitation ended. If it was a matter of everyone dying or at least one surviving, there was no need to deliberate.

    Takahashi continued fighting as he had been, but he focused his fire more on the angels in the rear, clearing an escape route. Akiko had been protecting herself and Takahashi with her Precognition for over 40 minutes. Even for an S-rank hunter, her abilities were slowly dwindling, so she didn't notice Takahashi's actions.

    A high-speed sound was heard from beyond the sky, and Takahashi concentrated aura in his feet, sprinting backward with full power.

    "Takahashi...!" Seeing Takahashi fleeing without looking back, Akiko immediately knew she had been abandoned. What was flying from the sky was clearly a missile meant to blow this place up.

    Akiko couldn't move at high speed like Takahashi, and with Takahashi gone, the angels were now focusing on her. She desperately spun her Mithril spheres around her, defending herself while anticipating the angels' movements with Precognition.

    However, when hundreds of angels charged simultaneously, not even her Precognition skill could find an opening.

    Akiko was obscured by countless angels, but what broke through the clouds in the sky was not a missile but Regen's high-speed aircraft. The rear of the aircraft opened, and people jumped out, while the aircraft continued to fly towards the gate.

    Several angels rushed at the aircraft, but they were torn apart by the tens of thousands of kilograms of metal flying at high speed. However, as numerous angels clung to it like a swarm of locusts, the aircraft lost power and began to lose altitude.

    
      Crack!
    

    The aircraft's metal plating broke off.

    
      Boom!
    

    The engine exploded, killing a few angels. The aircraft crashed to the ground, and the angels scattered as if they had no more business with it.

    
      Boom!
    

    The moment the angels turned their backs after seeing the aircraft crash.

    Akiko was no longer visible, obscured by countless angels, and a flash of light and a roar erupted from where the aircraft had crashed.

    
      

    

    
      A Timely Arrival
    

    "Prepare for descent!"

    Only I, Nayoung, Hong Long, and Sangheon participated in this operation. Having a large number of amateur hunters wouldn't be much help, so only a select few came.

    Sangheon took a deep breath and jumped first, followed by the rest of the party. The aircraft, on autopilot, flew towards the gate. Its body was destroyed by the angels, and its engine exploded.

    "No humans in sight! Detonate!" I scanned the area, confirmed there were no remaining personnel, and spoke to the communications officer waiting in the East Sea through my earpiece.

    Just in case, I had gathered all the remaining new bombs from the Sparrow Hunt operation, and since there were only angels around, I could detonate them without worry.

    [Exploding after impact! Brace for impact!]

    I enlarged myself mid-fall and embraced my companions, while Nayoung added an extra mana shield.

    
      Wham! Wham! Wham!
    

    A blinding flash of light erupted, and sharp fragments flew in all directions as if hundreds of giant claymores had detonated inside the aircraft. Thousands of angels instantly had holes blown through their bodies, and the angels oddly clumped together like a ball were also caught in the explosion and blasted away.

    As the angels were blown away by the explosion, a person lying on the ground became visible. It seemed they had survived the blast thanks to the surrounding angels acting as a shield.

    
      Thud!
    

    We landed on the ground without any harm. Many had died in the explosion, but even more were waiting above. As soon as we landed, angels flew towards us, targeting us.

    "Sangheon! Go rescue that person!"

    Sangheon dashed out, grabbing an attacking Angelus by the neck and slamming it to the ground.

    "Nayoung. Will this one be enough?"

    "Yes. I'll try." 

    Nayoung, wearing her new item on her head, placed her hand on the Angelus's head.

  

    "Behind me, more angels were surging like a wave.

    I raised both hands to the sky and fired small, rapid bursts of aura from my palms. 

    I can't control it as delicately as Nayoung, but with enemies enough to cover the sky, what I needed wasn't control, but sheer volume. 

    Angels spewed blood and fell to the ground under the barrage of aura, like machine-gun fire. 

    Since I absorbed life force from the fallen angels and converted it back into aura, I could keep firing like this for hours.

    "Hong Long! Cover our rear!" At my command, Hong Long nodded and defended against the angels flying in from behind. I, with my large numbers, took the front, and Hong Long took the rear, forming a defensive line to protect Nayoung.

    Meanwhile, Sangheon used a speed skill to quickly approach the fallen person. 

    His movements, slashing down approaching angels with his Light Sword, were as smooth as flowing water. A winding trail of white light, left by his light sword, marked his path.

    I don't know what Gaff did, but Sangheon definitely grew at least one stage. If he continues to grow like this, he might become Korea's fourth S-rank, following Nayoung.

    A short while after Sangheon began running back towards us, carrying the rescued person on his shoulder, a missile flew towards us from the sky. 

    I wondered why Japan hadn't sent additional troops, but it seemed Director Baek Yeong-shin was right; they intended to flatten this area with a nuke. Since we hadn't sought Japan's permission to come, we hadn't received any information about a missile attack.

    "Sangheon, quickly! Behind me!" Sangheon ran behind me with the person he rescued, placed them on the ground, and covered them with his body. I enlarged myself and stood in front of the group, bracing for the explosion.

    Boom! Crash! The missile struck the ground and, instead of exploding, shattered into pieces from the sheer force of impact.

    "What? It didn't explode?" Sangheon raised his head.

    "A dud?" Hong Long, who had been bracing for an explosion, also tilted his head.

    "Hyung! This person is Hunter Akiko, right?" Sangheon, who had gotten up and dusted himself off, recognized the fallen person. She was Japan's S-rank Hunter Akiko. I don't know how she ended up here alone, but her entire body was covered in wounds.

    Since angels kept flying in and I couldn't move, I condensed the life force and shot it towards Hunter Akiko. Her wounds healed instantly upon receiving the life force. She wouldn't die from this.

    "Sangheon, you help Hong Long cover the rear!" I was firing aura forward, blocking the angels, but there were simply too many.

    "Damn... there are a lot." Sangheon made a disgusted face at the sight of the angels. There were so many that the piled bodies of dead angels were hindering our fight.

    While we were dealing with the endless flood of angels, I glanced back at Nayoung and saw black blood flowing from her nose.

    "Nayoung!" I shot life force towards Nayoung as well.

    "...I'm fine... almost there..." Nayoung stirred the angels' minds through the Angelus's head. This was possible because all angels were connected; it wasn't a method that could be used on other monsters.

    The angels that had approached us trembled as if struck by a celestial shock, then one by one lost consciousness and fell to the ground. Angels further away also fell in succession as if infected by a plague. Most of those who fell to the ground died from cracked heads, and even those who didn't die had unfocused eyes.

    Nayoung breathed heavily, took her hand off the Angelus's head, and wiped the blood from her nose.

    "Are you okay?" The angels' attack stopped due to Nayoung's mental assault, so I went to her.

    "Yeah... but anything above the Fifth Realm won't work. Their structure is different." The Fourth Realm Dominions, holding scriptures, and the Fifth Realm Virtues, wielding greatswords, remained floating in the sky, unaffected by Nayoung's attack.

    "That's still enough." From initially tens of thousands, only a few thousand remained now. They were no longer descending, focusing on protecting the gate in the sky and the magic circle glowing on the ground.

    "That magic circle seems to have opened the gate. If we don't destroy it, they'll keep coming." As Nayoung said, angels were continuously being replenished from the gate. If their numbers grew again, a certain number would descend to the ground and attack. I understood why Gaff had called them like weeds.

    To make matters worse, a monster was trying to descend from the center of the gate. That grotesque monster, a sphere made of multiple overlapping rings densely packed with eyes, was a Third Realm Ophan.

    "As Gaff said, creatures of that caliber can't cross easily, it seems." The Ophan was trying to tear through the invisible barrier of the gate by force. To help it, lower-tier angels pushed their bodies between the gate and the Ophan. Seeing the gate's barrier gradually stretch as angels burst apart, it was only a matter of time before the Ophan descended.

    "Alright, let's break the magic circle first. Hong Long in front, I'll take the rear, Sang-heon, carry Hunter Akiko." Sang-heon carried Akiko in a princess carry and stood next to Nayoung. He had been too frantic with life and death before, but now that he had regained his composure, Sang-heon kept stealing glances at Akiko's face, blushing.

    Meanwhile, a certain number of angels replenished from the gate gathered and sent forces towards us. Nayoung and I dashed forward, unleashing a barrage of aura bullets in all directions. Angels fell from the sky like dust.

    "I have nothing to do." I handled the majority, and Nayoung cleaned up anything I missed. They dropped so thoroughly that no one was able to challenge Hong Long.

    As if hearing Hong Long's words, it wasn't the small fry but a group of Fifth Realm Virtues that descended. Virtues weren't difficult opponents, at the level of B-rank hunters, but there were simply too many of them. Ten ten-year-olds attacking an adult wouldn't be scary, but if a hundred or a thousand charged to kill, even an adult wouldn't be able to handle it. A massive onslaught of angels like this became a real threat.

    I pulled a long sword from the back of my right hand, tore it off with my left, and infused it with plenty of aura, launching it like a javelin. The sword pierced through Virtue's chest, then flew as if to cleave the sky, passing through every angel in its path and disappearing into the heavens.

    "Keep running!" If we stayed still, we'd be buried under the corpses of angels falling from the sky. Fortunately, the magic circle wasn't far, so we arrived quickly.

    Light was shooting up into the sky from the edge of the magic circle.

    "Is this... like a shield?" I pushed against the pillar of light with my hand, but it didn't budge at all, even with my strength.

    "Cover our rear, please." I left the angels to my companions for a moment, filled my hand-sword with aura, and plunged it into the pillar of light as if delivering a straight punch.

    Crack! The sword didn't break, but it also failed to pierce the barrier of light. Just as the gate couldn't be physically destroyed, this light protecting the magic circle was impervious to physical force. I repeatedly stabbed and slashed with the sword, but it had no effect whatsoever.

    "Brrother, just a moment." Nayoung approached the magic circle, and we swapped places, with me moving to the rear to block the angels.

    "...This magic circle doesn't have much time left. It seems to be powered by magic stones, and the light is gradually weakening." Nayoung pointed to the magic stones embedded throughout the magic circle.

    "Do you know how much time is left?"

    "The gate opened... about 50 minutes ago, and if that much is left... the energy will probably run out in about 10 minutes." We had dealt with one group, but there were still thousands of angels in the sky, and their numbers were continuously increasing.

    "You want us to hold them off for 10 minutes?" Sangheon, his face pale, pointed at the endless stream of angels descending from the sky. It was certainly a challenging situation for an A-rank like Sangheon.

    "Hmm..."

    "Hunter Akiko! Are you alright?" Sangheon approached Hunter Akiko, who was groaning.

    "Oh? Hunter Lee Jisuk, Hunter Hong Long, and Hunter Bae Nayoung too? Did you come to help?" Akiko replied to Sangheon, who had spoken in English, in fluent Korean.

    "You speak Korean well?"

    "Who...?" She recognized the three of us who were S-ranks, but not Sangheon. Sangheon looked disappointed.

    "We can introduce ourselves later, but right now, we need to stop them."

    "Ah... I wished it was a nightmare."

    "It's a nightmare-like situation, yes. But it's manageable. We just need to hold out for 10 more minutes."

    "Will reinforcements arrive in 10 minutes?"

    "No, that gate will close in 10 minutes. Sangheon, if it's too tough for you, you can fall back..."

    "10 minutes isn't that long!" Sangheon infused his sword with more light than usual and stepped to the very front.

    It seemed he was instantly smitten with Akiko. Falling for a world-famous S-rank hunter, huh. Nayoung drank a mana potion to recover her mana and gripped her staff again.

    Akiko held her palms upward, as if pulling something, and silver spheres sprang from the ground.

    "With this formation, I think we can block anything." Hong Long shook his hands, loosened up, and took a Tai Chi ready stance.

    "They're coming." A swarm of what seemed like a thousand angels descended upon us.

    A purple energy spread from Nayoung's staff. The Corruption enveloped an area hundreds of meters wide, corroding the angels from their wings. At least half of the angels in the area became incapacitated.

    "Well now... He has a girlfriend, but he's looking at another woman? You have great courage." Hong Long looked back at me, surprised by the power of Nayoung's magic.

    "I never looked at another woman."

    "Adriana was staring holes through you though, wasn't she?" Nayoung said, seemingly relaxed even while using magic. She didn't say it, but it seemed she had been holding it in.

    "That's because I liked her training method. No, why are you bringing that up now? Everyone, look ahead!" As Nayoung's Corruption was widespread, its power was inevitably lower, so those from the Fifth Realm and above broke through the curse and descended.

    I enlarged myself and stood in front, swinging my massive sword to cut down the charging enemies. Hong Long, Akiko, and Sangheon dealt with anything I missed.

    A Fourth Realm Dominion, watching us slaughtering angels from the sky, placed a scripture on his hand, and the scripture opened by itself, its pages fluttering. At that moment, over a hundred Principatus outside the Corruption's range aligned themselves in the sky.

    "Something's coming! Everyone, behind me!" A light-attribute attack from the Principatus would normally not affect any of us, but a concentrated blast from so many was a different story.

    Fwoosh!

    A beam of light fired from the Principatus's staffs converged into one. The light, as large as my giant body, burned through the angels in its path and flew towards us. I crossed my arms to shield my face and lowered my stance. Behind me, Nayoung cast a shield, protecting everyone and holding firm.

    Wham! Wham! Wham! Wham!

    My armor cracked and burned from the light beam, but it wasn't significant damage. My wounds healed in real-time. With so many angel corpses strewn around, there was plenty of life force to recover.

    The 20-second continuous beam emission ended. Seeing us alive, the angels swarmed again.

    "Only 8 minutes left now?"

    "Only 2 minutes have passed?!" Sangheon shouted at Hong Long's words.

    "But it's doable." It was as Hong Long said. While the attack was taxing, it wasn't impossible for five of us—four S-rank hunters and A-rank Sangheon—to stop them.

    Once the gate closed, the Japanese forces and the World Hunter Association would combine their strength to eradicate the remaining enemies.

    Crackle! Rumble!

    While we were killing angels, the sky tore open, and something exploded.

    "It's come down..." The Ophan was tearing through the gate and descending. Around it, the blood of the angels sacrificed to break through the gate's deterrent barrier rained down like actual rain.

  

    Everyone looked up at the sky, speechless, at the hideous appearance and enormous size of the Ophan that had broken through the gate. 

    The Ophan slowly descended to the ground, its many rings, each ten meters in diameter, rotating slowly and chaotically.

    "Brother, you said that thing has dragon-level combat ability, right?"

    "That's right. Not a weakened dragon like the one we fought, but a dragon at full power."

    When it reached about halfway between the gate and the ground, light blazed from the Ophan's numerous eyes, shooting beams in all directions. Everything turned stark white, as if a gigantic sun had descended to Earth.

    "Aaaah!"

    "Nayoung?!"

    "My Corruption... it shattered." The light dispelled Nayoung's purple curse as if illuminating darkness. Thanks to Corruption, blocking the countless angels had been easy, but the moment it was nullified, angels of the Sixth Realm and below all swarmed us.

    While we were preoccupied with fending off the onslaught of angels, the Ophan's many rings aligned, creating a hole in its center. From the center of those aligned rings, a concentrated beam of light shot out. Its power was incomparably stronger than hundreds of Principatus firing at once.

    I stepped forward, enlarged, crossed my arms, and took the full force of the beam head-on. My armor, which could withstand even lava, burned and eroded under the sun-like heat. It wasn't just heat; the armor cracked and shattered from the impact. My skin underneath was scorched.

    "Brother!!" Nayoung cast a mana shield for me, but...

    Shatter!

    It couldn't withstand the force or the elemental disadvantage, shattering instantly. While I was immobilized by the beam, the angels concentrated their fire on my comrades behind me.

    'Nayoung, protect the others instead of me!' I pleaded with Nayoung, who could read my thoughts. I wanted to rush out and smash the Ophan, but if I left the front line, the burden on everyone else would increase proportionally.

    Finally, the beam stopped. My sizzling skin healed instantly. After much deliberation, a good idea came to mind. I created a spear from my palm, similar to how I drew a sword from the back of my hand. I gripped the tip of the spear, which protruded about a handspan from my right palm, with my left hand and pulled it out. The spear was long, pointed, and simple in shape. However, since I was enlarged, the spear's size was equally colossal.

    Because this spear was formed from my body, it was excellent for holding my aura. When I pushed my aura to its limit, the black spear glowed red. I leaned back, pushed off with my feet, and launched the spear, exploding all my muscles to their limit.

    Roar!

    The spear flew at supersonic speed, pushing the air aside as it passed. From the moment I prepared to throw the spear, angels had densely moved in front of the Ophan. The spear, heavily imbued with my aura, easily pierced through the angels. However, no matter how much aura it contained or how powerfully it was thrown, after piercing through over a hundred angels, the spear lost momentum, shattered, and fell to the ground. Even if it had hit, it was uncertain if it could have been dealt with in one blow, and with so many obstacles in the way, the spear couldn't possibly reach its target.

    The Ophan's rings began to realign. Soon, another beam of light would come. I turned my gaze backward. They were holding on well, but fatigue and injuries were accumulating. If I remained tied down, blocking the beams, the rear would collapse first.

    Using Ice Breath wouldn't reach. The same for Poison Mist. Firing small aura blasts would be blocked before they hit the Ophan, and throwing objects hadn't worked. Thinking of a solution, I simply changed my approach. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and a beam for a beam.

    I extracted all the life force from the angel corpses scattered around. Red particles of life force rose from all directions and entered my body. It's difficult to absorb life force from living beings at a distance because they try to protect it, but it's easy to absorb the remaining life force from dead flesh. The life force from a corpse is, of course, incomparably less than from a living being. However, with so many corpses, the amount that can be absorbed is vast. I gathered life force up to the expanded storage limit of my life force, which had increased several times over as I was reborn into a Dragonian body.

    And just before the Ophan's rings completely aligned, I converted the collected life force into aura and released it, extending both hands forward. An amount of energy comparable to when Helen unleashed vast energy using the gate in the past erupted from my hands. My body literally tore and split from the release of life force, exceeding my output limit. In the past, Helen's body had split and she died, but fortunately, I had a regeneration skill. I healed simultaneously as I split and tore.

    Red, electric-like sparks flew in all directions around the thick, red aura beam. Angels struck by the small sparks exploded and died. Just before my aura beam struck, the Ophan's rings aligned, and its beam was fired into mine. With a loud roar, the two energies collided. The beams split upon impact, scattering in all directions, and countless angels burned to death.

    However, its energy was far more concentrated and refined than mine, so it gradually pushed back against me. It wasn't for nothing that Gaff said it was as strong as a dragon.

    "Oppa, focus." Nayoung floated up with levitation magic and placed both hands next to my head from behind. Nayoung's mana control was far superior to mine. Nayoung connected to my mind, showing me how to control mana to help me compress my aura. With Nayoung's help, the thickness of the aura beam I had mindlessly released slowly decreased, and the sparks that had been flying everywhere were contained. As it became more concentrated, its power increased dozens of times, and it no longer yielded to the Ophan's beam.

    The Ophan also seemed to be running low on energy, as the angels around it fired their light into the Ophan, gathering it. Not to be outdone, I also absorbed the life force of dead angels to replenish my energy.

    "More... More..." The aura I was firing was initially a meter thick, but with Nayoung's help, it was gradually compressed to about 30 centimeters, reducing its area to a tenth while increasing its power dozens of times. The Ophan's beam split in all directions upon hitting my compressed aura beam.

    I gathered all the remaining aura in my body and poured it out, thrusting both hands forward as if striking a blow. My aura cleaved through the Ophan's rings.

    I stopped the aura release. There was a feeling of exhaustion from expending all my aura, but my life force was recovering in real-time. The Ophan, with its rings severed, crumbled like rusted iron hit by the ravages of time and fell to the ground.

    "Only 5 minutes left now."

    "We can stop it now!" Hong Long and Akiko cheered, seeing the Ophan fall. The collision between the Ophan and me had drastically reduced the number of angels, and with the Ophan gone, there was no reason we couldn't hold out longer.

    For some reason, no more angels were descending from the gate either... It was strange. The angels had stopped descending, and the remaining angels had stopped attacking us.

    All the angels bowed their heads reverently towards the gate. At their sight, our gazes turned to the sky. The being beyond the enormous gate. Its size was so immense that only a portion of its body was visible, even through a 100-meter gate.

    It slowly rolled its massive eyeballs, each over 20 meters in diameter, looking down at the situation below. Its eyeballs were so huge that the sound of them moving could be heard even from where we were. Next to the large eyes were countless smaller eyeballs. The densely packed wings behind them were only partially visible, making it impossible to gauge their full size. The main body was obscured by feathers and eyes, so its form was unknown.

    Gaff hadn't told me about Metatron's appearance, but I knew. That was Metatron.

    "That... it can't come down, right?" Sang-heon pointed upwards with his finger.

    "Probably." Since it was a demon's word, I wasn't entirely sure. I'd never been so overwhelmed when facing an enemy before. Could we really stop something like that if it came down? I felt more grateful than ever that Earth was protecting us.

    Everyone was speechless, watching, when Metatron moved a few of its gigantic wings and pushed their tips into the edge of the gate.

    Crackle!

    Its wings were burning away, but its eyes remained fixed on us, seemingly feeling no pain.

    "Hyung... It really can't come down, right?" Sang-heon's face twisted into a cry.

    "It said it couldn't fully unleash its true power if it came down." Indeed, its wings were burning away against the gate's barrier. I didn't know how much those wings affected its true form, but if it came down completely burnt like that, it certainly wouldn't be able to exert its full power.

    Just then, an angel approached Metatron's eyeball. It was an angel in silver armor, wielding a sword made of shimmering light. He approached the gate and raised his sword.

    "Wait..." I couldn't just keep watching. I gathered life force and unleashed aura. It was compressed aura, thanks to Nayoung's one-on-one tutelage.

    The aura passed through the gate and was fired at the angel who had raised his light sword. The angel looked down at my attack arrogantly. Then he slowly lowered his sword and easily received my aura blast, as if it were a child's prank.

    "Ugh...!" I fired for a long time until my life force was depleted and I had to stop. I couldn't fire again until I recovered. The bigger problem was that it had no effect.

    The angel raised its sword again and slashed the gate's barrier. The gate's barrier, weakened from blocking Metatron, couldn't stop the angel's sword. And before the slashed barrier could recover, the angel slipped through the crack.

    As if its purpose was fulfilled, Metatron retracted its wings. Half of its wings were burnt away, though.

    "To make my Father exert His power and for me, a Cherub, to descend. I cannot help but acknowledge your strength."

    "Cherub?"

    "I shall grant you, the lowly ones, the honor of knowing my name. Call this body Cherubim."

    "...Second Realm Angel."

    "Tsk... The demons called us that. To assign numbers so disrespectfully." We watched the surprisingly talkative and lighthearted Cherubim without letting our guard down.

    "Why are you so afraid? You fought so well until now. Have you given up?"

    "Never." I took a step forward.

    "Oh ho, fearless, are we? But your stiff neck displeases me. Kneel." Cherubim pressed down on us with an invisible force. Everyone flattened themselves on the ground as if hit by a giant hammer. Except for me. It was an attack similar to what Eres or Gaff had used. I braced myself, pushing against it with my knees.

    "Oh ho... You withstood that? Indeed, it's no wonder the lower ones couldn't stop it. Let's see you stop this too."

    Boom!

    The diffused power concentrated and pressed down on me. I couldn't withstand it and my body was crushed flat.

    "Gah..." My bones broke, and my armor peeled off. If it were physical force, 

    I could stop even a nuclear bomb-level attack, but this was an attack that was completely different from heat or shock. 

    Cherubim casually floated towards me, flattened on the ground.

  

    Cherubim calmly floated towards me, flattened on the ground by some unknown force. It moved smoothly, as if gliding, without even moving its wings.

    "How could lowly beings like you possibly withstand my power?" Cherubim slowly plunged the sword it held into my back. The sword met only slight resistance, easily digging into my body as if cutting through tofu.

    "Oh ho... You hold on well." I felt the pain of my internal organs and bones being severed. If not for my **Strong Spirit** skill, I would have already lost consciousness.

    "But you cannot stop me. The very fact that you, a being of a lower dimension, can perceive me, a higher-dimensional being, is only because we have permitted it. It is distasteful that insignificant and numerous beings like you, from the bottom-most dimension, dare to oppose us." Cherubim slowly moved the sword to my side, slicing my body. My spine was severed, and my internal organs were cut. However, I absorbed the surrounding life force and regenerated.

    "Huh... For a lower-dimensional life form, you are indeed quite remarkable." I was surprised by my regenerative ability.

    "Let's see how long you can survive." It pulled the sword out with a *thwack* and plunged it into my back again. And again. And again. And again.

    My regeneration slowly began to fail against the numerous wounds. I was losing too much blood, and my body felt weak.

    "Now, let's finish this." It slowly brought the sword to my temple. "Do not be sad. You shall become fertilizer for a new universe." The sword slowly pierced through the armor around my head, then split my skull. I could feel the creature's vile nature, drawing out the process when it could have finished me in one blow.

    None of my attacks worked on it, and I saw no way to resist. My armor, let alone my skull, wasn't supposed to be pierced that easily. Eres seemed to have trained me for this kind of situation, but my own dullness, unable to master it, made me sick to my stomach.

    I saw Nayoung, Sangheon, Hong Long, and Akiko lying unconscious. I had to get up. I couldn't fall here. If I died like this...

    The moment the sword pierced my skull and touched my brain, the world turned white. An endlessly stretching white space.

    
      

    

    *Am I finally dead this time?*

    As I looked around, a blue-haired woman appeared. I couldn't see her face, nor did I know who she was, but I felt a strange warmth from her.

    "Who are you?" The blue-haired woman silently waved her hand as if telling me to go back, and I was pushed out of the white space as if rebounding. Her face was obscured by light, so I couldn't see it clearly, but as I was flung out, I somehow felt as if she was telling me to *fight on*.

    
      

    

    **[Skill: Existence Elevation (EX) obtained.]**

    My consciousness returned, and my vision slowly came back

    "Hm?!" I felt that Cherubim's sword could no longer pierce my head. Fortunately, the sword had only pierced my skull and touched my brain. The force that had been pressing down and crushing my entire body was also gone. No, I still felt it, but it was nothing more than a light pressure.

    I grabbed the sword of light embedded in my head and pushed it out with force, extracting it. Then I pushed off the ground and stood up.

    "H-How?! You, a being of that dimension, are resisting my power?" The status window was usually unhelpful, so I didn't immediately know what a new skill meant. But this time, I felt the difference right away. I could now perceive beings of higher dimensions, not just my own.

    Just as an ant cannot defeat a lion, and a horse cannot fly, it is impossible for a lower-dimensional being to oppose a higher-dimensional one. It was natural that I hadn't been able to fight back until now.

    "I don't fully understand... but I know one thing. I can hit you now, right?" I clenched my left fist.

    Cherubim pulled out the sword from my right hand in surprise. The sword sliced through the armor on my palm as it was withdrawn. But that was all. It didn't cut through like tofu as it had before.

    I drew swords from the back of both my hands.

    "Phew... Let's take a hit first." It was time to return the favor.

    "Hah! You're arrogant just because you've stepped into the same dimension!" Its wings spread wide, and the aura of the surrounding angels was sucked into it. But it wasn't just giving a little power; it absorbed them until they were completely withered.

    "Horrible." But it was a blessing. It absorbed all the angels that would have gone to my still unconscious comrades, which actually eased my worry.

    Cherubim, having strengthened itself by absorbing its kin, doubled the size of its sword of light. And then it swung the sword, now as tall as itself, at me.

    
      

    

    **Whoosh!**

    I spat **Poison Mist** into Cherubim's face as it lunged in.

    "W-What?!" It flinched in surprise, its body twisting off balance.

    I lunged in, stabbing with both swords. Cherubim shrunk its massive sword, retrieved it, then enlarged it again, blocking both of my swords with its blade.

    "Hmph!" I once again spat a special cocktail of cold and blood onto its face. From experience, arrogant creatures like this reacted sensitively to such attacks.

    "You blasphemous wretch!" As expected, it recoiled in disgust, backing away, and I followed, swinging my swords. I swung my swords in quick succession, pursuing it.

    "You fiend!!!" Cherubim twisted in mid-air like Eres did in our spar, moving at an unpredictable direction and speed, getting behind me. As it said, for me, who had only just stepped into a higher dimension, such an attack was still too much. It used its mobility to avoid the cold and poison mist I spewed, came around to my blind spot, and swung its sword.

    Cherubim's sword aimed for my head. It was too late to dodge, so I raised my arm to block. Its sword pierced through my armor and embedded itself in my arm. The sword, powered up by the sacrificed angels, cut more than half of my arm, but it wasn't enough to completely sever it.

    
      

    

    "What?!"

    "So, it won't cut, huh?" If its attack was only this much, the situation was easy. I aimed for its heart with my right-hand sword.

    Cherubim pulled its sword out of my arm and flew into the air behind me. And taking advantage of the moment I retrieved my outstretched sword, it lunged in again. I didn't dodge Cherubim's sword; instead, I advanced.

    "What?!" Its eyes widened, and the sword pierced my stomach, but I continued to push forward, plunging both swords into its chest.

    "Kuaaah!!!" It swung its arm, pushing me away. As I was pushed back, I separated the swords from the back of my hands, leaving them embedded in its body.

    Cherubim grabbed the swords stuck in its chest with its hands and threw them to the ground.

    "You worm-like creature... You won't die easily!"

    "Is that meant for yourself?" I drew swords from the back of both my hands again.

    Its sword glowed again and lunged at me. Again, I didn't dodge, so it pulled its sword back and swung it horizontally. I blocked with my arm pressed against my body, but its full-powered blow cut half of my upper and lower arm, embedding the sword. Not to be outdone, I also plunged my sword into Cherubim's side.

    "Ugh!" No matter how freely Cherubim moved in a zigzag pattern and attacked, my swords continued to embed themselves in its body due to my counterattacks, which completely disregarded defense. Now, there was no time for it to pull them out, and Cherubim looked like a hedgehog.

    It endlessly absorbed angels, but no more angels were appearing, so the nearby angels had already disappeared, and it couldn't absorb any more, losing power. On the other hand, I still had energy in my body, and plenty left to absorb.

    The moment Cherubim, with trembling hands, tried to pull out the swords embedded in its belly, I charged again. I went in, intending to block its horizontal sword swing with my arm.

    
      

    

    **Boom!**

    "Keuk?!" A giant purple mass of mana exploded behind Cherubim. It couldn't cause major injury to Cherubim, but it was enough to break its concentration. Taking advantage of the opening, I plunged both swords into its side ribs.

    "Kuaaah!" I left the swords in its body, turned around, and grabbed its large wings.

    "Kuhaha! Let go! Let go!" It struggled, but it was only powerful because it was a higher-dimensional being. Now that we were on the same playing field, my strength was overwhelmingly superior.

    I pushed its back with my foot and pulled its wings.

    
      

    

    **Rip!**

    The flesh around its shoulder blades tore, and blood spurted. As its wings tore off, its screams grew louder.

    
      

    

    **Whoosh!**

    Its two wings were ripped from its back, and blood gushed out like a fountain. Cherubim knelt on the ground. Its wings must have been its source of power, as its body began to lose its light.

    "Don't die yet. Before you go, tell me. What did you gain by attacking us? The God of Destruction isn't your god, is it?"

    "Kuk... Why should I answer such a thing? When Father descends, you all are finished."

    "I'm tired of hearing about your Father. He can't come anyway, can he? Your wings seem to be your source of power, and you burned half of them getting out."

    
      

    

    "..."

    "Well, I didn't expect you to tell me that easily." Nayoung and the others approached. Sangheon was still unconscious, but fortunately, everyone else was safe.

    "Don't overdo it." I put my hand on Nayoung's shoulder. Nayoung's eyes were fierce as she looked at Cherubim, perhaps because of what she had endured.

    "Begone! You filthy witch who consorts with demons, dare not touch my body!" Cherubim squirmed like an insect. Each time, my swords embedded in its body dug deeper, and blood gushed out.

    Nayoung rummaged through Cherubim's head as if kneading an Angelus's brain. I had been worried, but perhaps because of its weakened state, or because its wings were gone, its mind broke more easily than expected. Reason disappeared from Cherubim's eyes, and all resistance ceased.

    "So, why did you attack Earth?"

    "Heaven... bought immunity from the **Administrators**. They promised that if we, as their mercenaries, cleared away obstacles, Heaven would be spared from the God of Destruction's attack."

    "Administrators?" That was the being the Succubus Queen had mentioned. The one even Eres didn't know the identity of.

    "Those who control the God of Destruction. They control the monster that wanders the universe without reason, devouring everything it sees—the God of Destruction. They decide which planets are devoured and which are not."

    "If the God of Destruction is such an anomalous being, why bother sending monsters in advance? Why not just devour everything?"

    "The God of Destruction cannot devour dimensions with the will to live. It only devours decaying dimensions, so the **Administrators** send forces to clean first. But your resistance was too strong, so we came."

    "Where are these **Administrators**?"

    "They live on the borders of dimensions. A place no one can reach. Since we failed, they will send a real army, not just expendable prisoners or mercenaries."

    "Tell them to come. I'll kill them all."

    "You don't know... what comes next..." It collapsed to the ground, dead, its eyes open. I had wanted to ask a few more things, but it had lost too much blood. In fact, it was strange that it had survived this long after what it endured.

    "Akiko! Where are you! Akiko! I've come to save you!" 

    Takahashi came running from a distance.

  

    "When did you abandon me, and now you come back... How can a human be so shameless?!" 

    Akiko's brow furrowed deeply, and her face flushed red.

    "Ah... No! I didn't abandon you! It was a strategic retreat..." 

    Takahashi made excuses, but it was clear he had abandoned Akiko to save himself. He had run away, and only returned now that the bomb hadn't exploded and all the angels were dead.

    "Don't come near me!" Takahashi glanced at Akiko, then nervously looked around. The magic circle, it's time apparently up, was gradually losing its light. Following Takahashi, the Self-Defense Forces and Japanese Hunters arrived late.

    
      Kuaaaaah!
    

    "What was that?" Takahashi looked around, bewildered by the unfamiliar sound. Turning his head towards the sound, he saw a glowing red core amidst the debris of the missile Japan had launched.

    "...They used a magic stone engine as a missile warhead."

    "Kanematsu~~~!!! Didn't you say it wouldn't explode?!" Takahashi yelled into his earpiece at someone, then ran away again, once more leaving Akiko behind.

    Akiko started, as if wondering what kind of human he was, then snapped back to reality and shouted at the Self-Defense Forces and Japanese Hunters. "Everyone, stay back! Retreat immediately!"

    They heard Akiko's words, but no one retreated.

    "The Prime Minister ordered us to retrieve the core." A hunter approached. His expression showed he wanted to run away with Takahashi, but he followed orders.

    "That? How?"

    "That's..." The Japanese hunters couldn't even approach due to the intense heat that made the air shimmer.

    I walked past the Japanese hunters and approached the missile's impact site. The metal mass that had been the missile and the surrounding ground were glowing red and melting. Despite that, the core continued to rise in temperature. The core retrieved from the submarine had been slightly larger than a basketball, but the one before me now was large enough for a person to enter.

    
      "Whooooosh!"
    

    I enlarged myself, exhaled cold air as I approached, and grabbed it with both hands. My hands burned as I grabbed the core, but I gripped tighter, absorbing its energy.

    "Damn it..." Some magic stones have abundant life force, while others have abundant mana, and this was the latter. I could only absorb a fraction of the life force from this core, and the mana within the core continued to react and rampage. I kept cooling it, but there was no guarantee it wouldn't explode. In fact, it had exploded even in the cold, deep sea in my previous life.

    Nayoung has Mana Drain, but the quantity is too vast, and she can't get close enough to withstand the heat like I can. I pondered what to do if this exploded. If I dug into the ground and covered my comrades with my body, they might not all die. But the newly arrived Self-Defense Force soldiers and hunters would all perish. I didn't want to ignore them just because they were soldiers from another country. What fault did the low-ranking soldiers or hunters have? I considered destroying it, but it might explode at that very moment.

    Seeing no viable solution, I looked around and a smile touched my lips as I gazed at the sky. A perfect trash can was open in the sky.

    "Going up!"

    Holding the core, which could explode at any moment, I pushed off the ground and flew into the sky. Sang-heon, understanding my intention, created footholds in the air for me. I stepped on a foothold and leaped high again. Akiko's Mithril spheres flew like bullets into the sky. I received them with the soles of my feet and used their force to propel myself even higher. For the last bit, I blasted aura from my feet, ascending further.

    And then, my eyes met Metatron's colossal eye, looking down at me.

    "I feel like I've received too much. This is a gift." I subtly pushed the magic stone engine core into the almost-closed gate. And then I plummeted to the ground. The gate closed completely before I reached the ground.

    I didn't know how effective such a bomb would be against a being like Metatron, but it felt good to get rid of it.

    
      Rumble!
    

    With a clap of thunder, the space where the gate had been warped.

    "...Was it that powerful?" I had thought I could stop it with my body, but that was arrogant. If that had exploded on the ground, perhaps neither my comrades nor I would have been safe.

    
      Aftermath and Political Fallout
    

    
      

    

    The World Hunter Association's reinforcements arrived, and the situation on the ground was quickly cleared. The angels near the gate were annihilated, and those who had escaped were hunted down and killed one by one through searches and civilian reports. With even the Cherubim eliminated, the World Hunter Association deemed the angels no longer a threat and finally declared the end of the angelic incident, a few months after it began.

    Now it was time for the post-war handling. Japan had to take responsibility for creating a magic circle that summoned angels hostile to humanity, and for doing so in an inhumane manner. Naturally, Prime Minister Saika refused, veins bulging in his neck.

    "My fellow citizens! We must not fall for foreign conspiracies! We are the victims! Victims! Is it right to demand reparations from victims?!"

    The Japanese public, who had long been masters of media control, believed Prime Minister Saika's words. They criticized the World Hunter Association and Korea. But only for a very short time.

    "Under Prime Minister Saika's direct orders, humans were sacrificed to create the magic circle. It was an accident caused by rushing the schedule."

    One of the researchers, sensing the ominous nature of the unfolding situation, escaped just before the magic circle activated and revealed Prime Minister Saika's atrocities in an interview. Not only were humans sacrificed, but even the former research director had been used as a sacrifice after his research failed.

    "The testifying researcher's words are true. We confirmed the magic circle and the bodies on site."

    Hunter Akiko bypassed the Japanese government's interference and gave an interview, testifying to what she had seen. I had wondered if Akiko might leave Japan, disgusted by Takahashi and Prime Minister Saika, but she remained, stating that she could not abandon her homeland.

    "That is correct. We have made a grave, irreversible mistake. Who would help a country that refuses to acknowledge its mistakes and only blames others? The world may seem vast, but in truth, it is very small. In a global crisis like this, we must help each other and live together."

    When Akiko, one of Japan's only two S-rank hunters and a popular figure, gave such an interview, viewership exploded.

    "Some say that Prime Minister Saika did it and they knew nothing, that they are not involved. Who elected that Prime Minister? Did you try to find out what actions he was taking?"

    Prime Minister Saika had incurred much resentment from neighboring countries with his radical and aggressive policies. I later learned that the magic stone engine I had blocked in the East Sea was also hastily experimented with under Prime Minister Saika's pressure.

    "You elected such a person as your representative and just stood by and watched. You only listened to easy information and words you wanted to hear, turning a blind eye to the facts. People of Japan. I love Japan. Please help me make our country one that everyone can be proud of."

    Akiko's heartfelt interview moved many. The Japanese ultranationalists didn't completely agree with Akiko's stance, but given the current situation, supporting Prime Minister Saika would not only lead to expulsion from the World Hunter Association but also make them an enemy of all nations. So, they sided with Akiko. Furthermore, what if Akiko became disgusted with Japan and went to another country? Especially since she seemed to like Korea, what if she went to Korea? If one of the two S-ranks left, that would be a power reduction of more than 50%. The moment one entered a gate, their home would become empty.

    The choice wasn't difficult. Saika was immediately dismissed as Prime Minister and referred to the International Criminal Court. The trial would take a long time, but given the nature of his crimes, he would likely never see the light of day again. Japan was charged immense costs for Korea's rescue efforts. And for a certain period, they accepted the condition of having the World Hunter Association control Japan's hunters. Since the Association took control of their hunters' information, location, and even command authority, Japan had virtually lost its hunter sovereignty. And this time, the Korean government and Korean hunters, who had achieved many merits, gained control over Japanese hunters.

    
      

    

    
      Behind The Scenes
    

    "Phew..." Director Baek Yeong-shin leaned back in his chair, having finished reviewing documents. Constantly suffering from headaches due to working excessively and sleeping only four hours a day, Director Baek Yeong-shin pressed his head with his hands while leaning back. This wouldn't alleviate his fatigue, but it was a habit he had developed from working non-stop.

    "Director, would you like more coffee?" Shin Sora, the Director's secretary for the Awakened Management Bureau, entered. She already knew the answer and carried a warm cup of coffee on a tray.

    "Thank you." Baek Yeong-shin took the coffee. It was the sweet instant coffee the Director liked.

    "Even if I tell you to rest, you won't, will you?"

    "There's too much work to do."

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk can easily handle most of it, can't he?"

    "It's best not to bother him with such trivial matters. He already carries so much on his shoulders. So, we each must do what we can." A significant portion of the documents on Director Baek Yeong-shin's desk, and the hundreds of emails he received daily, were related to Jisuk. Director Baek Yeong-shin intercepted everything from minor citizen complaints and malicious comments to large corporations trying to pick fights with Regen, pesky individuals trying to approach Lee Jisuk's mother, and government officials trying to exert pressure.

    "If you're like that, then I can't rest either," Secretary Shin Sora pouted. She said that, but Director Baek Yeong-shin knew best that she worked harder and with more responsibility than anyone.

    "Thank you, always."

    "Phew... Ah, and the matter you entrusted me with last time is finished."

    "You mean the Seo Gyeong-hyun case? It was handled well, I presume?" Seo Gyeong-hyun was a serial killer who used the Justice Sword. About a year and a half ago, Jisuk took Minwoo to Seo Gyeong-hyun's house, killed him, and exposed his atrocities.

    "The DNA from Hunter Jeong Minwoo's vomit found at the house was swapped with that of a hunter who died in a gate a few months ago." Minwoo's vomit had been left in the sink. Normally, DNA wouldn't be detectable from vomit, but by sheer luck—and unfortunately for Jeong Minwoo—it was detected, beating very low odds.

    "Well done. And the CCTV?"

    "We hired an external company to delete all of it."

    "You didn't leave any loose ends, did you?"

    "We went through several intermediaries for the request. They'll never know."

    "Hmm... That's another case closed."

    "Yes. Next is about Lee Jisuk's mother."

    "...What kind of people approached her this time?"

    "A man proposing business investment approached her."

    "Business? To the Regen CEO's mother?"

    "That's precisely why he approached her. Because he knows she has money."

    "So, what is it this time?"

    "He said he'd process magic stones and sell them as health-boosting items."

    "...Is he crazy? People without power would surely become addicted to mana. There won't be any health issues for her mother, will there?"

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk infused her with life force, so she looks like she's in her thirties now. Small, low-grade magic stones won't cause any health problems."

    "Have him arrested for violating the Gate Byproduct Management Act. Besides that, dig up everything on him and ensure he gets the maximum sentence."

    "Yes. Lastly, we preemptively found out that a newspaper was planning to publish an article about Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    "Aren't articles often published? Is there anything to worry about?"

    The article Director Baek Yeong-shin received was titled "Lee Jisuk's Promiscuous Relationships." It included photos of him dining closely with Choi Ye-seul, as well as with Bae Nayoung, and a picture of the Mexican hunter Adriana clinging to Lee Jisuk in tight clothing.

    "...Pressure the newspaper to immediately take down all articles by the reporter who wrote this."

    "All of them?"

    "We can't be caught putting pressure on them because of Hunter Lee Jisuk. Find flaws in the reporter's work unrelated to the article. That reporter must never write again. That's how we save that person's life." Director Baek Yeong-shin shivered, recalling the terrifying side of Hunter Bae Nayoung.

    "Yes, I'll handle it as instructed."

    "Thank you, always." 

    Shin Sora bowed and left. 

    Since Secretary Shin arrived, the workload had certainly decreased significantly. However, there was still a mountain of work to do. As Director, he couldn't just focus on matters related to Lee Jisuk. But now, it was time to relieve some stress.

  

    Director Baek Yeong-shin opened his browser to relieve his accumulated stress.

    "-HIKI561: Why does Lee Jisuk keep escalating things?

    -Irresponsible Pleasure: Right? How many times has our territory grown because of Lee Jisuk? Take responsibility. Take responsibility!

    -HUNTING101: An S-rank hunter should be able to clear all the gates in Korea alone, no? How hard can it be?

    -EUNMA: Goblins appeared on the mountain behind my mother's house. But Lee Jisuk is playing with his girlfriend. Is this even a country?"

    Director Baek Yeong-shin cracked his knuckles and neck, loosening up as he read the internet comments. Then he furiously typed replies.

    "-MR.WHITE: If not for Hunter Lee Jisuk, you'd all be dead. You're all talk. He's not escalating things; he's cleaning up the mess other hunters made. Check the news.

    -MR.WHITE: Lee Jisuk clearing gates? Fact: Before Lee Jisuk restored territories and cleared gates like crazy, there were far more gate accidents than now. See attached data.

    -MR.WHITE: If Hunter Lee Jisuk weren't here, Korea would be finished already. Who stopped the Tellus incident? How many gate breaks has he stopped? If you can't help, at least don't hinder him.

    -ADC247: Here comes another Lee Jisuk worshipper. Wouldn't this person faint if they actually saw Lee Jisuk?

    -MR.WHITE: I see Hunter Lee Jisuk often.

    -ADC247: Tsk tsk... Go get psychiatric help. You don't look well. Oh, I admit Lee Jisuk is amazing, so don't bite my head off."

    Director Baek Yeong-shin relieved his daily stress by engaging in furious keyboard battles with malicious commenters. Sometimes he'd lose an argument. When that happened, he'd save the conversation, track the IP address, and dig up dirt on them. No mercy was needed for malicious commenters.

    
      

    

    
      Peaceful Days and New Challenges
    

    
      

    

    I sat with Nayoung on the World Tree and watched the sunset.

    "Having been through so much, when life is this peaceful, I feel a little uneasy," Nayoung said, leaning against me.

    "Yeah. After the angel incident, Gaff disappeared without a word, and the Legion Commander didn't appear either. It's been about a month with nothing happening, huh?" I told Gaff to go, but I didn't expect him to leave so cleanly. Feeling uneasy, I told governments around the world to strengthen their vigilance against angels and demons.

    "Oh, Brother, is your new skill practice going well?"

    "Hmm. I guess it's because I'm not smart, but I couldn't move like Eres or Gaff. I'm just better suited to mindlessly smashing things. Ah, but I'm practicing to sharpen my senses for higher-dimensional beings while living with the World Tree."

    "You said you could touch the World Tree's spirit now, right?"

    "Yeah. But touching it gently, not for attack, requires more concentration. I'll have to ask Eres about the details when I see her later. You said you were researching other dimensions with Jae-in too, how's that going?"

    "It's stalled. Other dimensions were just theories for humans until now. Even the existing theories are all wrong, so we have to start from scratch. This is an even bigger shock than when mana first appeared in this world."

    "It's a relief that there aren't many of those guys."

    "True. If all monsters were higher-dimensional beings, we would have been finished already."

    Peaceful days continued, spent dating Nayoung and training.

    
      

    

    
      Unexpected Encounters
    

    
      

    

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk~"

    "Adriana! You again!" Nayoung bristled like a cat, blocking my way. Adriana's daily attempts to cling to me had made Nayoung quite sensitive.

    "What? Am I a ghost or something? Nayoung, I won't approach Jisuk anymore, so relax."

    "Really?"

    "Yeah, really. I came here today to ask for a favor." Adriana turned her gaze to me.

    "What favor?"

    "Could you train my kids for me~?"

    "My Mexican hunters?"

    "Yeah. These days, the American kids are pushing us too hard~ I tried hard to motivate them, but it seems it wasn't enough." Adriana sighed, resting her chin on her palm.

    "Train them harder than Adriana's training? The hunters won't be able to handle that." Adriana's training was already as harsh as what was given to convicted hunters.

    "But~ if we don't, we can't beat the American kids, can we?"

    The World Tree Academy had created a scoreboard to track training progress. The scoreboard displayed how much each country had raised their level each month. The World Tree Academy was a place where insane level-ups, impossible to achieve by just clearing gates, could be done in a short period, so they quantified it to stimulate competition among nations. There were minimal safety measures in place. If there were any fatalities, that country would not only come in last but also undergo a thorough investigation, so there hadn't been a single accident until now.

    I checked the scoreboard, and indeed, America was ranked first. By an overwhelming margin, too. Since leveling up gets harder the higher you go, they had tiered points. Gaining 1 level in the 1-10 level range gave 1 point, 1 level in the 11-20 range gave 2 points, and so on. The total points divided by the number of participating hunters went onto the scoreboard. And yet, even though only half of this month had passed, America's score was 6.12 points. That meant an average of 6 points per hunter. That's a huge growth, where a Level 1 hunter would become a Level 7, and a Level 11 would become a Level 14. And all in just two weeks.

    "The average is this high? The Korean team barely passed 3?"

    "It's incredible. Hunters from every country at the academy are grinding their teeth."

    "Hmm..." After hearing Adriana's words, I went to the American training ground among the basic training grounds assigned to each country.

    "Here... when did it become like this?" The basic training ground, which used to be just a dirt parade ground, now had several mobile buildings converted from containers. The latest equipment visible through the windows of the mobile buildings was even more impressive. Hunters, covered in electrodes, pushed weights to their limit or overexerted themselves until their hearts nearly burst. Just before they collapsed at their limit, emergency healers treated them and sent them back to training. Those sparring trained as intensely as in a real battle. If injured, standby healers were immediately mobilized. There were three or four supporters per hunter, including healers and trainers.

    "They brought their own facilities and a lot of people."

    "It's very well-organized."

    "Look over there, that's Peter, who's explosively growing right now." Adriana pointed to a blond American man in a training suit, navigating an obstacle course that looked straight out of an American TV show. He was tall, over 190 cm, and well-built.

    "His movements are fast, and his fighting spirit is good. His ability is... Storage?" Peter blocked a flying fireball with his palm, but instead of exploding, the flame was sucked into his hand. Then, when the next attack came, he extended his hand, and flames shot out, blasting the arrow away.

    "Hmm... That's about B-rank hunter level. I don't know if it's that impressive, though?"

    "He was D-rank level until last week."

    "...You're saying he gained 20 levels in two weeks?" Grades rise with levels, and levels rise through actual combat experience or extreme training. For a D-rank to become a B-rank in just two weeks was faster than when I regressed.

    "Not exactly 20. He went from late D-rank to early B-rank~ It's probably a little over 10 levels, right? But the scary thing is that his growth hasn't slowed down and he's improving every day." Hearing Adriana's words, I looked at Peter's training again.

    "If he keeps growing like that, he might even surpass Jisuk~" Adriana said.

    "It's good if they get stronger and do a lot of work. I want to rest too." This was sincere. If hunters grew and reduced my workload, I wanted to quit being a hunter and leisurely travel with Nayoung.

    "Hey! You there!" Peter pointed a finger at me, and I wondered if he was talking to me, so I looked back. "You there! What are you spying on?!" I turned my head back and saw Peter running towards me. "Spying on another country's training! Do you want to die?" It was common for hunters to be aggressive, but to act like this when I was at another country's training ground, he seemed to have anger issues.

    "Calm down. They're training in an open space anyway, so what's the problem?"

    "Aren't you trying to steal our information?!"

    "You! Watch your mouth! Do you know who this person is?!" Adriana blocked Peter's path.

    "Who are you?!" Peter pulled his fist back.

    "...Director Allen." At Allen's stern reprimand, Peter slowly lowered his fist. What a shame. I wanted to fix his anger issues.

    "Hunter Lee Jisuk, I apologize. He seems sensitive from excessive training." Allen, who was also an S-rank hunter, nodded slightly and apologized.

    "Well, it happens." I wasn't at the level to get angry at such things. To me, a B-rank hunter felt like a passing field mouse. I could crush them with one step, but I didn't because I felt pity.

    "Peter! Go back to training!" At Allen's scolding, Peter trudged off, still glaring at me and Adriana.

    "Just leave him... I apologize. Let's talk again later." Allen continued to shout as he followed Peter.

    Having seen all I needed, I left the American training ground with Adriana.

    "Jisuk, it's not just Peter. Charlie and Tyler from the same American team are also growing explosively fast, though not as much as Peter."

    "It's good for hunters to get stronger, no matter the country. They're a bit aggressive, but I can fix that if I get the chance later."

    "Then, you won't help with our training?"

    "I will. It's good for everyone to develop together, but I can't stand our Korean hunters falling behind. When I train our kids, I'll look after the Mexican hunters too, so send them over right away."

    I immediately gathered all the Korean hunters, and Adriana called together the Mexican hunters.

    "Take care of them, Jisuk." Adriana handed over the Mexican hunters to me and tried to leave.

    "Where are you going?"

    "Huh?"

    "You need to train too, don't you?"

    "Ho ho ho, Jisuk! I'm fine on my own~ Don't worry~"

    "B-rank, right? Still?"

    "...Yeah..."

    "Go over there and get in line." Adriana's face looked like she had a lot to say, but seeing my resolute expression, she bowed her head and went to stand in line.

    A total of about 200 hunters gathered. The New Awakened were undergoing basic training, so everyone here was at least E-rank. They all knew I had called them, but they didn't know why. If I looked closely, I could see familiar faces: the Oh brothers, Ye-seul, Jeong Jang-mi (Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter), and even Kwon Hee-cheol, rescued from North Korea. I met their eyes one by one and gave a light greeting.

    "What's going on? Hunter Lee Jisuk only showed his face at the beginning of the academy's establishment and hasn't participated in training recently, has he?"

    "Is he going to train us today? Can I get an autograph afterward?"

    As I stepped onto the podium, the chattering hunters fell silent.

    "I called you all urgently, and I thank you for coming." I paused briefly, receiving everyone's gaze.

    "I heard you're all training hard at the academy."

    "Yes!"

    "We're doing our best!"

    "It's too hard!"

    The answers were loud, but lighthearted responses also came from here and there.

    "You're all working hard with difficult training. The results will come with your effort, so keep up the good work."

    "Yes!"

    "However, the American hunters seem to be developing very quickly."

    "..."

    The chattering hunters fell silent.

  

    "It's a good thing when fellow hunters from other countries grow stronger. We're all hunters protecting Earth, so their growth truly pleases me. On the other hand, it's regrettable that we've fallen behind. If such a gap widens, can we ever recover later?"

    "No! We'll work harder!" the hunters shouted back.

    "Really? Can you give your best?"

    "Yes!"

    "I hear your resolve. From today onwards, I will help with your training."

    "Is this for real?"

    "Oh my god, training with an S-rank hunter!"

    "This is an opportunity money can't buy!"

    "Hunter Yang Sang-heon said he became A-rank after being trained by Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    Everyone couldn't hide their excitement.

    "I hope you all keep that passion for a long, long time." Sang-heon looked at the hunters with a sympathetic gaze from behind me.

    I pulled out a training instructor's hat and put it on.

    "Alright! Stand straight! Training starts now!" When I changed my demeanor and raised my voice, the hunters flinched in surprise. I didn't use any aura just now, but ever since I gained the body of a dragon, even my loud voice alone can make weak-hearted people's legs give out.

    "First, a light warm-up. From now on, you'll put on your combat packs and run the obstacle course. Today, no skills or special abilities will be used, only basic physical abilities. Begin!"

    "Begin!" The hunters responded energetically, grabbed their combat packs, adjusted to their individual weights, and ran off.

    "Hmm? Is it the same as before?"

    "Yeah, nothing special."

    I confirmed that all the hunters had started.

    "From now on, give it your all. For those who don't put in the effort, I'll personally inject them with spirit and motivation."

    "Spirit? Motivation?"

    "What is he talking about?"

    "Run instead of wondering!" The hunters' pace quickened.

    However, they weren't giving their all. Listening to their muscle movements, expressions, breathing, and heart rates, I could tell they were trying, but not pushing themselves to their physical limits. I ran to the back and kicked the hunter furthest behind.

    "Ugh!"

    "What?!" The hunter, sent flying by my kick, collided with other hunters like bowling pins and passed out. Seeing this, the hunters stopped in their tracks.

    "Who told you to stop?" I glared, and they all started running at full speed again.

    "Gasp... Gasp... Was it just a rumor that he did inhumane training on prisoners?!"

    "Since you know that, this will be quick. From now on, I plan to push you to your limits. Don't worry. As long as you don't die, you'll definitely get stronger."

    "As long as... we don't die?"

    "Run!!!"

    I moved my feet leisurely. Of course, it was leisurely by my standards, but to hunters who were at most B-rank, it must have felt as fast as an arrow.

    "Ugh!"

    "Kyaah! Mommy!" Various unique screams erupted.

    "You son of a bitch!" One hunter cursed. He seemed to have a lot of energy left, so I'd have to give that one extra training.

    The obstacle course involved climbing walls, ascending ropes, and crawling on the ground, with the entire course essentially a mud pit. This alone drained their stamina, but they also had to endure the pressure of carrying ridiculously heavy packs while an S-rank monster chased them from behind.

    "Under the World Tree's shade! Squeeze out every last drop! No one has died running here yet!"

    "Hnngh... Hmph... Hnngh... Today... I'll be the first... casualty..." The first straggler emerged. He collapsed, burying his face in the mud, unable to get up. The hunters looked at me with expectant eyes. One person collapsed, so he'll stop now, right? That naive hope was visible on their faces.

    "Who told you to stop? If one person collapses in a gate, do monsters wait for you?! Run!"

    "Damn it..."

    "F***... Just because he's an S-rank hunter."

    "I'm leaving his fan cafe when I get back."

    The hunters ran again, whimpering.

    In just about ten minutes, most of them had been kicked by me at least once. When I hit them, I adjusted my strength to deliver a blow close to the limit that the hunter could endure.

    "If you've recovered, get up instead of lying around! Monsters won't wait for you to rest!"

    "Who said they were happy Hunter Lee Jisuk was coming?!" The hunters' screams echoed everywhere.

    The training continued for three hours, pushing them beyond human limits. Even for a hunter, an all-out sprint is limited to a few tens of minutes, but they ran for three hours. No matter how hard I pushed them, it would have been impossible without the World Tree's shade. The World Tree healed the damaged hunters' bodies and even relieved their fatigue. However, the rate of exhaustion was faster than the rate of recovery, so everyone was completely drained.

    "Alright, now that you've had a light warm-up, we're moving on to the next course," I told the hunters sprawled on the ground like wet rags. Even if their injuries healed, they still had mental fatigue and reduced stamina.

    "No break...?"

    "Wh-What about food?"

    "You won't die from not eating for a day or two near the World Tree. If you don't move..." As I approached the hunters, they all scrambled to their feet.

    "See? You can move, can't you? Let's move to the cliff course."

    The cliff course awaited them: an artificial cliff angled beyond 90 degrees, at 120 degrees. Of course, a 40-meter high cliff isn't a big problem for a hunter. If they were barehanded, that is.

    All the hunters had weights attached to their wrists, ankles, and waists. These were also adjusted according to their level and ability.

    "Aaaaaah!!!" One hunter flailed his arms in the air and fell into the artificial lake at the bottom of the artificial cliff. A water column several meters high erupted. The impact of falling into the lake water was minimal, but it was hard to get out due to the weights. I had intentionally installed only very small holds (handholds) on the artificial cliff. Most were so small that only two fingers could be used, and some could only accommodate one finger. They had to support their body weight plus the added weights with these. The holds were also spaced far apart, so many sections required jumping to traverse. Hunters continued to fall like leaves from a winter tree.

    One hunter, whose weights were too heavy, gave up swimming and walked out of the shallow lake, holding his breath.

    "Come on, come on! Climb! Hunters who are late will have extra training tonight!" At the mention of extra training, the hunters scurried up the wall like cockroaches. Hunters, being adaptive creatures, quickly climbed with ease.

    "Alright, too easy, isn't it?"

    I grabbed a rubber ball the size of a fist from below. It wasn't a soft rubber ball, but one with a density similar to a hard tire, enough to break wood.

    
      Thwack!
    

    "Kuheck!" A hunter who had almost reached the top fell from the 40-meter cliff.

    
      Splash!
    

    An overwhelmingly large water column than before shot up from the lake.

    "Kuh... I'm dying... Gurgle gurgle..." I jumped into the lake. I grabbed the sinking hunter and pushed off the lakebed, bursting out of the water. The hunter, now out of the water, vomited.

    "I can't do it! I won't do it!" One hunter waiting to climb the cliff again saw the sight and shouted.

    "Oh? You're going to give up?"

    "...This isn't training, or anything. It's just torture." When I asked him, his tone became polite under my pressure, but his will to train was completely broken. The hunters behind him had the same look in their eyes.

    "If you do this, you will definitely get stronger. As long as I'm watching, you won't die. Other countries' hunters are getting stronger; don't you want to get stronger too? Can't you endure this much training for that?"

    "...I'm not as strong as Hunter Lee Jisuk."

    "Right. Our country is a free democracy. I have no right to force someone who doesn't want to do something." Hope finally surged in the hunters' eyes that the training might end. Since I was an S-rank hunter, they had been enduring the training, unable to speak even when in pain.

    "I'll quit too."

    "Me too." The hunters successively removed their weights and dropped them to the ground.

    "100 million won."

    "Huh?"

    "I'll give you 100 million won if you gain 1 point."

    "100 million won..." Even though the value of currency had dropped significantly, 100 million won was still a large sum of money.

    "Anyone who gains 10 points gets 1 billion won."

    "..."

    "Additionally, I'll give you the right to purchase Regen items at cost price." I had received the hunters' level information before the training.

    "..."

    Gulp. The sound of someone swallowing could be heard.

    "You know the scoreboard point system, right? If a Level 30 hunter gains 1 level, that's 3 points. So, how much is that?"

    "...300 million won?"

    "Exactly. Of course, our country is a democracy, so I can't force you to train..."

    "If you're not going to do it, move aside!" The hunter who had been the first to give up moments ago was now already hanging from the cliff with his weights on.

    "200 million! 200 million! 2 billion for 10 levels! An apartment in Seoul! An apartment!" He even hummed a song as he climbed the cliff, and that was the signal for all the hunters to cling to the cliff again.

    "Alright, that's all for today's training. Eating well and resting well is also part of training, so eat and rest well." Jisuk told the hunters sprawled on the ground like wet rags.

    
      

    

    "....Money... Do I need money? I've lived well without money, haven't I?"

    "You'll die before you get the money. What good is money if you're dead?"

    Even after Jisuk left, the hunters remained motionless on the ground. Jisuk had fairly drained every last drop of everyone's stamina, adjusted to their levels and abilities.

    "Still, isn't it good to get stronger?" Heechul lifted his arm while lying down and clenched his fist. He was originally tall and muscular, but in just one day, the veins in his arm muscles seemed even more prominent.

    "Exactly. They don't realize how lucky they are that Hunter Lee Jisuk is paying attention to them. Today's training was far more beneficial than clearing several gates. And there was no risk of dying." Jeong Jang-mi, who had recovered a bit, added to Heechul's words as she brushed herself off and stood up.

    Jeong Jang-mi, Hunter Jeong Min-gi's only daughter, was already wealthy, so she wasn't staying for the money. She had already overcome trauma and grown through Lee Jisuk's training once before. She wanted to train again and leap to the next level.

    "But..." Still, most of the hunters were skeptical. They had been swayed by the money and endured for one day, but could they really last two weeks?

    "If you don't want to do it, then don't. That just means I get to monopolize Hunter Lee Jisuk." Jang-mi, the Oh brothers, Ye-seul, and Heechul, who had experienced Jisuk's training, left the training ground first, and the rest of the hunters slowly trudged towards the cafeteria one by one.

    "I... I'll quit. I don't have the confidence. And I don't know why a mage needs this kind of training either." At the cafeteria, D-rank mage Han Byeong-hyun finished his meal on his tray and said.

    "Still, you leveled up today, didn't you? And your stamina stats increased?"

    "Hmm... That's true." Mana dwelling in the body naturally helps mages too. It goes without saying that increasing stamina makes it better to operate in gates.

    "Ah, Hunter Lee Jisuk always emphasized stamina, so he only did this on the first day. Starting tomorrow, we'll do skill training too." Ye-seul, who was listening, said.

    "Hmm. But it's still too hard. We don't have to rush like this, do we? We're young, we can do it slowly later." Other Korean hunters nodded in agreement. We're still young, do we really need to suffer this much? We can train slowly and clear gates, and our levels will still rise.

    "Ha! Korean hunters must have a lot of time on their hands, that's nice. We have to train intensely because we pay huge amounts of money to come here every month, but you guys are lucky to have one good hunter." Peter, an American hunter passing by, frowned at the Korean hunter's complaint.

    "These punks call themselves hunters... Tch."

    "Hey, Peter, watch your mouth, why don't you?" Tyler, another American hunter, grabbed Peter's shoulder.

    "What?"

    "What if he runs off and tells Hunter Lee Jisuk? Heheheh." And the two burst into laughter.

    "Those bastards..." 

    Han Byeong-hyun, who had complained the most, pulled his chair back and got up.

  

    E-rank mage Han Byeong-hyun, who had been complaining about the American hunters' taunts, started to rise.

    "Those guys are B-rank hunters," another hunter said.

    "Phew... I'll hold back for Hunter Lee Jisuk's sake." He settled back down into his seat, his body half-risen.

    Ding. Han Byeong-hyun's phone rang.

    "...It's been deposited?"

    "What is?"

    "I gained 1 level today, right? 100 million won came in. Look." He showed his phone to his colleagues. Then, text message notification sounds echoed from various phones.

    "Weren't they only supposed to pay us after two weeks of training?"

    "...Just a little more, no, maybe just one more day?"

    The training felt like gambling. Hunters, shouting "Just 100 million more, just 100 million more," threw themselves into the training.

    
      

    

    
      Escalated Training
    

    
      

    

    The next day, even with the promise of money, half of them were gone. It seemed it had been too tough.

    "Those who wanted to leave have left, and only those with resolve remain, so I can raise the difficulty a bit, right?" The hunters' faces turned pale.

    "This morning, we'll run the obstacle course again. You can use your abilities or skills, and you can move as a team. It's a first-come, first-served race for 10 laps. The last half to finish will get 10 more laps."

    "Let's go!" Hunters, carrying weapons and with weights attached to their bodies, rushed out.

    "From now on, there will be interference, just like yesterday, so block it, dodge it, or counterattack as you see fit." Sangheon appeared holding a rifle.

    "Everyone! I really didn't want to shoot!"

    
      Tatattattang!!!!
    

    Despite his words, Sangheon looked a little amused. Still, he didn't completely lose himself and only fired at targets that wouldn't die if hit. All hunters wore protective gear, so they wouldn't die from rifle bullets, but the impact hitting their armor and bullets penetrating the gaps in their armor would undoubtedly be painful. For B-rank hunters who were mostly unharmed by rifle fire, or conversely, E-rank hunters who took heavy damage, I controlled my strength and threw rubber balls or kicked them to match their abilities.

    Jeong Jang-mi, who had been D-rank when I last saw her, was early C-rank before entering the academy. With the academy training, she reached Level 35 and would become B-rank with just one more level. Jang-mi used acceleration magic and skillfully dodged my and Sangheon's attacks with nimble movements. Moreover, it seemed she had learned a shield skill; the thin shield spread across her body protected her like armor. Its power was stronger than I expected, forcing me to throw the rubber balls harder and harder.

    For Heechul, who was a minor, both Sangheon and I attacked a little more gently, but he dodged so well with movements that seemed born from the wild, that we eventually attacked him in the same way as everyone else.

    "Hide behind me! Shield!" The Oh brothers hid behind Ye-seul's shield and slowly advanced.

    "Switch!" When the shield wore down, Hyeong-bin would step forward and block attacks with his shield. With so many people, Sangheon also had to alternate shooting at the hunters, creating openings.

    "Now! Charge!" Seeing Hyeong-bin's group moving as a team, other hunters followed suit. This automatically improved teamwork and camaraderie.

    In the morning, they did obstacle training, and in the afternoon, they entered gates. I assigned instructors to them to clear one gate per day that matched their current level. Normally, this would be a hellish schedule that they couldn't endure due to fatigue, but we handled all the reporting and byproduct processing after gate clearance for them. And upon returning to the World Tree Academy dorms, a good rest completely eliminated physical fatigue. Mental fatigue was wiped away by the financial therapy deposited into their bank accounts daily and the unlimited buffet prepared by dozens of professional chefs.

    The training results were outstanding. One hunter, who had been there for over a month and only gained 1 level, gained 5 levels in just one week.

    However,

    "Is that even possible?!" Jeong Jang-mi shrieked after checking the American team's level-up score. While Jeong Jang-mi had risen 5 levels and was now among the top-tier of Korean hunters who entered this batch of the academy, Peter from the American team gained 20 levels in the same period and was now A-rank.

    "We worked so hard! And they gained even more than that? No, how can they gain 10 levels?! Ten levels?!"

    "Those idiots. They get that prime spot for free and that's all they can do?" Peter, looking at the scoreboard, spoke loudly enough for the Korean hunters next to him to hear, even though he knew they were there. Many hunters were dissatisfied that Korea, as the nation with the World Tree, got closer spots to it.

    However, it wasn't that the Korean hunters lacked skill or didn't try. Hunters from countries ranked 3rd and below had much lower scores than Korea.

    "We're rolling in the mud, and you're just relying on your equipment, aren't you? You look underdeveloped, and your words are even more so." Jeong Jang-mi, annoyed by what she heard, retorted.

    Peter actually had an inferiority complex about his education and appearance.

    "You b****!" Peter suddenly lunged, throwing a punch. Jang-mi had only intended to lightly provoke him, but seeing his over-the-top reaction, she twisted her body in surprise to easily dodge and then punched Peter in the face. Peter raised his palm to block Jang-mi's incoming fist.

    Jang-mi smiled at that. He clearly didn't know about her ability to use magic at close range with her bare hands. Flames burst from Peter's palm. Jang-mi had minimized the power since it was against a person, but she thought he'd be surprised if flames exploded near his face.

    However, the flames were sucked into Peter's hand before they even touched his face. Peter's fist plunged into Jeong Jang-mi's stomach. And flames erupted from Jeong Jang-mi's stomach where she was hit.

    
      Wham!
    

    With two impacts, from the punch and the magic, Jeong Jang-mi was sent flying backward and slammed into the wall.

    "Noona! This b******!" Heechul, who had been watching from the side, rushed forward, and that was the signal for the Korean and American hunters to become completely entangled.

    
      

    

    
      Escalating Tensions
    

    
      

    

    "Hahaha, hunters might fight during training, you know." Jisuk chuckled, but his eyes and mouth weren't smiling at all. The Korean hunters, standing in a line with bowed heads, thought they were dead now.

    "No. It seems my teaching was insufficient. You brats! I told you not to bully weak people! Are you still worthy of being great American citizens?!" S-rank hunter Allen Huntman, who came as an American trainer, shouted at the American hunters standing at attention. Apparently, this wasn't the first time. The American hunters had been picking fights everywhere, and other foreign hunters who were hit had kept it quiet due to wounded pride. And Peter was always at the center of it.

    "...Hahahaha, I guess so. It's unethical for an A-rank hunter to beat up a B-rank hunter, isn't it? Perhaps it's because America was founded by beating up natives that enjoy playing unfair games?"

    "...It's a bad habit to talk about things you don't know much about, isn't it? And do you think it's okay for levels to rise like that? While Peter became A-rank, that hunter only became B-rank. Perhaps it's a lack of talent?"

    "Numbers aren't the only important thing, are they? Our kids are strong in actual combat."

    "Well, getting beaten up like that... Oh, excuse me, getting pummeled..."

    "Isn't that the same thing? Hahahaha."

    "Hahahaha, is it?" Aura crackled between the two of them.

    "Jang-mi!" Hunter Jeong Min-gi burst through the door as if to break it down. "Oh my goodness, your face is a mess!" Hunter Jeong Min-gi grabbed Jeong Jang-mi's face with both hands and turned it this way and that. Since she had been under the World Tree's shade, there wasn't a single injury left.

    "Dad! Let go!" Jang-mi tried to shake him off, but her dad was an S-rank hunter.

    "...Who did this?" Hunter Jeong Min-gi exuded killing intent. No one spoke, but the focus of everyone's gaze on Peter was unavoidable. Hunter Jeong Min-gi placed his hand on his sword sheath and drew his sword.

    "Aww~ Adults shouldn't meddle in kids' fights, should they~?" S-rank hunter Amy from America, who had been quietly watching from behind, grabbed Hunter Jeong Min-gi's sword with the tips of her thumb and forefinger. She was usually slow in movement and speech, but in combat mode, she used electricity for attacks and boosted her physical abilities. Amy had just moved like lightning, and electricity crackled where she had moved, blackening the floor.

    Peter saw the S-rank hunter's attack stopped right in front of him, but instead of being scared, he gritted his teeth, showing his belligerence.

    "He only meant to scare you, but you reacted too strongly." Jisuk pushed himself between Jeong Min-gi's sword and Amy, separating the two.

    "Ah~ So that's what it was~" Amy feigned innocence and retreated again. She wasn't there as a director, but had stopped by while passing through on a request from the World Hunter Association nearby.

    "If we end it like this, there'll just be lingering resentment between us. How about we have a match and settle it cleanly?" Jisuk suggested.

    "Well, we could fight among ourselves, but should adults really get involved in a kids' fight?" Allen said.

    "Oh, are you scared?"

    "Watch your words..." Allen gritted his teeth.

    "Oh, sorry. Fine. Let the kids fight. How about a 5-on-5 match a month from now?"

    "Agreed. However, if we win, we'll take Korea's spot."

    "If you're so dissatisfied with your spot, how about making it a national tournament where the spots are on the line?"

    "Excellent." He had a look that clearly stated he expected to win anyway.

    "Regardless of the outcome, let's use this as an opportunity to build bonds between nations."

    "Of course. We're all working for Earth, so there shouldn't be any lingering resentment between us." Jisuk and Allen smiled with grim faces and shook hands.

    "Ugh..." Jisuk's tight grip made Allen's face flush red and blue, but his pride kept him from crying out as he bit his lip.

    "Oh, I apologize. I didn't realize you had such little hand strength. Well then, I'll see you at the match."

    
      

    

    
      The Challenge
    

    
      

    

    The match, set for the last day of April, was to select participants from the hunters who had entered the academy in March. There was no point in having an academy match if they brought in their best hunters from their home countries. After intense discussion, the total level limit was set at 175. However, the level was their entry level, not their current level. This meant that leveling up as much as possible this month would give them an advantage in the match.

    "It's okay to fight. Their blood is boiling, and no one died, so fighting isn't bad." The hunters stood with their hands clasped behind their backs, heads bowed.

    "But you know..." Jisuk sighed. "...Losing isn't an option, is it?"

    Even though he stood still, the hunters felt their breathing constrict and the sky pressing down on them. Jisuk was unconsciously using Eres's technique.

    "I trained them, gave them items, and the country gave them a prime spot... and they lost." Jeong Jang-mi's sweat trickled down her face. This had happened because she couldn't control her temper. But wasn't that guy reacting too easily? Was he crazy? All sorts of thoughts ran through her mind. Jeong Jang-mi usually picked fights with anyone, but she knew how Jisuk had handled her before and how he had pushed them for the past two weeks, so she dared not rebel.

    "This is all my fault." Jisuk closed his eyes and raised his head.

    "No, it's not!"

    "It's our fault!"

    "We're sorry!" The hunters raised their heads and shouted loudly from various places.

    "No, no, it's my fault. I should have pushed you harder. I was too gentle."

    "Huh?"

    "I think the American hunter hit me too hard just now. I heard him say I was too gentle."

    "I heard that too, is it a mass hallucination?"

    "Starting today, no sleeping. They're relying on their equipment? We'll rely on equipment and add perseverance. Training will continue through the night until new training facilities arrive. Everyone, put on your items and gather within 2 minutes. Begin."

    "Begin!" 

    The hunters' faces fell. But, fearing Jisuk, they scurried to their dorms like frightened birds.

  

    I entrusted Sangheon with the training and headed to the research lab near the World Tree to commission the production of training equipment.

    "Jaein."

    "Chairman." Jaein looked at me with an anxious gaze.

    "...Why are you looking at me like that?"

    "Because you've come to me in the dead of night. What do you want?"

    "Ahem. Even if I am the chairman, that kind of attitude..."

    "Then I'll quit..." Jaein started to pull out a resignation letter from his pocket, but I grabbed his wrist to stop him.

    "It's because we're close, right? We're friends, aren't we? Should we just drop the formalities now?"

    "...No, thank you. But what is it?" Jaein put his resignation letter back in his pocket.

    "Please make some training equipment for me."

    "Training equipment?" I explained the terms of the bet to Jaein.

    "Those damn Americans..."

    "Yes?"

    "I've always been annoyed with those Americans, always swinging Korea around just because they have the core technology."

    "Oh, really?" I hadn't known since I left the technology development completely to Jaein.

    "They said if we didn't build a factory in America because they held the core technology, they'd impose huge taxes. So we're building an American factory, crying all the way."

    I didn't know this either.

    "Falling behind those guys in technology? Not on my watch. You said you'd be personally leading the training, right?"

    "Yes."

    "So, you can save them as long as it's not instant death?"

    "...Right?" Jaein swept everything off his desk, sending items clattering to the floor. The entire desk was a touch screen. He pulled up a design program and started sketching frantically.

    "Research team! Stop everything you're doing and design training facilities!"

    "Huh?! Director, if we don't meet this deadline, we'll have to pay a penalty!"

    "Pay the money! The Chairman has plenty of money!"

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

    "Chairman, are you going to lose to those Americans?" Jaein glared at me with wide eyes.

    "Oh?! Is this a fight with America?! Let's go!" The researchers flocked around, watching Jaein's furious sketching.

    "Then, I'll leave it to you." Madness gleamed in the eyes of Jaein and the researchers, who didn't even reply to me.

    No matter how much levels or stats increase, it's meaningless if you can't perform to your full potential. So, while the training equipment was being prepared, I ran gates, combining it with practical combat training. And since this match would be against humans, I chose Lizardmen, humanoid monsters of similar size, as opponents.

    "Except for Jeong Jang-mi, the other four will handle the small fry, and Jang-mi will fight the Lizardman Lord one-on-one."

    "What?"

    "...Just me? Isn't Lord B-rank?"

    "You'll be B-rank soon too, right? Teamwork is important in a team battle, but if individual ability falls short, teamwork means nothing. And your physical abilities, skills, and mana pool are already B-rank or higher."

    "Hehehehe..." Jang-mi giggled at the compliment.

    "But! Your experience in using them is severely lacking. You need a lot of these harsh battles to improve your skills. If you can't do it, I'll replace you. Leave Peter to someone else."

    "I'll do it!"

    "Go!" The group rushed into the Lizardman horde.

    Jeong Jang-mi used acceleration magic to speed up, leaping over the Lizardman horde in front of her. Then she flew straight towards the Lord. The Lizardman Lord's green eyes glared coldly at Jeong Jang-mi. The Lizardman Lord also leaped towards the incoming Jeong Jang-mi. The strongest monster Jang-mi had faced until now was C-rank, and even that was with the cooperation of other hunters, so the Lord's movements felt incredibly fast.

    Jeong Jang-mi punched the incoming Lord, and flames erupted from her fist. The Lizardman Lord, who had reached close range, swung his sword down at the magical flames. Jang-mi's flames collided with the mana-infused sword, scattering everywhere and creating a storm.

    "Kyaak!" The storm pushed the Lord back, but the recoil from her hastily cast magic also pushed her back, sending her tumbling to the ground.

    "Ow..." As she rolled on the ground in pain, the Lizardman Lord thrust his sword forward. She rolled forward on the stone floor, got to her feet, and plunged into the Lord's embrace. She then shot flames at his side again and quickly pulled back.

    Boom!

    Since it was an armored area, Jang-mi's flames only infuriated the Lizardman Lord and caused little damage. The Lizardman Lord thrust his sword at Jeong Jang-mi as she retreated. At the same time, Jeong Jang-mi gathered all her strength and unleashed a torrent of flames at the Lizardman's face with her right hand.

    Thud!

    "Ugh..." As her shoulder was pierced, the Lizardman Lord was sent flying backward. His face seemed to be burning in agony, but he wasn't finished yet. Unable to see due to the injury to his eyes, the Lizardman Lord swung his sword wildly. Jang-mi dodged his sword and approached him again. She punched him in the unarmored face, unleashing a Fireball at close range. The Lizardman Lord fell backward first, and an exhausted Jeong Jang-mi also collapsed backward. Blood streamed from her shoulder.

    "Only one done. If you do this about a hundred more times, you'll get the hang of it, right?" I casually threw a lump of vitality, healing Jang-mi's wound.

    "Argh...demon..." Jeong Jang-mi lost consciousness.

    As soon as we exited one gate, we immediately entered the next. I handled the physical aspects, and Nayoung used Mind Cleansing on the five main participants to manage their mental fatigue.

    "Sister Nayoung, you should make a business out of this! Hunters would pay any price for this! It's unbelievably refreshing." Jang-mi was the first to receive the cleansing and had a look on her face as if she could fly.

    Aside from the friendly match, Adriana also received special training. Mexican hunters needed to develop further too.

    "Nayoung, you're not going to do anything weird, are you?" As Nayoung reached for her head, Adriana asked anxiously, subtly backing away.

    "Weird, you say? Putting some common sense into him about not touching other people's men? Or not dressing like a bar girl?"

    "Jisuk!! Nayoung is tormenting me!"

    "Nayoung is just joking. Right, Nayoung?"

    "..."

    "Nayoung?"

    "See! I told you she's crazy!"

    "I won't, I won't. It's a joke." She wouldn't actually do it, but for a moment, I saw a look of contemplation on her face.

    "Alright, it's finished!" Jaein called, and when I arrived, there was a gigantic cylindrical structure. The cylinder, lying on the ground, was massive: 50 meters long and 20 meters in diameter.

    "You... made this in a week?"

    "I modified something that was made for another project." It was clear they had poured an enormous amount of money into it again. In a world with various awakened individuals and hunters, it wasn't difficult to shorten construction time if you had enough money.

    "But what is this?"

    "It's an Extreme Situation Generator!"

    "That doesn't explain much, does it?"

    "It's faster to see it in person than to explain. Put these earpieces in and go inside." I put on the in-ear monitors Jaein gave me and entered the door at the end of the cylindrical structure. Inside the cylinder, rough rocks and sharp metal pieces were densely packed on the floor, walls, and even the ceiling.

    "Have a good time." Jaein's eyes gleamed as he closed the door.

    "What the..." The cylinder I was standing in began to rotate.

    "Huh?" I started walking slowly inside the rotating cylinder, like a squirrel on a wheel, and the speed increased. Not only the section I was in, but also the other connected cylinders rotated in different directions and speeds. Obstacles constantly approached in the high-speed rotating cylinder, so I had to keep moving. There was no good place to dodge, and if I jumped to an adjacent cylinder to avoid an obstacle, the change in speed and direction made it easy to lose my balance.

    "Oh, interesting."

    [How is it?]

    "It's fun. But it's a bit easy, isn't it?"

    [That's just Phase 1. Moving on to Phase 2.]

    As Jaein finished speaking, a round rock fell from above the cylinder. When I dodged the rock, a rain of arrows poured from the ceiling, and flames engulfed me. The fallen objects rolled around, becoming additional obstacles.

    "Ohh. It feels like I'm at an amusement park." I lightly dodged while enjoying the various traps.

    [It might be easy for you, Chairman, but it won't be so easy for the academy hunters. And that's not all. Now, we're going to Phase 3!]

    The door I entered opened, and Hong Long walked in.

    "Hong Long is Phase 3?"

    "I was asked to." Hong Long walked in slowly, and the traps didn't fall on him. Of course, he still had to avoid obstacles, but it seemed this wasn't his first time, as he approached me with light steps.

    "Since we're doing this, should we do it properly?" I got into position and engaged Hong Long. I could have overwhelmed Hong Long with strength or speed, but I wanted to learn his Tai Chi, so I matched his speed as we fought. Hong Long also seemed to be enjoying the practice.

    "How is it?!"

    "You made it well. But won't this be too dangerous for the kids?"

    "You'll have to heal them, Chairman!" Jaein looked at me as if I was stating the obvious. "Assuming you periodically sprinkle vitality, I've packed mana stones densely into the inner walls. Exposure to the mana from the mana stones will accelerate their development."

    "If that's the case, why don't they just grind up mana stones and eat them?"

    "There's a difference between dropping one drop of poison and dropping a bucket. They'd die instantly, and you wouldn't even have time to heal them with vitality. It's because you're here that I installed this many mana stones. With this level of exposure, even hunters could die from just the World Tree's vitality alone."

    "Ah, you know that well?"

    "I've done animal experiments in the World Tree. Most died instantly, and some even transformed into ferocious monsters. Using the right amount is medicine, but too much is a potent poison, even for hunters."

    "Hmm..."

    "Kyaah! Mommy!" Jeong Jang-mi screamed, fleeing from Hong Long, who was chasing her.

    Chang-hee accurately sniped Hong Long while moving. But Hong Long caught the incoming bullet with the back of his hand, smoothly flipped his wrist, and sent it right back to Chang-hee.

    Thwack!

    Chang-hee, hit by his own bullet, twitched in unconsciousness and rolled around on the spinning cylindrical floor.

    "Ugh!" Jang-mi, who had been fleeing, turned around and spit flames at Hong Long, who was right behind her. Hong Long lowered his stance almost to the ground and elbowed Jeong Jang-mi in the side.

    While Jang-mi was getting thoroughly beaten, I handled the other three. As I lunged towards Ye-seul, who was healing Jang-mi, Jin-woo sent his bear summon at me.

    "How can they not notice how similar this is?" Hyeong-bin still didn't realize that he was the model for this. I kicked the bear's summon, causing it to burst. I aimed a side kick at the fleeing Ye-seul, but Hyeong-bin blocked my path.

    "Argh!" His wrist, holding the shield, broke from my kick. Behind him, Ye-seul busily healed her teammates and cast shields. She seemed dizzy from constantly moving and overusing her skills.

    Even in gates, after defeating a group of monsters, they could rest a bit while moving. However, Jaein's Extreme Situation Generator offered no rest, providing constant extreme situations, making it excellent training. I struck Hyeong-bin as if I were hammering iron, hoping everyone would grow stronger.

    The training's effect was outstanding. The five participants grew more in a few hours than they would have by clearing dozens of gates. Of course, their experience with monsters would have to be gained separately later.

    "Good work. You'll start first tomorrow morning, so get plenty of rest." The five individuals sprawled on the floor didn't move even at my words.

    "Well, you can rest there. Next group." Although only five would participate in this match, there also needed to be substitutes, and the main goal was to train all the hunters anyway, so I trained everyone. The next group, having watched the training of the initial five on monitors from outside, opened the door and entered with expressions like cattle being led to a slaughterhouse.

  

    Screams echoed from what the hunters called the "washing machine"—the Extreme Situation Generator.

    "Kyaaaah!"

    "Mommy!"

    "I don't want to be a hunter anymore!"

    "I'm sorry!"

    The sounds emanating from the monitor made the next group of hunters tremble.

    "Hunters with poor performance will enter the washing machine! Improve your skills yourselves! If you don't, I'll improve them for you!" Since I couldn't use psychological attacks like I did on criminals, I used a mix of carrots and sticks to ignite their passion for training. Now, they pushed themselves to their limits without me having to kick them or throw balls.

    Jeong Jang-mi, a battle mage who combined hand-to-hand combat with magic, had much to learn from Hong Long. So, even after coming out of the washing machine, she received one-on-one lessons. Jisuk fought with brute force, so Hong Long was much better for learning techniques. Jang-mi's father, Hunter Jeong Min-gi, primarily used a sword and was too lenient with his daughter to train her effectively. That's why he had sent her to Jisuk before.

    "Jang-mi. Your fists aren't your only weapons. Use your whole body. Your elbows, knees, shoulders, back—any part of the human body can be a weapon."

    "That's... easier said than done!" For Jang-mi, who had only ever cast magic with her hands, Hong Long's words were harder to grasp than being told to use chopsticks with her feet.

    "Attacking only in a straight line like that is too easy to dodge. Vary it, and be fluid." Hong Long spoke calmly, demonstrating the stance. Jang-mi was preoccupied with dodging Hong Long's fluid, water-like consecutive attacks. Hong Long's words were gentle, but his fists were not. He knew Jang-mi's shield was sturdy and that there were healers and Jisuk backing her up, so Hong Long pounded Jang-mi like a chef tenderizing meat.

    As Hong Long rushed her, Jang-mi stretched out both hands, trying to unleash flames. Before the flames erupted, Hong Long lightly pushed Jang-mi's arm up with one hand. The hand that pushed her arm then aimed for Jang-mi's face. Knowing Hong Long's relentless hand speed, she knew her nose would break even with the shield before she was hit. Hong Long's consideration, attacking at the opponent's speed on purpose, ironically made her wish she had just been hit without knowing.

    
      My face? Isn't that too much? I'm a woman in my twenties!
    

    "No!" With Jang-mi's shout, fire burst from her entire body. Hong Long took a step back.

    "That's it. Get rid of the preconceived notion that mana only comes from your hands."

    "Hunter Hong Long! Thank you!" Jang-mi looked down at her body, where fire was erupting, as if it were a marvel. And as the fire gradually disappeared, she discovered her naked body, her clothes completely burned away.

    "Kyaaah!" Jang-mi covered herself and sat down. Since she wasn't wearing armor, the fire had burned all her clothes. Of course, even if she had been wearing armor, it might have been completely destroyed.

    "Ahem." Hong Long closed his eyes and turned his head, handing her clothes.

    "Good work. The five who reached A-rank will participate in the position battle." With a week left until the match, fortunately, the main five participants barely reached A-rank. Ye-seul and Chang-hee were already close, and I was going to replace Hyeong-bin and Jin-woo if they couldn't keep up, but with strong teamwork and enthusiasm, all of them, including Jang-mi, reached Level 41.

    Apart from the match, I was pleased to see the results of the World Tree Academy. Training hunters diligently like this brings us one step closer to protecting the world.

    "Good. At least the minimum conditions are met. Now, go get your items." Through her training with Hong Long, Jang-mi could now shoot magic from not only her hands but various parts of her body. After burning dozens of sets of clothes, Jeong Jang-mi realized that clothes were a hindrance. She now wore Mithril armor with many exposed areas and had magic-enhancing items on her wrists and ankles. Dressed like this, the power of her shields also increased.

    "Ooh! It's super cool!"

    "Ah... No! A woman who isn't even married yet!" Jang-mi was happy. But Jeong Min-gi saw the revealing armor and blocked Jang-mi's front.

    "Dad, then can I wear this after I get married?"

    "What?! Married? To whom?!"

    "Alright, let the father and daughter sort that out. The rest of you, go get your items." Everyone received new items. Their attack and defense power had increased by one stage.

    "This... Isn't it expensive? We don't have money..." Hyeong-bin touched the item and said. It was the highest-grade item an A-rank hunter could use. Its price was so exorbitant that it could make this group choke.

    "For now, I'll consider it a loan, so use it to your heart's content. But if you lose..."

    "We'll do our best!"

    "The first match is in three days. Everyone, take time to adjust to your new weapons. And the starting five aren't fixed. If there's a hunter who shows better skill, they can be replaced at any time, so don't let your guard down."

    For three days, there were no changes in the starting five, and finally, the opening ceremony was held. Initially, they planned to hold the position battle quietly, but due to concerns that emotions would run high if the fight became too intense, the idea of treating it like a sport was accepted. The thought was that if hunters viewed it as a sport, it would prevent excessive fervor. That's how the World Tree League was created.

    Eight countries participated: Korea, the United States, the United Kingdom, India, Italy, France, Germany, and Canada. China and Japan were in situations where they couldn't spare people internally, so they sent fewer hunters to the academy. They decided to withdraw, judging that they had no chance of winning. Mexico abstained due to their shallow hunter pool. Besides these, no other country had a deep hunter pool.

    "Hunters from each country, please do your best to showcase the results of your training. And let the World Tree League be an opportunity to solidify bonds between hunters from each country, working together to build the strength to overcome future crises." Director Baek Yeong-shin concluded the opening speech.

    [Alright, the first match is about to begin! Korea versus Germany! I'll explain the rules!] The screen changed as the game caster spoke.

    [The game is simple. Destroying a 1-meter orb in the enemy base wins you the match. This is a specially made item that will be destroyed if it takes a certain amount of damage, a certain number of times.] A 1-meter spherical orb appeared on the screen. It was an orb made by Jae-in.

    [In other words, no matter how strong the impact, it won't break in one go.]

    [So, if an S-rank hunter, for example, Hunter Lee Jisuk, hits it, it won't break?] the co-caster asked.

    [Well, I guess not? Maybe we could create a game later to see if it can be broken in one hit as an extra.] The caster continued the explanation.

    [Players participating in the game will wear a judgment device on their chest. This is called a damage counter and acts like a shield that absorbs a certain amount of damage. If this damage counter is completely destroyed or takes a certain amount of damage, that player is out. This measure is to protect the lives of the participating players.]

    [So, no one will get hurt. Next, I'll explain the terrain. With Mount Baekdu at the center, the Korean team's orb is located to the north, and the German team's to the south.]

    Jang-mi, who was waiting at the starting position, waved towards the screen. [Representing the Korean team is Player Jeong Jang-mi, Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter. Ohh, she's equipped with items of a groundbreaking design.] The old-fashioned Hunter Jeong Min-gi buried his face in his hands, embarrassed that his daughter appeared on screen wearing such attire.

    A drone waiting at the summit of Mount Baekdu fired a flare.

    Boom! And fireworks spread across the sky.

    [The game has begun!]

    "Stay here and guard!"

    "Huh?! Jang-mi?! Jin-woo, follow her!" As Jang-mi shot forward, a startled Hyeong-bin told Jin-woo to follow her.

    On the other hand, the German team had meticulously planned their strategy, moving in perfect unison. Two members guarded the main base, and three moved through the forest.

    "Attack by going around the right side of the mountain. No need to overdo it, just draw their attention. While their attention is diverted, I'll go around and destroy the orb." At the command of the German team leader, Norman, the two attack members nodded and split up.

    "There!" Jang-mi spotted two people moving in the forest, which hadn't fully bloomed with leaves yet.

    "Gasp... Gasp..." Without waiting for Jin-woo, who was out of breath trying to keep up with Jang-mi's speed, Jang-mi charged alone towards the two German hunters. There was no strategy, nothing.

    "Tch... We clashed sooner than expected..."

    "Good. If we just take care of that kid, we win." [Alright, the first clash! The two German hunters are not rookies. They are veterans with over 5 years of hunter experience. Let's see what kind of battle they'll show!] As the caster said, the veterans, seeing the two incoming hunters, didn't panic and instead closed the distance, intending to deal with the charging Jang-mi first.

    "Here I come!" Jang-mi, already fast with her acceleration skill, propelled herself even faster by shooting flames from the soles of her feet.

    "Wh-What?!" The German hunter, Wendell, raised his shield in surprise. Jang-mi shot flames again in mid-air, flying even higher and blasting fire at Wendell's head below.

    "Argh?!" Jang-mi landed behind Wendell, whose vision was obscured by the flames, and briefly punched his damage counter on his chest. As the flames from her punch hit the counter, its green light turned red.

    
      Beep!
    

    [German Player Wendell is OUT.]

    A mechanical sound echoed from the drone.

    "D-Damn it. That easily?"

    [Ah! Player Jang-mi is fast! A veteran player was taken down in an instant without even being able to put up a fight!] The German player couldn't believe it. He had over 5 years of hunter experience. And he had even leveled up more since coming here, but to be taken down so easily by such a young girl!

    "Wendell!" The remaining German hunter, Laura, attacked Wendell and swung her sword horizontally, aiming for Jang-mi's back, who was still facing away. Jang-mi flexibly bent her waist to dodge backward and kicked one leg high into the air. Flames surged along the path of Jang-mi's leg.

    "Kyaaah!" Flames engulfed Laura, and the counter's color rapidly turned red. Then, Jin-woo's eagle flew and struck Laura's damage counter.

    
      Beep!
    

    [German Player Laura is OUT.]

    "Damn it... Taken down too quickly. Even so, we'll win." Norman, the leader of the German team, had gone to the main base, so there was faith that he would somehow pull through.

    Boom! A sound like artillery fire, rather than a gunshot, echoed through Mount Baekdu.

    [German Player Norman is eliminated.]

    "The captain?! No way!" Wendell and Norman were aghast at the broadcast. Norman, who was stronger than them and very cautious, taken down so easily?

    "...The Korean team has grown a lot." The German team coach said to Jisuk. Germany, once far ahead of Korea, had been defeated too easily. With their ace eliminated and only two members remaining, there was no chance of winning.

    "Germany will forfeit."

    [The German team has forfeited! Match over! The Korean team, showing an overwhelming skill difference! Advances to the semifinals!]

    "Ow!" Jang-mi, who had returned to the waiting area, was hit on the head by Jisuk.

    "Why?!"

    "Who told you to charge out like that? What if he was a strong enemy? Don't you know what teamwork is?"

    "I read their profiles before the match. Both were close-range fighters and slow, so it was perfectly doable," Jang-mi said, rubbing her head.

    "...So, you weren't completely thoughtless." Indeed, she was Hunter Jeong Min-gi's daughter. Though lacking in maturity, her combat sense and abilities were overwhelmingly superior to other players.

    While Jisuk was scolding Jang-mi, another team's game began outside.

  

    [The match between Korea and Germany has ended with Korea's overwhelming victory. As soon as the field is ready, the match between France and Canada will begin!]

    In the second match, the Canadian players, trusting the World Tree's vitality and their damage counters' shields, launched an unreserved offense. The French players faltered under their aggressive momentum, and the tide completely turned in Canada's favor. France couldn't reverse the situation and lost.

    India was renowned for its robust hunter population, stemming from the world's largest population, and its diverse range of hunter professions. In this match, hunters with special skills played a crucial role, securing a victory against Italy.

    Finally, the highly anticipated fourth match between the United States and the United Kingdom began. The U.S. started the game with an unconventional formation: four players guarding the main base while Peter went on the offensive alone.

    British hunters Brian and Asher encountered Peter.

    "Walking around alone? That's overconfidence. Asher, looks like we'll win this game easily, won't we?"

    "Don't get cocky. That guy's strong."

    "Just provide good cover." Brian charged, swinging his sword, while Asher supported him by firing Fire Arrows from behind.

    Peter extended his hand, absorbing the incoming flaming arrow, then extended his other hand and released it. The returned arrow was larger than the one Asher had fired.

    Suddenly, Asher's attack flew back at him, but Brian, unfazed, ducked to dodge, then moved his sword horizontally to slash at Peter. Peter extended his bare hand, with no item, to block the incoming sword.

    "What?!" The sword stopped without impact, as if blocked by an invisible barrier. Peter placed his hand on Brian's damage counter and released the absorbed energy.

    
      Boom!
    

    Brian was sent flying by the powerful impact, and his counter instantly turned red.

    [British Player Brian is OUT.]

    "Are you next?" Peter slowly approached Asher.

    As the situation turned unfavorable, British hunter Asher fled without looking back, but Peter, with his superior physical abilities, quickly caught up to him. Peter pressed down on Asher's back and punched him. The counter's shield absorbed the impact, but after several blows, the counter turned red.

    [British Player Asher is OUT.]

    With Brian and Asher taken down, and Peter's relentless assault, the U.K. collapsed without resistance.

    [The match between the United Kingdom and the United States was like watching the match between Korea and Germany. We expected Korea and the U.S. to be the strongest among the 8 participating nations, but the disparity was overwhelming!]

    [Player Peter of the U.S. was especially incredible, wasn't he? His unique absorption ability, backed by his physical prowess. He's arguably top-tier among A-rank hunters. That's why we're even more excited for the match against Player Jeong Jang-mi!] The co-caster excitedly delivered his commentary. While the main caster was a civilian, the co-caster was an active hunter, allowing him to better observe Peter's movements and express greater admiration.

    [Looking at the bracket, Korea and the U.S. will meet in the finals. There's virtually no team that can stop Korea and the U.S., so a showdown in the finals is guaranteed. That concludes today's broadcast, and we'll see you again tomorrow for the semifinals!]

    The morning of the semifinals dawned.

    [Korea versus Canada! The match between Canada and Korea! Canadian players are known for their aggressive attacking style. We look forward to seeing what kind of performance the Korean team will show against Canada today. And just as I say that, the match has begun!]

    This time too, Jang-mi and Jin-woo charged forward, while the remaining three guarded the main base. Fortunately, this time Jang-mi ran at Jin-woo's pace.

    "2-1-2 stock check!"

    "Huh? What are those guys saying?"

    "It's a Canadian ice hockey tactic. All Canadians are huge ice hockey fans, apparently."

    "Heh..."

    All five Canadian players focused on defense. They positioned themselves like the number five on a die: two, one, two. Canada focused on defense, planning to trap the aggressively charging Jang-mi and then strike the Korean main base. And according to their plan, Jang-mi and her stragglers charged in.

    "Bring it on!" The Canadian players, who were larger than average, formed what looked like an impregnable fortress.

    "Then I won't decline!" Jang-mi shot flames from her feet, zigzagging left and right as she approached.

    "Guard!" The two front-line players, reacting to Jang-mi's movements that were hard to follow with the eye, extended huge Kite Shields and used skills. And from behind the two, who stood like a fortress wall, arrows and clumps of dirt flew.

    
      Thwip!
    

    Jin-woo's eagle flew to block the arrows, and his bear summon blocked the dirt clumps with its body. Jang-mi moved in a zigzag pattern, went right up to the Kite Shield, and punched.

    
      Boom!
    

    A two-meter giant was sent flying by Jang-mi's punch, despite her smaller stature.

    "If you just stand there like that, it's too easy for me to approach, isn't it?"

    Jang-mi's magic grew stronger the closer the distance. Now, with her shield protecting her body, she could fire magic at close range without worrying about injuring herself. And when fired that way, Jang-mi's magic dealt top-tier A-rank damage.

    
      Beep!
    

    [Canadian Player Alfred is OUT.]

    "What?! I'm still fine!" Alfred jumped up from his spot and protested to the drone.

    "Are you stupid, old man? The counter has a set amount of damage, right? It has nothing to do with your actual durability." The other Canadian players looked at Alfred, whose counter had turned red, with dismay. In a real battle, high durability would be an advantage, but it wasn't much help in this game.

    "I'm the same age as you!"

    "...Sorry?"

    She apologized, but Jang-mi's attacks showed no mercy. As if to prove her lineage from an S-rank hunter father, she almost single-handedly crushed the Canadian team.

    The U.S. team also easily defeated the Indian team. No one could stop Peter from rampaging on the battlefield.

    Then came the final match, which approached quickly. Jisuk gathered everyone.

    "You've done well so far. But the American team isn't that easy. Stay sharp."

    "Yes!" After reminding each player of their characteristics, they headed to the field.

    [Finally! The finals are upon us! The rising star, Korea, versus the powerhouse, the United States! As each player possesses exceptional abilities, we anticipate a head-on, exhilarating clash without much need for grand strategies. Let's all watch!]

    [Player Jang-mi, Player Peter, are running towards the enemy base without looking back. There's no hiding or going around! They're running towards the closest route, east of Cheonji!]

    "I've been waiting for this day!" Jang-mi punched at Peter.

    "I'll crush you again, you foolish wench." Peter raised his right hand to absorb Jang-mi's impending attack, but Jang-mi didn't fire magic. Instead, she withdrew her fist, closed the distance further, and delivered a left low kick.

    "Hmph!" Peter, with surprisingly quick movements for his size, leaped backward to dodge the flaming low kick. As he dodged, Peter loudly clapped his right and left fists together.

    As soon as Jang-mi's leg cut through the air, Peter pushed off the ground and closed in. Peter extended his right hand, charged by the impact of his fists colliding, aiming for Jang-mi's neck. A punch needs some space to be thrown, but that right fist, once it latched on, could release power without any distance limitations. It was clear that the power would be immense, as it was absorbed, amplified and released.

    "Gah!" Jang-mi executed a flexible back tumble, kicking Peter upward with her foot.

    
      Boom!
    

    Peter's condensed destructive power and Jang-mi's flames collided. Jang-mi had a shield and the magic was released from her foot, creating some distance upon impact. But for Peter, the point of impact was close, and he had no shield.

    
      'If I keep going like this, I can win...'
    

    Jang-mi, who had been imagining an early victory, had to change her mind. In that short moment, Peter released with one hand while simultaneously absorbing the flames pouring onto him with the other.

    As Peter charged in again, she extended her fist, feeding him more flames. Peter didn't release the flames he had absorbed a moment ago; he absorbed this attack as well.

    "Hey... How much are you going to gather?" Jang-mi knew her attacks were strong, and seeing him accumulate them like that felt ominous.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    A flame several meters thick erupted from Peter's hand towards the fleeing Jang-mi. Jang-mi changed direction, rolling on the ground to dodge her own flames.

    "Wow... Were my flames that strong?" Jang-mi briefly admired it as she fled, then regained her focus and charged in again. She had to stop his absorption. She remembered what Jisuk had said. Someone like him...

    Jang-mi scattered several Fireballs in quick succession, in all directions. They weren't focused on one point, and the distance reduced their power, but by spreading them wide, she made them difficult to absorb. The Fireballs flew towards Peter's body and exploded around him, turning the area into a sea of fire. Since Peter could only absorb within close proximity to his hands, the heat began to chip away at his counter's shield.

    "Ice Spear!" While Peter was enveloped in flames, an ice spear shot from Jang-mi's fist, embedding itself in Peter's thigh.

    
      Thunk!
    

    After leaving a small hole in the counter's shield, the ice spear melted away.

    "Surrender." With that last blow, the counter had almost completely lost its green glow. One more attack using the same method, and it would be over.

    "Me, losing to a wench like you? Me, Peter Anderson?! America's top prospect?! I'm destined to be an S-rank hunter!" Peter, his eyes bloodshot and screaming hysterically, didn't seem to be in his right mind.

    "Hey... This is just a game, isn't it? Why are you so worked up?" To Jang-mi, this Peter guy clearly had anger management issues. Was this something to get so angry about?

    Peter pulled out a potion from a belt pouch at his waist and poured the blue liquid into his mouth.

    "Khwa... Kwaak!" Peter writhed as if in agony.

    "Hey... Are you okay?" Even if Jang-mi disliked Peter, he wasn't a true enemy. Jisuk had repeatedly told them that they were competitors now but would need to cooperate someday. Seeing Peter's condition worsen, Jang-mi approached, concerned.

    "GRAAAAHHH!!!" Peter's skin turned green, and his muscles swelled as if they would burst. It was like a person transforming into an orc.

    "That crazy bastard! He overdosed!" Tyler, who was fighting Jin-woo nearby, backed away.

    "Peter! Get a grip!" Tyler tackled Peter, wrapping his arms around him to hold him. Peter resisted Tyler's tackle with brute force and struck Tyler's ears.

    
      Thud!
    

    "Gwaak!" Tyler stopped, blood flowing from his ears.

    Punches landed consecutively on Tyler's body, who was now a little farther away.

    "Cough!" Tyler collapsed to the ground, and Peter turned towards Jang-mi.

    "C-Calm down. It's game over for you! The game's finished!" Peter's counter was already red.

    "Jang-mi, dodge!" Jang-mi ran, Peter pursued, and Jin-woo followed behind him.

    "Stop!" The bear summoned charged on all fours, ramming into Peter. The bear summoned, which had tumbled forward with Peter, pinned him down with its front paws, but Peter pushed down from above and forced the bear's two front paws apart. The bear summon's strength was by no means weak, but Peter easily pushed aside the bear's paws as if twisting a child's arm.

    "Just fall down already!" 

    Jang-mi delivered a soccer kick to Peter's head, and flames erupted from Peter's head.

  

    Just before Peter could push off Jin-woo's bear summon that was pinning him down, Jang-mi delivered a soccer kick to Peter's head, hoping to knock him out.

    "Huh?!"

    But the flames spewing from her kicking foot were sucked into Peter. Jang-mi felt not only the flames but also the force of her kick being absorbed.

    
      Boom!
    

    The wrist of the bear summon Peter was holding exploded. He had absorbed Jang-mi's attack on his head and released it through his hand.

    The bear summon vanished with that single blow, and Peter got to his feet.

    "Kwooaaarrghh!!"

    Peter, whose entire body had turned green and face now more akin to an orc's than a human's, roared.

    "What is this?! He's a complete monster! Mister, what do we do?!" Jang-mi yelled, looking at the broadcast drone filming from above.

    "You're here, so stop shouting." Jisuk was already behind her.

    "Jang-mi. Take the other teammates and head back to the academy." The teammates had abandoned their base and rushed over to save Jang-mi. The game wasn't important now.

    The monstrous Peter regarded me, who had suddenly appeared, with caution.

    "How does a person become like this...?" I picked up the potion bottle that had fallen to the ground. I could feel the aura of a magic stone from the small amount of blue liquid remaining.

    "Did he drink undiluted magic stone essence?" Was this the secret to his insane growth?

    But then I remembered Jae-in's warning that this was dangerous. Experimental animals had either died or turned into monsters. And indeed, Peter had transformed into a monster.

    "Just sleep. I'll find a way to turn you back later." I approached Peter and threw a punch at his stomach.

    Surprisingly, Peter reacted slightly to my speed. Not enough to dodge, though.

    
      Thump!
    

    "Hmm?" There was a dull sound, and I felt no impact from my punch. It felt as if my hand had been caught by an invisible force as it extended.

    "He absorbed my power?" Peter swung both arms, as if intending to burst my face.

    "Oh, really?" I quickly moved one hand, batting away the two arms coming at me. I blocked Peter's movements, but again, it felt like I was hitting a barrier, so I couldn't deal any damage.

    "He can only release with his hands, but he can absorb with his whole body now? There's a traditional way to deal with this kind of ability." Dodging Peter's counterattack, I landed aura-infused punches on both his flanks.

    "Kuaaaarghh!!" It didn't seem to deal damage, but he couldn't keep up with my speed and just kept getting hit. And as Peter yelled and snarled in frustration, his human form was completely gone.

    I could have launched a powerful attack that exceeded his absorption limit in one go, but I deliberately accumulated impact slowly to capture him alive.

    "What's wrong? Is this the end?" Peter's body began to crack as if his absorbed power had reached its limit. It was a matter of capacity. No matter how strong he became by rapidly turning into a monster, his capacity couldn't be wider than mine.

    "Alright, now sleep." I met Peter's punch with my own.

    
      Boom!
    

    The impact was stronger than I expected, pushing me back a step, and Peter was sent flying several meters across the ground, his right arm reduced to bone, all the flesh gone.

    I approached the unconscious Peter, who lay sprawled on the ground, and saw that his arm was slowly regenerating.

    "Huh... This is Troll-level regeneration, isn't it?"

    "Peter! Tyler!" Allen arrived belatedly, followed by the rest of the U.S. team players.

    "You. What is this?" I held up the potion bottle I'd picked from the ground.

    "It's a U.S. secret. You'd best not concern yourself with it."

    "This happened on our soil. You unleashed an uncontrollable monster; how can I not concern myself?"

    "I'll take Peter." Allen approached Peter without a reply.

    "You need to investigate him before you take him."

    "Who gave you permission? Do you think Korea can exert such tyranny just because it possesses the World Tree?"

    "Tyranny? The World Tree Academy only authorized its use for training purposes for fellow hunters from other nations to fight monsters. You conduct human experiments there and call that tyranny? If these guys go berserk, who's going to stop them?"

    "Who do you think we are? Do you think you can mess with the U.S. and get away with it?"

    "What if I don't back down?" Allen and I stood facing each other.

    Just then, the drone broadcasting the game was struck by a Stone Bullet and fell. And from all directions, hunters in black suits closed in. The U.S. players slowly retreated upon seeing them.

    "...Is this some kind of special forces unit, enhanced by this drug?" Among the suited figures, some hunters had scales faintly visible on their exposed skin, and others had skin that had turned green or brown. However, they didn't appear to have lost their sanity like Peter.

    If each of them possessed strength comparable to Peter's, it would be groundbreaking. They could cultivate A-rank hunters in a few weeks, and potentially even S-rank hunters if successful.

    "You don't need to know. For now, you'll have to return that potion bottle, Peter, and Tyler."

    "I can't give them to you."

    "You're not listening. Don't complain about what happens next." Allen drew two daggers from his waist.

    "Haste! Strength! Decrease Ability!" Allen, true to his role as a buffer, cast buffs on himself and his allies, and debuffs on me.

    Lowering his stance, Allen approached, moving close to the ground with a speed that seemed to boast his S-rank status. He then swung his dagger, aiming for my flank. Given that he wasn't aiming for a vital spot directly, it seemed he wasn't trying to finish me off entirely.

    But

    
      Thump!
    

    Allen was an S-rank hunter, so I didn't hold back like I did with Peter. I struck Allen's head with full force as he came in low. Allen slammed into the ground with a heavy impact, raising a cloud of dust.

    Allen, sprawled flat on the ground, tried to get up.

    "...How... I cast a debuff..."

    But he couldn't get up and collapsed, losing consciousness. The buffs wouldn't have worked. I had been trained by Nayoung, giving me strong resistance to debuffs, and with the acquisition of the Existence Elevation skill, my resistance to all attacks had increased.

    "Not going to attack?" The U.S. special forces, who hadn't expected Allen to be defeated so quickly, hesitated.

    I was also conflicted. We hadn't had any major issues with the U.S. yet, but since things had come to this, should I just overturn everything? As if reading my thoughts, the special forces steeled their resolve and closed in. If it was a large special forces unit composed of individuals as strong as Peter, I probably couldn't go easy on them.

    The special forces members lowered their stances, ready to charge at me.

    
      Crackle!
    

    Just before the special forces members took a step, a bolt of lightning struck from the sky, splitting the ground between them and me.

    "What a mess." Amy descended from the sky, surveying the scene. Her hair was standing on end, as if she'd been sleeping somewhere or struck by lightning, and she was in casual clothes with empty hands.

    "What's going on here~?"

    "Didn't you know? It seems they made those guys with this." I held up the potion bottle with a little liquid remaining and pointed at the special forces.

    "I didn't know." Amy's gaze slowly went from the special forces to me and then slowly returned.

    "You didn't know?"

    "First time seeing it~? Did they melt down a magic stone~?"

    "We'll investigate the incident and inform you of the results. Allen and Peter are coming with us."

    "Why~?"

    "Why?"

    "Yeah. Human experimentation and human rights issues~?"

    "That, too, but more importantly, it's a matter of control and management. Haven't you learned anything from the Japan incident? Experimenting without permission at the World Tree is already out of control, so what did the U.S. do until Peter overdosed and turned into a monster?"

    "You're right~ I have nothing to say~" Should I fight Amy too? It wouldn't be as easy as Allen. But I didn't feel like I would lose either.

    "Hunter Amy! You can't hand them over!" One of the special forces members approached Amy.

    "You, be quiet." Amy, uncharacteristically, silenced him with firm words and a cold gaze.

    Amy's abilities were definitely superior to Allen's. Even if Hunter Jeong Min-gi wasn't giving his all, she could catch a blade's tip with her fingers, and I hadn't even sensed her approaching until she was quite close due to her speed. I sincerely hoped she would make the right choice.

    "Sorry~ I guess I can't~" Amy, deep in thought, shook her head with a troubled expression.

    "Why? You don't seem to be in favor of this. Is it still for your country?"

    "That too, but actually~ it's because of him~" Amy pointed at Allen.

    "Allen?"

    "Yeah~ He's my younger brother~"

    "Biological brother? You have different last names."

    "I got married and changed my last name~"

    "...No need to say more, then. Come at me."

    "Sorry." Amy no longer dragged out the conversation and looked at me squarely.

    Amy began to emit lightning in all directions, like a human Tesla coil. The special forces members had no choice but to retreat, avoiding the lightning bolts.

    I charged forward, enveloped head-to-toe in my armor. The lightning brushed against my body, but it wasn't enough to harm me.

    
      Crackle!
    

    But her speed was too fast. Her body moved like the lightning she shot, almost as if she was the lightning itself. I boosted my vitality to its maximum, increasing my speed as much as possible.

    "Gah!" The arm of a special forces member, who had come too close attempting to secretly retrieve Allen and Peter, was struck by lightning and torn off.

    "If you don't want to die, stay away." He should be thanking Amy; if she hadn't stopped it, he would have died by my hand.

    And so, my game of tag with Amy began. My speed was by no means slow, but I couldn't catch her. The movement technique that Ares used felt even more desperately needed now. I had a hunch that I could definitely do it since I had gained the Existence Elevation skill.

    But for now, since I didn't have it, I had to deal with her with the abilities I possessed. First of all, her lightning attacks couldn't be infinite. If it was a battle of time and stamina, I had the absolute advantage.

    Perhaps sensing this, Amy stopped her random discharges and instead fired thin, razor-sharp, needle-like lightning bolts, precisely striking the gaps in my high-speed moving armor.

    Lightning struck near my knee, causing my muscles to contract, and I lost my balance, rolling on the ground. I quickly put my hand on the ground, completing a forward roll to land. There was almost no damage, but it significantly hindered my movement.

    "Targeting the gaps in my high-speed armor, that's impressive. As expected of the world's strongest hunter."

    "I keep telling you I'm not the strongest. But if you think I'm the strongest, why don't you give up now?"

    "I can't do that." I charged again. I tried to deflect the lightning bolts aimed at the gaps in my armor with my sword, but I couldn't block the rapidly incoming lightning without any preparation.

    Again, lightning struck a gap in my armor, bringing my feet to a halt. Amy pondered how to take down me, who charged like a tank, and I pondered how to catch her, who moved like a hummingbird.

    An idea sparked, and I approached Amy again.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    Before she could fire her lightning needles, 

    I unleashed a storm of frost from my mouth. 

    Cold and frost settled over a dozen meters in all directions. 

    The lightning inside the cold escaped Amy's control, and she could no longer target the gaps in my armor. Amy's movements also became stiff as she was exposed to the cold.

  

    Amy's body momentarily stiffened from the frigid attack I unleashed.

    I seized the fleeting opening I'd created and punched Amy in the flank with all my might. Amy, seeing the punch coming, formed a concentrated lightning shield at her side to block it.

    Boom!

    My fist shattered the shield and slammed into Amy's waist, sending her flying.

    "Cough..." Amy regained her balance mid-air, then hovered, spitting blood.

    "Surrender." I hadn't used my sword, not intending to kill her, but I hadn't expected her to still be conscious after taking a punch from my elevated strength.

    In response to my surrender offer, Amy rose higher into the sky without a word. She seemed intent on attacking from above, knowing I couldn't fly. If Amy could move as quickly in the air as she did on the ground, the fight would clearly drag on. She wasn't someone who would fail to dodge a thrown sword or spear from me. I considered converting my life force into aura and firing it like a laser, but worried about misaiming and killing her, so I saved it as a last resort.

    I thought of a plan while dodging Amy's sporadic attacks. As I took hits from her minor attacks, I remembered something Jang-mi had told me recently. She'd said that when I'd gotten angry after fighting the Americans and scolding her, she felt suffocated, crushed by an intangible force. What Jang-mi felt was similar to the attack Ares had used on me.

    I wracked my memory, trying to recall how I'd done it, and practiced. I invested a lot of time, but it failed spectacularly. However, I tend to grow more in such crises.

    Even as I pondered, small attacks continued to land on my body. The more I saw, the more impressive she was. It was because of people like her that we had managed to hold out for ten years against the Destroyer God's army in my past life without being immediately overwhelmed. I realized once again how much of a frog in a well I had been in my past life, or rather, until now.

    I stopped running after Amy and focused my mind.

    Fall. Fall. Fall.

    Crackle!

    
      Fall!
    

    Crackle!

    
      Fall!
    

    "Damn it, it's not working." No matter how hard I concentrated and imagined crushing Amy, it failed. While I stood still, I just got hit by a lot of lightning. There wasn't much major damage, though.

    Amy looked at me, as if wondering what I was doing in the middle of a fight. And she was surprised by my durability. No matter how many times she hit me with lightning, I kept charging as if nothing had happened.

    "You're really tough... So, I guess I can get a little serious, right?" Amy pointed her right index finger to the sky, and thunderclouds gathered around it. The amount of lightning discharging in the air was ominous.

    "You won't die, will you?" Amy said that, then swept her raised hand down toward me.

    A lightning bolt, several meters thick, descended upon me.

    CRAAAACKLE!!!

    The fallen lightning was not only massive but also incredibly powerful, piercing my armor and scorching my entire body. However, more severe than the physical damage was the lightning entering my brain and muscles, preventing me from thinking clearly or moving.

    "Uwaaaah!!!" In my muddled state, I screamed and resisted, trying to escape the lightning.

    "Ugh..." Amy's body stiffened for a moment. It was because of my roar. My Lion's Roar contained a similar type of attribute to the crushing attack Ares had used.

    I decided to experiment with the details later and kicked off the ground so hard that it left a deep crater, launching myself upward. I had to catch Amy before she recovered from the stiffness. Thanks to my strength and elasticity, I shot up at bullet-like speed.

    After being hit by the Lion's Roar, Amy's body had stiffened, but she didn't fall. Moreover, the stiffness didn't last long, and her body was loosening up.

    As I flew, I gigantified. I hadn't used it before because it wasn't necessary, but now it would extend my reach. My speed combined with the gigantification made Amy's face turn pale with intimidation.

    Amy, trying to ascend higher to escape, had her foot caught in my hand.

    "Let go of me!"

    Crackle!

    Amy once again poured her full power lightning directly into my body. But after continuous hits, my body was already starting to adapt. I smiled, and not only did lightning crackle all over my body, but it also sparked inside my mouth.

    Amy looked at me as if she'd seen a ghost, and we both plummeted together. As we fell, I swung my arm, slamming Amy into the ground.

    Boom!

    Amy was knocked unconscious and couldn't get up. I looked around and saw that the surroundings were in ruins. However, Allen and Peter were unharmed, perhaps because no lightning had fallen around them. To protect those two even in that situation, she was quite an extraordinary woman.

    While we were fighting, a crowd of people was rushing in from the academy, and perhaps realizing this, the special forces had vanished without a trace.

    "Secretary, do you know why treaties exist?" Director Baek Young-shin asked the U.S. Secretary of State.

    "Ahem..."

    "Ah, perhaps you don't know the meaning of a treaty?"

    "No... It's just..."

    "Whose idea was it to conduct human experiments on another country's land?" The U.S. Secretary of State, being chewed out relentlessly, couldn't say a word. Normally, he'd push back with force or claim ignorance, but the evidence, witnesses, and perpetrators were all on the other side. If everything had already been exposed, they might have typically gone with the "sue us" approach, but Korea, for some reason, hadn't publicly announced the incident.

    "Director Baek Young-shin, you have a bad temper. Instead of this, why don't you state your demands?"

    "Let's go over the obvious first. The experiments are to cease immediately, and the special forces are to be returned to the U.S. If they are ever seen on Korean soil again, the U.S. will not be able to set foot in the World Tree. And we will release all the evidence from this incident."

    "Understood. Then, please return Hunter Amy and Hunter Allen."

    "That's a separate issue. They attacked a Korean hunter on Korean soil for unjust reasons, so they must pay the price."

    "..."

    Director Baek Young-shin negotiated a massive compensation fee and changed several key patents, which the U.S. had previously controlled and leveraged against Korea, to be co-owned by both Korea and the U.S. Now, Korea could produce goods related to those patents without U.S. permission or paying royalties. The economic benefits this would bring were immeasurable.

    Though the sum was unimaginably large, the U.S. couldn't tolerate having two S-rank hunters detained, so they accepted, feeling like they were biting a bullet.

    "Are you even human~?" I asked Amy as she was released.

    "Look who's talking."

    "When you called me the world's strongest, I said no~ but honestly, I did think there was no one who could beat me~"

    "Same here."

    "Let's go at it again sometime." Amy went over to the U.S. side, received her items—a short sword and a dagger—from the U.S. military, and strapped them to her lower back. Allen also used two daggers; it seemed to be that family's fighting style to wield a sword in each hand.

    "I hope we don't have to fight again~"

    "With weapons, it sounds like you're saying you'll definitely kill me if we fight again?"

    "Oh my~ No, that's not it~"

    "I hope we don't have to fight either, so please manage your people better." Amy waved her hand and left.

    
      

    

    The U.S. withdrew from the World Tree League, and the league concluded with Korea as the champion. The U.S. cited Peter's deteriorating health as the reason for their withdrawal, but no one believed it. Thus, the U.S. ended up being relegated to the lowest position for having bothered with the league. It was clear that after causing such a significant incident, Allen wouldn't receive proper treatment even in the U.S. Korea silenced any complaints about securing the prime location with pure skill.

    "Jaein."

    "Yes..." Jaein replied, having given up on questioning my constant acquisition of things.

    "Analyze this and produce it." I handed her the blue potion bottle.

    "...Isn't this the potion the U.S. was using? How did you get it?"

    "I secretly went and grabbed one."

    "What are you planning to do with it?"

    "Gather trustworthy researchers and form a dedicated research team. Resume animal testing and extract as much data as possible. I won't spare any support, so keep going even if you fail. However, human experimentation is strictly forbidden."

    "Will we ever need to use this?"

    "I hope not. But if we can create A-rank hunters in a short period, even by sacrificing humanity, it might become necessary later."

    "And I need to create a research team to minimize those side effects?"

    "Exactly."

    "Phew... I'm already stuck, and you're giving me more work."

    "Stuck? On what?"

    "The Dragon Heart."

    "Ah, you mean making cores with the Dragon Heart?"

    "We have the theory, but I can't bring myself to do the experiment."

    "Why?"

    "It's one of a kind in the world, isn't it? If we experiment and fail, that's the end of it."

    "Just do it. I trust you, Jaein."

    "Chairman. While the Dragon Heart is precious, you remember what happened in Japan when we touched a magic circle we didn't fully understand, right?"

    "..."

    "And you said the core thrown into the gate was incredibly powerful, didn't you?"

    "That's right."

    "If it succeeds, it will clearly have dozens of times more power than the core in Japan. The damage would be enormous."

    "Even if we do it underground?"

    "It would cause a massive earthquake."

    "What if we do it in the sky?"

    "It would be unstable, and the chance of failure would increase."

    "Hmm... Then what should we do? I don't know anything about development."

    "So, I've been thinking. Please take me to Tellus."

    "Ah, to learn their technology?"

    "That's right. What I learned a little from Sonorim before was incredibly helpful. Even just getting ideas would be good, and if we're lucky, there might be someone there who knows how to handle the Dragon Heart."

    "Alright. I'll tell Director Baek. I'll go with you too. We'll set up a dedicated team for the magic stone essence potion after we get back."

    "Why are you going, Chairman?"

    "I need to go see Lady Ares." There was too much I didn't know, including my own abilities.

    "It would be reassuring to have you come with me, Chairman." Jaein and I had planned to go alone, but Nayoung was anxious about me going through the gate alone, so we decided to go together. In any case, with Hunter Jeong Min-gi and Honglong also there, there wouldn't be any major problems.

    Jisuk, Nayoung, and Jaein headed for the Bridge Gate that had been intentionally left open for exchange with Tellus. It was the gate that Sonorim and Blitz had come through, a place where only relatively weak monsters appeared, so it didn't burden Sonorim's country, Malvokia.

    "Salute!" Soldiers and hunters on guard duty saluted the three.

    "Thank you for your hard work."

    "It may be troublesome, but please cooperate with the entry procedures." 

    They only managed to pass after undergoing fingerprint scans, retinal scans, full-body X-rays, and even a spell to dispel magic, all at the command of the soldiers. Due to numerous incidents and accidents, travel to and from Tellus maintained the highest level of security. 

    Only a few Tellusians coming to Earth, like Sonorim, who had gone through complex verification processes, were allowed to cross into Korea.

    The three entered the gate, receiving salutes from the soldiers. 

    On the Tellus side, soldiers stood guarding the gate to Malvokia. The guards were not humans but Lion Beastmen and Lizardmen.

  

    Upon passing through the gate, a Lion Beastman and a Lizardman stood holding spears.

    "Uh... Hello."

    Jaein managed his nervousness and greeted them in the Tellusian language he had learned. 

    He had heard there were monsters... no, other races in Malvokia. But seeing a Lizardman, whom he had always treated as a monster, standing right in front of him, his body stiffened. 

    Wasn't he the one who chopped up Lizardmen to make equipment? The thought that his body might smell of Lizardman blood made him even more rigid.

    Next to the Lizardman was a Lion Beastman. 

    He hadn't seen a Lion Beastman on Earth, but he had seen Werewolves. And he had dissected plenty of those too. Were they of the same kind? Or did it not matter? 

    Wolves were canids and lions were felines, so it should be fine, right? In a fleeting moment, all sorts of random thoughts swirled through Jaein's mind.

    "Greetings. Welcome to Malvokia, Tellus. I am Zad, in charge of gate security." 

    The spear-wielding Lizardman bowed respectfully. "You are Jisuk, Nayoung, and Jaein, correct? We have been expecting you." It seemed they had been informed in advance and were prepared for our visit.

    Unlike Zad, who greeted us courteously, the Lion Beastman was breathing heavily.

    "Is he... alright?" It wasn't a Lion Beastman with just some fur or ears on a human face; it was a large lion's head attached to a human body. Jaein, who rarely saw living monsters, was even more frightened by the unfamiliar Lion Beastman's labored breathing.

    Thump!

    "Goddess!" The Lion Beastman knelt so forcefully on one knee that it seemed his knee might shatter.

    "Oh?! Billy, is that you?!"

    "I believed you would return!"

    "I'm glad you're safe." Nayoung and Billy clasped hands tightly. Billy's hand, as large as a cauldron lid, completely enveloped Nayoung's.

    "I'm sorry. I didn't recognize you for a moment."

    "It's alright. My appearance was quite disheveled during the evacuation."

    "What about the others?"

    "Thanks to your contact, Sonorim sent people to rescue them."

    "That's a relief... truly..." Nayoung wiped away tears.

    "Chairman, 'Goddess'?" Jaein quietly asked Jisuk. He was quite surprised by the sight of a lion-headed monster kneeling before Nayoung and calling her 'Goddess.'

    "Ah, did I not mention it? When Nayoung came to Tellus last time, she saved a lot of people. The people she rescued followed her, calling her 'Goddess.' I didn't even know they still did."

    "Ohh..." Jaein looked at the two of them again.

    "Billy, this is not the time, is it? Please, Mr. Jisuk, come this way."

    "I'm Jaein, actually."

    "...My apologies. Human faces can be confusing sometimes."

    "No, I feel the same way." It's hard for humans to distinguish individual Lizardmen if they don't see them often.

    Guided by Zad the Lizardman and Billy the Lion Beastman, we moved outside the gate.

    "Welcome to Tellus. I am Carlton, and I will be your guide during your visit." A middle-aged man in finely tailored clothes greeted us. Jisuk sensed that Carlton wasn't just an office worker; he possessed strong combat abilities too. If he were ranked, he'd be about an A-rank hunter.

    "Hello. I'm Jisuk. Please take care of us. Is Sonorim busy?" I looked around, but Sonorim was nowhere to be seen.

    "The war with the Eastern Continent has escalated, so all Masters are on the battlefield."

    "Is the Exbrion Empire causing trouble again? Please let us know if you need help."

    "Please don't worry, honored guests. We cannot impose on you." Aid from other nations was tempting, but accepting help meant having to repay it someday, so it was important in international relations not to accept assistance unless absolutely necessary.

    "Oh dear, what should we do? On the contrary, we need some help. Is there no way to contact Lady Ares?"

    "Well... For us, there's no way other than prayer."

    "You don't get answers?"

    "We never have."

    "What? Last time we contacted her, and Lady Ares came to Earth?"

    "There were no answers. We merely prayed, and she heard the prayers and went to Earth. We only learned later that Lady Ares had gone to Earth, and that an incarnation of Tellus could travel to Earth."

    "Hmm... Then, will she be at the World Tree? That's where we first met."

    "Going to the Eastern Continent right now is a bit... no, very dangerous. Battles are raging everywhere."

    "The war seems serious. What has changed since before? Is it because I killed some Masters?"

    "No. The Emperor of the Empire doesn't concern himself with such trivial matters. It is merely the Emperor's whim."

    "The death of a Master, the nation's top military power, is a trivial matter?" In Tellus, which lacked nuclear-like weapons, Masters were the most valuable military assets.

    "The losses have already been replenished. They have a way to create Masters." Disgust was visible on Carlton's face as he said this.

    "...Really?"

    "Though they cannot create them indiscriminately like soldiers."

    "Hmm... What about the other matter I requested?"

    "You mean Jaein meeting our artisans? We already have regular technology exchange sessions, and this visit is an extension of that, so there's no problem." The pursuit of mutual benefit through reciprocal exchange greatly helped the development of relations between the two nations.

    "Shall we go then?" We followed him to a short-distance teleportation magic circle.

    "Hmm... Jaein, can we do this too?"

    "We're already exchanging technology. We'll be experimenting on Earth soon."

    "Really? Malvokia must have made a big concession to give us this kind of technology."

    "Concession? There's no such thing as a free lunch. We agreed to share our nuclear reactor technology."

    "...Is it really okay to teach them that?"

    "If you only consider the danger, aren't gates more dangerous? If someone opens a spatial transfer gate to another country's city and shoves in bombs or deploys a large force, it's over, isn't it?"

    "Indeed."

    "However, this magic circle isn't perfect either. Opponents can defend if they have the technology, and installation is complex and expensive. We're only allowed to use it because we're honored guests."

    While Jisuk listened to Jaein's explanation, the magic circle activated, and a gate the size of a doorway, just enough for one person to pass through, opened.

    "Let's go." Carlton entered the gate first.

    The party followed Carlton through the gate and emerged on a mountainside. They gazed for a moment at the towering mountain range that stretched endlessly into the sky and the wide-open expanse above. Even from the middle of the mountain, not the peak, the height was so immense that the base of the range looked tiny, like specks of dust.

    Carlton quietly watched and waited as Jisuk's party admired the scenery.

    "Excuse us. Did you wait long?" Once they finished admiring the view, Carlton guided them again.

    "It's quite alright. The mines in this Sleeping Fire Mountain Range are rich in various rare minerals, so all the famous blacksmiths and workshops in the Western Continent are located here."

    "Sleeping Fire? Is it a dormant volcano?"

    "Ah, there isn't actually fire. It's just named that because of a legend that a great flame slumbers beneath it."

    Following Carlton's explanation, they arrived at a huge cave entrance, ten meters wide and tall.

    "Guard!" The security forces, seeing Carlton, straightened their spears and shouted. Each of them was a strong warrior, and their armor and weapons were high-performance, as befitted those guarding weapon production facilities.

    "Hard at work." We passed the guards and entered the cave. Inside, a long, wide tunnel, as large as the entrance, stretched before us.

    "Not only is the entrance guarded, but the area around this mountain range is also strictly protected by the Western Continent Allied Forces. The supply of weapons is as important as food in war." Glowing stones were embedded in various places along the cave walls, so it wasn't dark even deep inside. Blacksmiths, workshops, and warehouses were carved into the left and right walls of the cave. Jaein continuously looked around, thinking it resembled an anthill.

    "Master Patcham." Carlton approached a group of people and spoke.

    "What?!" A small Goblin, just over a meter tall, in the group responded irritably, turning to look at Jisuk's party. Given the many wrinkles on his face, he wasn't a young Goblin.

    "Honored guests from Earth have arrived for a technology exchange."

    "Pah! Do we really have to do this when we're so ridiculously busy, our eyes practically falling out?!"

    "...Didn't I inform you in advance?"

    "And then you requested so many weapons just a few days later, didn't you?!" Patcham spread his arms, sweeping over the surrounding workshops. Every workshop was bustling with frantic activity.

    "What can we do? The battlefield is escalating."

    "Hmph!" Jisuk had never known a Goblin could snort so loudly.

    "Um... Should we come back later?" Jaein cautiously asked Carlton.

    "My apologies. His words are harsh, but his heart is kind."

    "Really?"

    "What are you staring at?!" Master Patcham yelled at Jisuk, who was quietly observing him. Jisuk felt no threat from the Goblin's shouting, so he just continued to watch.

    "Master! Mind your manners! Lord Sonorim will be angry when he returns!"

    "Tch... Fine. Marcello! Where are you?! Marcello!" Patcham, despite his small stature as a Goblin, had an enormous voice that echoed through the large cavern.

    "Yes! Master! I'm here!" A cat beastman wearing glasses rushed over. Unlike Billy, his face wasn't entirely a lion's; it had some human features mixed in. He carried a stack of rolled-up papers in his hands.

    "I have a meeting, so in the meantime, roughly show these people around the city."

    "Lord Patcham! Please be more careful with your words!" Carlton warned him again.

    "Hmph! Bring them to my workshop when they're done looking around." Patcham left, acting as if he didn't care.

    "Greetings. I am Marcello. It's a pleasure to... Huh... Gasp! Goddess!"

    "Yes?" Marcello the cat beastman's glasses slid down his nose when he saw Nayoung, and he dropped all the papers he was holding.

    "I greet the Goddess!" Marcello knelt.

    "What?! Goddess?"

    "The Goddess has come?" The surroundings instantly became noisy, and people started emerging one by one from the doors in the cave walls. When they were told Earthlings had arrived, there was no reaction at all, but at the single word "Goddess," everyone came out.

    "Oh dear... Please don't do this. Please get up." Dozens of humans, beastmen, Goblins, and Orcs knelt before Nayoung, their hands clasped.

    From afar, an Orc limped slowly towards them. The Orc knelt before Nayoung with a reverent gesture.

  

    The Orc knelt, looking up at Nayoung. "Goddess, do you remember me? I am Halka. You rescued me from the prisoner-of-war camp. I'm so glad to see you again; I never properly thanked you. Thank you."

    "I'm glad you're safe." 

    Nayoung took Halka's arm and helped him to his feet.

    "Brother, can you fix his leg?" 

    The calf of the Orc, Halka, was severely mangled. It looked like he had been tortured by having his muscles cut.

    "I'll have to cut away the tangled tissue first."

    "Halka, shall I fix your leg?"

    "M-Me...? Really?"

    "Yes, my brother is very capable. I'll numb it so it doesn't hurt." Nayoung placed a hand on Halka's head, blocking his pain sensation.

    Jisuk poured life force into Halka's leg, but the hardened tissue still wouldn't regenerate. He drew a sword from the back of his hand and cleanly sliced off a large chunk of calf flesh. Blood spurted, but he didn't stop, continuing to carve out the dead sections.

    "What is this?!"

    "Halka?!" The onlookers rose up, but stopped, seeing Halka's calm expression.

    "Doesn't it hurt? You?"

    "Huh? What? Ugh! What is this?!" Halka's eyes widened, looking as if they'd pop out, as he saw his own leg bleeding profusely.

    "Is this enough...?" Jisuk poured in more life force.

    And flesh rapidly filled the wound. Not only that, but Halka's body, invigorated by Jisuk's life force, visibly surged with vitality.

    "A-A miracle!"

    "Goddess, who is this person? Is he your apostle?" What Jisuk did was about the power of a Great Heal, but not many people could use a Great Heal of that caliber. To those who had never seen such healing, it was certainly miraculous.

    "Apostle? My brother?" Nayoung laughed.

    "Brother! Thank you!" Halka grabbed both my hands.

    "No, I'm only Nayoung's brother..."

    "Brother, welcome to the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range."

    "Alright, everyone, these are busy people. Please return to your work." Jisuk was about to say something, but before he could, Marcello urged the people to disperse. However, they didn't scatter, continuing to shout "Goddess!" and "Brother!"

    "This won't do. Please follow me."

    "No, I'm..."

    "Oppa, just go. Heheheh." Jaein laughed and pushed Jisuk's back.

    Being called "Brother" by men who clearly looked older than him wasn't particularly welcome, but since there was no malice, Jisuk just gave up.

    Following Marcello's guidance, they went deeper into the cave. Some people had rushed ahead to spread the news, so people stood along both walls, clasping their hands and praying to Nayoung.

    "Nayoung, when did you start a religion?"

    "No! I never did! This is the first I'm hearing of it!"

    "The people Lady Nayoung saved, and those who heard the legendary stories, spread her words, and thus the Goddess Cult was born."

    "Words?"

    "Yes. Didn't you speak after saving people? One, extend a hand to those in need. Two, no mercy is needed for those who obstruct justice. Three, light and darkness are two sides of the same coin, so fear not the darkness."

    Jisuk and Jaein turned their gaze to Nayoung.

    "Well, I did say some of that, but it's subtly different?!"

    "Everyone is alive thanks to your rescue. Even Halka would have died from torture if it weren't for the Goddess. He talks about nothing else but how the Goddess killed all those imperial bastards and saved him whenever he drank." Nayoung's face turned red.

    "But is it normal to worship a living person?" Jaein asked Carlton, who was walking beside him.

    "Isn't it common on Earth? It's not uncommon for people to revere extraordinary individuals like Lady Nayoung as gods. Especially since she is kind to people, beautiful, and powerful. For us, it's more natural to believe in an existing being than in a non-existent one."

    "I-Is that so? On Earth, if you believe in an existing being, they call it a cult, so it's completely opposite."

    "The Goddess Cult doesn't have conflicts with other religions, does it?" Nayoung asked Marcello, concerned.

    "Tellusians believe what they want to believe. Because of that, there are tens of thousands of religions. Arguments or even fistfights over religion do happen, but life-or-death struggles are rare." It was different from Earth, where wars were fought over religion.

    "Isn't it closer to a fan club than a religion?" Jae-in whispered to Jisuk.

    "Perhaps."

    Marcello began guiding them, pointing out each workshop. "Here, weapons used on the battlefield are created. We divide them into sections, professionally making each part. From raw material procurement to finished product manufacturing, it all happens in one go." The races working in the blacksmiths ranged from humans to Orcs, Goblins, and others.

    "Surprisingly, no Dwarves?"

    "Is it known on Earth that Dwarves are good blacksmiths?"

    "Yes. It's common knowledge."

    "Hmm... However, most Dwarves live on the Eastern Continent. The same goes for Elves."

    "Ah..."

    "Master Patcham is a blacksmith no less skilled than a Dwarf. He lacks nothing in terms of technology and knowledge."

    "Even with his small stature?"

    "Hahaha, Goblin blacksmiths are certainly not common. Goblins are usually good at delicate craftsmanship, but not so much at heavy labor. However, Master Patcham has studied and trained for decades, overcoming the limitations of his race to receive the title of Craft Master. He is an inspiration to many." Marcello respected Patcham deeply, and it showed in his expression and tone.

    Guided by Marcello, they toured the deepest parts of the cave. There were even ventilation shafts allowing fresh air from outside to enter and smoke from the blacksmiths to exit. Still, with so many furnaces, the heat was considerable. Jae-in looked around every corner with interest.

    "Ohh... So that's how you can make it." Jaein jotted down technologies, ideas, and materials he saw over their shoulders in his notebook. Jisuk couldn't tell what was special, but as they say, you only see what you know; Jaein saw things Jisuk couldn't.

    After an hour of exploring the workshop street, they went to Master Patcham's workshop. As expected of a Master's workshop, its size was enormous, and there were dozens of artisans working inside. They passed through the work area and entered Patcham's private workshop and office.

    "So, why are you here?" Patcham, who had already returned, picked his ear and asked gruffly.

    "We want to learn the processing technology for Dragon Hearts."

    "Ha! What would you do with it if you knew? You can't even get one?"

    "But we have one?" Jae-in took a box from her bag and opened it. Inside was a Dragon Heart, slightly larger than a human head. The translucent, cold-glowing heart looked like a finely cut gem.

    "...What?! What?!" Patcham leaned forward, his eyes widening as he saw the box.

    "Hey! Close the door!" Marcello rushed to close the office door.

    "You crazy bastards! You brought this in a bag like this?!"

    "Why? It's not dangerous."

    "Not dan... Dangerous?! Ugh... Gasp..."

    "Master, breathe. Breathe!" Marcello grabbed Patcham and shook him.

    "Why are they like this?" Jae-in didn't understand.

    "You said you were asking about Dragon Heart processing, but you didn't say you were bringing one, did you?" Carlton sighed.

    "Were we not supposed to bring it?"

    "The value of a Dragon Heart is literally infinite."

    "And so?"

    "Many people would target it. It's an item so valuable that it wouldn't be strange if a life-or-death battle broke out on this very street."

    "Ah, so that's why you said it was dangerous."

    "Wh-Where did you get this?" Patcham asked Jae-in.

    "Oh, our Chairman and Goddess caught a dragon and brought it."

    "Jae-in! Don't call her 'Goddess!'"

    "Were those two Dragon Slayers?"

    "Since Tellus also has Masters, isn't it possible to catch a dragon?" Jae-in asked at Patcham's words.

    "Ability is one thing, but population is another. It's been decades since the last dragon was caught."

    "Then... the processing method...?"

    "I don't know." Jaein lowered his head in disappointment.

    "However, there might be data in the archives."

    "Really?!"

    "I'll have to go down and search. It was before I was even born. I'll be back... so guard that well." Patcham hurried out.

    "Marcello, can I go out and look at the workshops some more?"

    "What about the heart?" Carlton worried at Jaein's words.

    "If the Chairman and Goddess are guarding it here, no one will be able to steal it, no matter who comes, right?" Nayoung glared at Jae-in's words, and Jae-in turned her head away.

    With two Masters guarding it, it was actually safer to stay here than to wander around.

    "Then, I will guide you." Marcello led the way.

    A moment ago, they had only seen the workshops from the outside, but this time, Jaein could go inside and watch the work being done.

    "Ohh!" Jaein excitedly analyzed the never-before-seen materials and production methods with his Appraisal skill.

    "Can I buy some of that?" Jaein cautiously asked Marcello.

    "I will ask the Master. It's not a rare mineral, so it should be possible."

    "By the way, there really are a lot of different races here."

    "There's no racial persecution in the Western Continent. However, there aren't many Beastmen here."

    "Why?"

    "Beastmen have a lot of body hair and high body temperatures, so working in a hot blacksmith's shop is difficult for them."

    "Indeed, the temperature inside the cave is quite high. But Marcello, are you alright?" It was better outside, but the deeper they went, the hotter it got.

    "Cat Beastmen are better than canine Beastmen, but I'm hot too. Still, it's my dream to be a blacksmith, so I have to endure this much."

    "It would be good if there was some cooling."

    "We do circulate the cold air from outside, but with so many furnaces, it's not enough. And cooling magic is quite expensive."

    "Shall I install it for you?"

    "Cooling magic, you mean?"

    "No. It's a scientific cooling method. It's a technology made by my big brother, Carrier. The wind in the mountains is strong, so there should be enough power." Directly circulating the wind from outside doesn't allow for control of temperature or airflow, but making air conditioners would allow them to cool only the necessary areas at the necessary times.

    "Were you a disciple of a Great Magician?!"

    "Oh, he's not a Great Magician, and I'm not his disciple. But he's as amazing as a Great Magician, though. He's the one who allowed Koreans to survive in the extreme heat."

    "Then, how can we help you?"

    "If I draw the blueprints for you, would you be able to build it as it is? I could bring the finished product, but if you learn the manufacturing method and principle, you'll be able to mass-produce it even without me." 

    Marcello's cat eyes widened as Jae-in spoke so freely about transferring technology.

  

    When Jaein offered to provide the cooling technology, including the manufacturing method, Marcello's eyes widened.

    "Are you sure you can give us such technology?"

    "Master Patcham went to find the Dragon Heart's processing method without even asking for a price, didn't he?"

    "Thank you. I gratefully accept your kindness, Sir Jaein." Marcello bowed respectfully. He knew Patcham had rushed off out of sheer curiosity about the Dragon Heart, but he silently accepted Jaein's offer. He'd endured the heat out of passion for blacksmithing until now, but he truly hated being hot.

    They continued to tour the workshops. Perhaps because Jaein had offered the air conditioning technology, Marcello showed them every nook and cranny even more enthusiastically. Jaein crammed every new technique and idea he discovered into his mind.

    "Hmm..."

    "Is something wrong?"

    "Oh, nothing." The individual skills of the artisans here were far superior to the average Earth engineer. However, their efficiency was terribly low. Work wasn't specialized, so a single artisan would make an item from start to finish. Making good items was important, but production speed mattered too. He seemed to understand why they couldn't produce enough items despite being so busy. However, Jaein held his tongue, knowing that an outsider meddling in someone else's workplace could do more than just annoy; it could damage their relationship.

    "Are we not going there?" Jaein pointed to a workshop in a corner. The tightly shut door was quite large, suggesting a large interior.

    "Ah, it's best not to go there." Marcello's usually smiling face creased into a frown.

    "Oh, okay." Jaein didn't press the matter.

    After several hours of touring, they returned to Patcham's workshop.

    "Did you have a good trip?"

    "What were you doing, Chairman?"

    "I was thinking of a way to contact Lady Ares. Carlton recommended praying, so I tried it, but I don't know if it had any effect."

    "Does praying anywhere work?"

    "I was actually thinking of going to the Temple of Darkness. It's a distant place not connected by a gate, so it'll take a few days. Will you be okay here without me?"

    "I'll be fine. There's a lot to learn here."

    "Nayoung, will you look after Jaein?" Knowing how crazy the Tellusians were about the Dragon Heart, I was uneasy about leaving Jaein alone.

    "Yeah. Go ahead."

    "It's an honor to be protected by the Goddess."

    Slap! Nayoung hit Jaein's back for teasing.

    "Ugh!" The large Jaein trembled from an S-rank hunter's back-smack.

    After Jisuk left, Jaein took out his laptop and began designing an air conditioner.

    "W-What is that? Is it a projection spell?"

    "It's a computer. Making computers here would be difficult. This is one of the things we'll be transferring through technology exchange, so it'll be faster to ask them about it."

    "Hoo..." Marcello stared intently at Jaein's laptop, which could create 3D models in an instant. Previously, everything was drawn in 2D by hand, which was very complex and required great effort. Creating things in 3D like this would make blueprints easier to draw and read.

    As Marcello continued to watch, Jaein designed this "air conditioner" machine using only the materials and technologies he had observed while touring the workshops. In Jaein, who could observe everything and then apply it to design a machine, Marcello saw the likeness of a Craft Master like Patcham.

    "Marcello, if you have any magic books, could you give me one?" Nayoung, bored from sitting and waiting, asked.

    "What are you looking for?"

    "Just anything you have."

    "Yes? Anything? Then how about this? It's about magic engraving..."

    "Yes. Please give it to me." Nayoung sat down and began reading. Marcello thought, As expected, the Goddess is no ordinary person.

    After several hours of concentrating on their respective tasks, Patcham returned. He was covered in dust, clutching a book as large as his torso under his arm.

    "Marcello, you bastard! Why haven't you had the kids clean up the archives?!"

    "Master, no one usually goes there, right? And there's no one available now. I'll have it cleaned after the war ends."

    "Damn it!" Patcham brushed the dust from his head and body.

    "Did you find it?" Jaein approached him excitedly.

    "Yes. I found it. There wasn't much data on how to process the heart of an Ice Dragon, even among dragons." Patcham opened the book. "But it requires a lot of materials and a complex manufacturing process. I can't guarantee I can process it."

    "Let's gather the materials first and decide."

    "And there's the biggest problem."

    "What is it?"

    "We need a Dwarf."

    Crumple.

    "Damn it." Marcello's brow furrowed uncontrollably, and a curse slipped from his usually polite and kind mouth.

    "Yes. It's a damn problem." Patcham agreed with Marcello's curse.

    "Aren't there any Dwarves in the Western Continent?"

    "Not many. But among them, there's only one master artisan."

    "Who is that person?"

    "Sir Jaein, you saw the large, closed workshop door a moment ago, didn't you?"

    "Ah, that's his?"

    "Don't call him a person. He's trash."

    "So... you two don't get along?"

    "He's a bigot. Thinks he's the only one who matters. His very nature is trash."

    "Will it... be difficult to get his help?"

    "...Let's go anyway. Processing a Dragon Heart would be a challenge for him too, so if he's a true artisan, he might not refuse... Actually, I don't know. Don't get your hopes up."

    They followed Patcham to the Dwarf's workshop.

    Thump, thump, thump.

    They knocked on the tightly shut workshop door, but there was no answer. Annoyance simmered on Patcham's face as he waited.

    "Zerex! Is there anyone in this Sleeping Fire Mountain Range who doesn't know you have nowhere else to go?! Stop pretending you're not here and come out!" Patcham pounded on the door as if to break it down. It was unbelievable strength for a small Goblin, but the door was sturdy and didn't budge.

    "Get lost! You stinking Goblin!" The door didn't open, but a raspy voice came from inside.

    "What, you fat, hairy bastard! Today's the day I finish you—"

    "Ma... Master... We came to ask for a favor." Marcello stopped Patcham, who was about to fight.

    "Ugh..." Patcham caught his breath.

    "Open up. We have guests from Earth."

    "What do I care if Earthlings come or not?!"

    "Do you think I came because I wanted to?! Open up now if you don't want your furnace fires to go out!" Patcham's threat seemed to work, as the seemingly unopenable door slowly creaked open.

    "A craftsman threatening with fire, how barbaric..." A Dwarf with a splendidly braided beard reaching his chest opened the door.

    "Shut up and let's go inside. I have something to say quietly." Patcham pushed Dwarf Zerex aside and entered.

    "Hello." Zerex didn't reply to Jaein's greeting. He glanced at Nayoung standing behind him, then sharply turned away again.

    "What's all this fuss about, crowding in like this?" Patcham gestured, and Marcello closed the door.

    "Are you going to bury me?"

    "Madman. If I wanted to kill you, I would have done it already. Jaein, take it out." Jaein took the Dragon Heart from his bag.

    Zerex looked at Jaein with a face full of annoyance, wondering what these people were up to. When the Dragon Heart was fully revealed, Zerex's eyes widened and his mouth hung open. For a moment, Zerex's thoughts stopped, and he couldn't react.

    "Huh?! Huh?! That! Is it... is it really?!" And then he began to get extremely agitated.

    "It's real. An Ice Dragon's Heart."

    "W-Why is that... in the hands of Earthlings?"

    "They caught it."

    "...Did Earth have Ice Dragons?"

    "They say it came from a gate."

    "Ugh... Why didn't we have such luck...?"

    "You madman. Do you know how many would die if an Ice Dragon came out of a gate?"

    "Even if thousands of incompetent people die, that one thing is more profitable."

    "Damn it, if I keep talking, I feel like I'll burst and die."

    "Earthling, sell this to me!"

    "You crazy bastard! How would you even buy that?! You must know its value, don't you?!"

    "Ugh... Then why did you come?"

    "I found the processing method. But I need your strength."

    "...The price?"

    "You damn scoundrel! I've been looking after you, who had nowhere to go, all this time, and how can you still be like this?!"

    "I have no intention of helping."

    "Zerex, think carefully. Will you ever have another chance to process a Dragon Heart before you die?"

    "......"

    "I don't expect you to act like a human. But if you're an artisan, you won't give this up, will you?"

    "Tch... Fine."

    "Phew... Alright, the minimum conditions are met, so now we just need to gather the materials."

    "Did you come without materials?! You idiotic green monkey!"

    "Shut up!" Patcham and Zerex fought angrily.

    "They really don't get along, do they?"

    "Zerex is a Dwarf who defected from the Eastern Continent. He's skilled, but because of his status as a defector, they can't kick him out and keep him around."

    "His personality seems... not great."

    "Not great? He's trash." Marcello's scathing description of him, they waited for the two to finish their argument.

    "I'll gather the materials for now, so be prepared!" Patcham slammed the door shut.

    "Damn him!" Patcham stomped his foot on the ground in frustration.

    "Phew! Marcello, get all the items on the list."

    "Yes, Master."

    Jaein unrolled the scroll Marcello had given him.

    "...Do we really need to get all of this?" The five-meter-long parchment scroll was densely packed with hundreds of types of ore and unheard-of materials.

    "Did you think processing a Dragon Heart would be easy?"

    "No... but... do we need all of this?"

    "I don't know."

    "Excuse me?"

    "I don't know if we need all of it. Some might be replaceable with others, or perhaps not needed at all. But do you have the courage to omit even one?"

    "......"

    "If we omit one and fail, the Dragon Heart will be wasted."

    "......."

    "Go out and help Marcello. Fortunately, all the skilled artisans of the Western Continent are gathered in this mountain range. Artisans usually have one or two hidden high-grade materials, so if we're lucky, we might be able to gather all the materials. In the meantime, I'll store this here." Patcham opened the door of a gigantic safe and placed the Dragon Heart in its center. "Even a Master can't break this." Patcham closed the door again.

    "Put your hand here."

    "Like this?" Patcham and Jaein placed their hands on the door. An orange light spread across the door.

    "Now, it won't open unless both of us come at the same time. Go."

    "Phew..." Hearing Patcham's words, Jaein went out with Marcello.

    "Marcello, how do we find these materials?"

    "We have no choice but to visit each one individually."

    "...One by one? How many people are there?"

    "If you include the lowest-ranking artisans, there are over a thousand." The thought of having to visit such a large number of people one by one made Jaein's head spin.

  

    "Marcello, wait a minute. You mean we have to visit over a thousand artisans one by one?"

    "Normally, we'd put out a notice and spread the word. However, if people know we're looking for so many rare materials, they'll get curious. We need to keep knowledge about the Dragon Heart limited."

    "But if we visit them and show the list, they'll find out anyway, won't they?"

    "We won't show them the list. We'll have to acquire them one by one."

    "...How long will that take?"

    "If we're lucky, maybe two or three months?"

    "I can't wait that long!" Jaein had a lot of pressing matters back on Earth. "No, it's ridiculous that a workshop city this large doesn't have inventory management!"

    "I can gather commonly managed items. However, many of the materials needed to process the Ice Dragon's Heart are extremely rare. Artisans in the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range often hoard these as if they were treasure."

    "What about outside this mountain range? There must be places in the Western Continent that deal with these, right?"

    "These materials are things one might encounter once or twice in a lifetime. We could put out requests externally, but it's hard to expect much. Plus, it would take a long time due to the war. Our best chance of finding them is here, where artisans from all over the Western Continent have gathered."

    Jaein, who had been listening quietly, fell into thought. He had tried not to interfere with the working methods of this mountain range, but they were vastly different from those on Earth. While respecting their culture and methods was good, he couldn't afford to waste months in their current situation.

    "Marcello, let's create an inventory ledger."

    A thirsty person digs their own well. If it doesn't exist, create it.

    "If we collect and record all the items everyone has, we can just look it up when needed, right?"

    "They won't tell us. Difficult to acquire means valuable. Artisans hide things carefully because they're afraid of theft."

    "Hmm... But wouldn't some people still want to register if they can sell them?"

    "We can try, but it's best not to have high expectations."

    Marcello posted a notice on the bulletin board in a popular area within the valley. He also visited crowded pubs to inform people about the inventory ledger.

    "Hmph! Isn't this crazy? They want us to tell them what we have?!" a human artisan shouted after hearing Marcello's explanation.

    "Everyone has items or materials they want to sell, right? And things they want to buy. If you tell us, we'll act as an intermediary." Marcello calmly explained to the agitated artisans.

    "We should talk it over and trade with trustworthy people! If word spreads everywhere, we'll just get robbed! The guys in this mountain range go crazy for good materials!"

    Though it was an insult to themselves, every artisan who heard it nodded, acknowledging the truth.

    "We'll manage the ledger. No one else will see it. There's no need for sellers and buyers to even meet."

    "No way! Why should we trust you?! You might steal it!"

    The artisans, being stubborn folk regardless of their race, all had fiery tempers. Marcello announced the inventory ledger in several other pubs, but the artisans, as if reciting from a script, all reacted with the same indignation. It meant they all thought similarly.

    Nayoung approached an artisan who was yelling at Marcello. He was one of the people who had knelt before Nayoung previously.

    "Please."

    "La... Lady Goddess. Please don't do this!" When Nayoung bowed her head, the angry artisan became flustered.

    "We will carefully manage the information you provide so that no one else knows it."

    "Ahem... If the Goddess says so."

    When the Goddess he believed in asked, he registered his materials, prepared to lose them. Starting with him, several people registered their privately owned materials. However, this was still only a tiny fraction of the total artisans.

    Nayoung set up a space for one-on-one conversations with her devotees. The followers of the Purple Goddess Cult, who believed Nayoung was a god, came one by one to see her, offering gifts, or rather, tributes. While doing so, they would inform Nayoung of any materials or items they wished to buy or sell, which were then registered in the ledger.

    This way, no one except Nayoung truly knew who had registered which materials.

    "The material we've been waiting for has arrived!" Nayoung exclaimed.

    "Who is it?!" Marcello jumped to his feet.

    "You can't see." Nayoung hid the ledger behind her.

    "Huh?"

    "I promised not to show it."

    "No, not even me?"

    "No one but me can see it."

    "Then if the Goddess returns to Earth, will that list be useless?"

    "Hmm, later, I'll allow those who take an oath to use this list."

    "An oath?"

    "We'll place a restriction on them. So they can never tell anyone else." It was another version of brainwashing.

    "I will do that." Marcello readily offered.

    "It interferes with their minds. Are you sure you're okay with it?"

    "Because I believe in the Goddess."

    Thanks to the ledger, materials were acquired one by one. The sellers knew their items were going to someone else, but not who.

    "Hahahaha, I'm buying today!"

    "Did that guy strike it rich or something?"

    "They say the Goddess found a buyer for his materials."

    "It hasn't been long since he registered, and already?"

    Some sellers were quiet, but others, upon receiving a lump sum, splurged, and rumors quickly spread. While some people sold materials, many more wanted to buy. Items other than those needed for Dragon Heart processing found buyers. As transactions increased, everyone began using the ledger, and the materials needed for Dragon Heart processing were found one by one.

    "At this rate, we might be able to get everything!" After just a few days, many items on the required materials list were crossed off.

    "Now we can start the intermediate work."

    "Zerex needs to do that, right?"

    "...I'm sorry. I don't want to go."

    "It's okay. I'll take it to Zerex myself." Jaein took the already acquired materials to Zerex.

    "Put it down."

    Numerous materials had to be processed and synthesized first, then used as new materials. The process was ridiculously complex.

    "Can I help?"

    "Hmph... It's not something a mere human can do."

    "I'll do odd jobs then."

    "Do as you please."

    Zerex went to a wall covered with tools, picked up several hammers, and then chose one. Having chosen his hammer, Zerex also picked up a White Wyvern scale, one of the materials, and placed it on the anvil.

    Zerex concentrated and struck the scale with his hammer.

    "Huh?!" Jaein stood up in surprise. It was a hard material, but if a certain level of impact was applied, it wouldn't bend; it would break. Yet he was hitting it with a hammer like that?

    "Huh?!" Jaein was surprised that the scale didn't shatter, and even more surprised that its shape had changed. It wasn't crushed into the shape of the hammer but elongated ever so slightly. It was such a minor deformation that it would have been hard to notice the difference without an appraisal skill, but the material's shape had clearly changed while retaining its properties without being damaged.

    "H-How...?"

    "Quiet! If you're going to chatter, get out!" Jaein shut his mouth tightly. Zerex's harsh words meant nothing to Jaein. He was only curious about how he had just done that. The blood of a researcher boiled within him, so he quietly cleaned the workshop, watching Zerex's hammering.

    He continued to observe Zerex striking the material. As Zerex's aura spread from his body and the hammer fell, the anvil, Zerex, the hammer, and the material connected like a single circuit. It seemed like he was impacting it, but that wasn't it. Zerex was infusing his aura, slowly changing its shape while maintaining its properties. Even minor imperfections were disappearing.

    Jaein, as if enchanted, watched Zerex's hammering and organized the materials he had brought onto the shelves.

    "Get out when you're done!"

    Though forced to leave the workshop by Zerex's irritation, only Zerex's hammering revolved in Jaein's mind.

    "Marcello!"

    "Yes?" Marcello, who had been engrossed in the monitor screen Jaein had given him, turned his head.

    "How did Zerex do that?!"

    "Ah, you saw?" Marcello sighed and took off his glasses. "That's why Zerex was able to defect."

    "Other people can't do that?"

    "Only Dwarves, the race beloved by earth and fire, can do it."

    "Other races can't?"

    "Humans can't fly and can't breathe underwater, can they? It's the same thing."

    "But they could?"

    "Huh?"

    "Our Chairman could do it all. Hmm... 'Beloved by earth and fire,' you say."

    Jaein's eyes sparkled. How much could he accomplish if he learned that?

    "Will there be another reason to go to Zerex?"

    "...Do you want to go again? Was he kind to you, Sir Jaein?"

    "No! His language was very rough."

    "Then why...?" Marcello wondered if Earthlings had a different culture.

    "I need to learn it."

    "That's not something you can learn."

    "You won't know until you try."

    Jisuk's indomitable spirit of challenge had rubbed off on Jaein.

    After that, Jaein took charge of material deliveries, as well as Zerex's meals and cleaning. He also got involved in the procurement of materials from other places and the design and manufacturing of the air conditioner.

    "Are you okay?"

    "Yes?" Marcello worriedly looked at Jaein's dark circles, which reached down to his chin.

    "I'm fine?"

    "You're barely sleeping, aren't you?"

    "I usually don't sleep much when I'm working." Empty potion bottles were strewn beside Jaein.

    "And I feel like if I dig a little deeper, I might realize something."

    "R-Really? Then, we can finally kill that damn Dwarf... Ahem..." Marcello's true feelings slipped out a little.

    "He wasn't that bad of a person. Just a bit rough around the edges."

    "...Sir Jaein, are you an angel?"

    "An angel? What a terrible thing to say..."

    "Huh?" Marcello, who didn't know what image angels had on Earth, tilted his head.

    Work continued, and no matter how twisted Zerex's personality was, seeing Jaein silently help him gradually softened his heart.

    "What do you want?"

    "I want to observe and learn Zerex's techniques." Jaein didn't hide his intentions.

    "Hmph! A human like you can't learn Dwarf techniques! It's a waste of time!" There was a reason Zerex didn't hide his techniques from Jaein. He knew he couldn't steal them anyway.

    "It's my time, so I'll do as I please. Do you need anything else?" Jaein polished Zerex's toolbox until it gleamed. Thanks to him, the workshop was sparkling.

    "Hmph. Do as you please."

    Even while cleaning, Jaein's eyes never left Zerex's hammer and anvil.

    "Can all Dwarves do what Zerex does?"

    "Hmph! Of course not?! Are all humans the same? Do they all have the same intelligence?"

    "Then Zerex must be exceptional even among Dwarves?"

    "Yes. I was a Flame Master when I was in the Empire."

    "I don't know what that is, but it must be amazing, right?"

    "Ha! It's a title bestowed upon the Dwarf who handles fire better than anyone else. Only those most beloved by fire can obtain it."

    "Then why did you come here?" The thought that he'd fit right in with the many racists in the Eastern Continent remained only in his head.

    "...That's none of your business."

    The conversation ceased, leaving only the sounds of hammering and sweeping in the workshop.

  

    As soon as Jaein returned to Patcham's workshop, he replicated Zerex's hammer, crafting his own.

    "Was it like this...?" he muttered, lightly striking the hammer against the anvil and channeling mana. He tried to create a circulatory circuit like Zerex, but it wasn't working. However, Jaein hadn't expected it to work on the first try. He continuously hammered, focusing on sensing the mana.

    Beside him, Nayoung sat surrounded by stacks of books, unconsciously manifesting magic circles and formulas she'd seen in the texts with her violet mana. In front of Nayoung lay enticing food, bouquets, and elaborate accessories—offerings from the followers of the Purple Goddess Cult.

    "Earthlings... are quite diligent, aren't they?" Marcello mused, observing Jaein's relentless focus and Nayoung's unwavering dedication to her books. His admiration for Earthlings deepened.

    Zerex was initially annoyed by Jaein watching him work, but he gradually grew fond of him as he took on odd jobs and quietly kept him company. No matter how grumpy Zerex was, being away from his homeland where everyone despised him, Jaein's unreserved approach softened his heart. Furthermore, Jaein had an eye for dwarven craftsmanship. In Zerex's opinion, he wasn't a fool, at the very least.

    "Are you a skilled artisan on Earth?"

    "Well... you could say that."

    "I've never seen anyone as tenacious as you. Yes, an artisan should be like that."

    "Haha, I hear that sometimes. From the researchers."

    Thanks to the company's free-spirited atmosphere, researchers would say such things directly to Jaein's face. He'd been called a "tough lab director" more than once.

    "But this is truly unlearnable. It's a waste of your time."

    "You never know."

    "Tch... For someone who doesn't know how to give up, showing them might be quicker. Come here and take my hammer."

    "Really?"

    Zerex had never allowed Jaein to touch his hammer or anvil, even when he helped clean the workshop, so Jaein approached excitedly. There was a difference in the depth of appraisal one could achieve by merely seeing versus touching with the appraisal skill.

    "Lift it."

    "Oh... it's light?"

    "It's a specially made hammer. It's not used with brute force. Dwarves transform all creation using the power of fire. Fire is the beginning of all things. Nothing could be born without fire. Fire changes everything, for better or worse."

    Zerex picked up another hammer, and flames erupted from it.

    "If you hammer indiscriminately with intense fire, even the hardest metal turns to ash. You refine the material with the power of fire, making it perfect."

    The flames Zerex had unleashed were then contained within the hammer. The moment Zerex struck the material with the hammer, the contained power flowed into the material, then to the anvil, to the ground, and back to Zerex. The material transformed the instant that the circulatory loop connected.

    "Wow..." Jaein, observing up close, was captivated by the beauty of that circulatory loop.

    "Try it. It'll be quicker for you to try and then give up."

    Jaein took a deep breath, channeled flames into the hammer, and contained them as Zerex had.

    Zerex, who had been watching indifferently, widened his eyes. The flames Jaein had emitted and contained were purer than any he had ever seen. Purer than his own.

    Then Jaein brought the hammer down.

    Boom!

    The practice material on the anvil shattered.

    "Ha... Hahaha. Of course."

    "Hmm..."

    "Now that you know, go clean up!"

    Even while cleaning, Jaein's mind replayed the sensation of that last strike.

    "We seem to be able to get most of the other things, but the last material is the problem."

    "What is it?"

    "The Essence of Fire."

    "Where do you get that?"

    "It's left behind when a salamander, the avatar of fire, dies. They appear once every few decades, causing great catastrophe each time, so it's actually as valuable as a Dragon Heart. I'd hoped one of the artisans in this mountain range might be hoarding it, but since no one has anything so far, either it doesn't exist, or they have no intention of selling it."

    "Oh, no... If this takes too long, I'll have to return to Earth. We've already been delayed too much."

    "Indeed. Finding it could take years. If it shows up, we'll contact you."

    "In the meantime, I'll have to research the manufacturing method on my own. If waiting becomes too difficult, I might just try it." Since he had the processing method, he might be able to reverse-engineer it and find a substitute.

    "We won't stop you since it's yours, but... it's a shame."

    "Master, thank you for your help."

    The tall Jaein bowed respectfully to the goblin, who was only half his height.

    "What's there to be thankful for when it's not even made yet?"

    "We should start packing. Chairman said he'd be back tomorrow. Oh, I'll go say goodbye to Zerex too."

    "...You have remarkable patience."

    "Isn't that a quality of an artisan?"

    "Heheheh. That's true."

    "You're... leaving?"

    "Yes. They said they probably can't get the Essence of Fire."

    "...That's a rare item. So, you're leaving the Dragon Heart here?"

    "We'll take it with us. If the Essence of Fire is found later, we'll bring it back. Well then, thank you for everything."

    "Alright."

    Jaein left, and Zerex locked the workshop door.

    After a moment of thought, Zerex went to the back of the workshop and lightly struck a brick beneath a bookshelf with his hammer. The brick slid inward, and the bookshelf slowly opened to the side. Behind the bookshelf was a narrow space, barely tall enough for Zerex, a dwarf, to stand in, and in its center sat a sturdy-looking box.

    Zerex crouched and entered. The cold air instantly frosted his beard. Wearing gloves, he carefully opened the box to reveal a red orb. The crimson orb absorbed all heat, making it its own.

    "The Dragon Heart is right in front of me, and damn it!"

    Zerex, wearing thick gloves, lifted the orb. This was why Zerex had fled the Eastern Continent. He couldn't resist the temptation of the Essence of Fire and had stolen it to escape.

    "If I... miss this chance now, I'll never touch it again in my life."

    Zerex's eyes, captivated by the flickering flames within the Essence of Fire, were intoxicated by its demonic allure.

    "Right... The Dragon Heart isn't just any item. If I mishandle it and it explodes, Jaein might be in danger too. It'll be helping him if I take it."

    He had felt a liking for Jaein until now, but it wasn't enough to give up the Dragon Heart. Zerex rationalized his decision, stealing his resolve. He carefully placed the Essence of Fire back in the box and closed the secret vault door.

    He firmly locked the workshop door and entered the innermost part of the workshop district. There, an abandoned mine shaft lay. He tore away the wooden planks blocking the shaft and went inside. Relying on a single small luminescent stone, he descended into the pitch-black shaft. He walked in silence for a long time.

    "Hmm... This should be about right..."

    He took out a chisel from his bag and felt the surrounding rocks and the floor with his hands.

    "Here."

    Finding a suitable rock, Zerex placed the chisel against it and brought his hammer down. It wasn't the gentle hammering he used to transform materials, but a full-force blow.

    Clang! Clang!

    The sound echoed as if the shaft would collapse, but Zerex didn't stop hammering. When the chisel was fully embedded in the rock, Zerex stopped hammering and stepped back.

    "Is anyone there?"

    He spoke to the chisel and waited silently.

    "Is anyone there?!" he repeated, raising his voice.

    [You know the ancient communication method.]

    He was about to speak again in his anxiety when a sound emanated from the chisel.

    "Hmph. That's obvious for a Dwarf." Zerex was relieved that someone had answered, but he didn't let it show, replying calmly.

    [Most young ones have forgotten this method. So, who are you?]

    "...It's Zerex."

    [Ha! Have you given up on life now? The moment you stole the Essence of Fire, you became an enemy of the Empire. We'll find you wherever you are in the Eastern Continent.]

    "Then you won't find me until I die."

    [...Surely you didn't go to the Western Continent?]

    "Yes. That's right."

    [Cough... You traitor... Did you contact me just to mock me?]

    "No. I'm going back."

    [Hahahaha. The moment you arrive, my hammer will be in your head.]

    "Not if I bring a gift, will it?"

    [A gift? You can't come unless you bring something like a Dragon Heart.]

    "......"

    [Surely... Did you acquire it?! W-What kind of Dragon is it?]

    The other party, also a Dwarf, had their voice free of anger towards Zerex, filled only with curiosity and desire for the Dragon Heart.

    "It's an Ice Dragon."

    [A Blue Dragon's Heart?!]

    "What do you think? Is that enough for me to return?"

    [...Tell me in detail.]

    "Earthlings have brought an Ice Dragon Heart and intend to make an item. I can acquire it. But I need help to safely reach the Empire. And there's no time. The Dragon Heart returns to Earth tomorrow."

    [If it's a lie...]

    "I swear on my hammer and fire. If I lie, fire will no longer bless me and will consume me."

    [Good. What's your location?]

    "The Sleeping Fire Mountain Range. It's where many workshops are gathered. Do you know it?"

    [I know it. Isn't it one of the most heavily defended places in the Western Continent? Damn it... Wait. I'll find a way.]

    Zerex sat there, fiddling with his hammer, quietly waiting. An hour passed, then two, with no reply. Zerex grew anxious, pacing in circles.

    [Zerex.]

    "Yes. I'm here."

    Zerex, eager for the contact, leaned closer to the chisel but still replied calmly, without showing his excitement.

    [I've found an ancient migration method passed down among Dwarves. The conditions are incredibly complex, but it should be possible.]

    "Intercontinental travel? Are you senile? I'm not a wizard."

    [Shut up. I've investigated everything. You have the Essence of Fire, don't you?]

    "...Yes."

    [If you use the Essence of Fire and employ this technique in the deepest part of the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range cave in the Western Continent, you can travel the path of fire all the way to the Eastern Continent. It's a method only Dwarves can use. Of course, preparations also need to be made on this side. Both sides must be perfectly prepared for it to succeed.]

    "I've never heard of it. Is it certain?"

    [No. It's a gamble.]

    "What?!"

    [It's an ancient method I barely found, so I can't guarantee success. But this is the only way. If we had more time, perhaps, but didn't you say it leaves tomorrow? In this situation, this is the best option. Will you give up?]

    Zerex clenched his jaw, deep in thought. This fellow held a grudge against him for fleeing with the Essence of Fire. How could he know if he was being deceived? Or he might arrive, have the Dragon Heart stolen, and die.

    "...No. I'll do it."

    Zerex was no longer thinking rationally. Whether enchanted by the Essence of Fire or consumed by the desire for the Dragon Heart, he was resolved.

  

    Through the voice emanating from the chisel embedded in the rock, Zerex learned the ancient migration method to travel from the Eastern Continent to the Western Continent.

    "Hmm... it's not as complicated as I thought."

    [Draw the formula I just told you on the ground and place the Essence of Fire in the center; the path of fire will open. If you throw yourself into it, you'll arrive at the Eastern Continent. Remember. Without the Ice Dragon's Heart...]

    "Don't worry. I have no intention of dying. Alright, I'll head to the deepest part by 10 AM Western time tomorrow morning."

    Ending the communication, Zerex pulled out his watch and checked the time. It was already 3 AM. He had to steal the Dragon Heart and go even deeper into the deepest part than where he was now. Time was tight.

    He moved quickly, ascending. Zerex moved all night, but consumed by desire, he felt no fatigue.

    First, he had to steal the Dragon Heart. Patcham's vault was the thickest in the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range. Without the palm prints of the two people who initially locked it, not even Patcham, let alone a master, could open it. It was one of the first things Zerex had crafted when he arrived here.

    "I prepared for times like this. Hehehe."

    While designing the vault, Zerex had created a backdoor that he could open. It wasn't something anyone could open just by knowing its location; it required a Dwarf, making it effectively a backdoor only he could use.

    Zerex returned to his workshop. He had no intention of coming back, so he only packed his valuables into his bag.

    "I've been in this damn place for too long..."

    He finished packing and took one last look around the workshop. He had been here for a full ten years. He never wanted to associate with those filthy beastfolk or other races, but he had no choice if he wanted to get his hands on the Essence of Fire.

    But now, it was time for his patience to be rewarded. With the Essence of Fire and the Dragon Heart in his possession, he could create legendary items. Lost in various ideas, he headed to Marcello's house, next to Patcham's workshop.

    It was the dead of night, and Marcello was surely asleep, but it wasn't easy to fool the sensitive senses of a cat beastfolk. Zerex took out a long-spouted, kettle-shaped lamp from his bag. He gently twisted a sharp awl to bore a small hole in the door, pushed the lamp's spout in, and lit the lamp.

    Gray smoke settled heavily, slowly spreading throughout Marcello's house. Zerex placed the lamp down and waited silently. After about five minutes, Zerex lightly tapped the doorknob with his hammer. The doorknob and what remained of the lock crumbled and fell apart. He could have taken his time picking it, but he had no time. In a few hours, he would already be gone to the Western Continent anyway. Nothing to worry about.

    Zerex put a mask over his face and tied the strings tightly behind his head. Entering the house, he found smoke clinging to the floor. It was gas strong enough to put an Ogre to sleep, but the Dwarf's body, specialized for mining and resistant to gas and dust, allowed him to withstand it with just a mask.

    He gently pushed open the bedroom door. A small creak revealed the interior. Marcello was fast asleep, oblivious to the world. He closed the door again and slowly headed to the basement. He knew the structure of this house very well. It was originally his own house. But he had deliberately moved to a distant place to avoid seeing meddlesome Patcham's face.

    The basement was filled with Marcello's junk.

    "Dirty beastfolk."

    Unlike when he used it, the basement was completely unorganized. Zerex haphazardly threw aside the junk covering one wall. The house was well-soundproofed, so he no longer needed to fear making noise. He cleared the items and placed his hand on the exposed wall. It was the wall adjacent to Patcham's workshop.

    Zerex smashed the bricks with his hammer. Behind the bricks, tightly packed earth was revealed. Zerex tapped the earth with his hammer. The seemingly solid earth crumbled like sand, creating a hole large enough for Zerex to enter. The crumbling earth flowed like water and accumulated in Marcello's basement. Zerex entered the hole and repeated the process of tapping the earth, creating a tunnel.

    After about 10 meters, a metal wall appeared. Zerex felt the wall, searching for the backdoor he had created.

    "Huh? What's this?"

    The backdoor was still there, but more magic had been cast around it. Zerex checked what kind of magic it was.

    "Damn Patcham! He put an alarm spell on it!"

    Patcham had cast an alarm spell over the entire vault. No matter if it was a backdoor or anything else, the moment the vault was breached, Patcham would know. He checked the time. It was almost six o'clock, time for the blacksmiths to wake up. There was no time to think. He had to go deep into the mine shaft and engrave the formula on the ground within four hours.

    "I've already come this far. I can't turn back now."

    Having firmed his resolve, Zerex adjusted his bag strap and gripped his hammer. He wasn't confident in his quick movements, but he was determined to do it or die trying.

    "Phew..."

    He struck the part where the backdoor was with his hammer.

    Bang!

    He had originally intended to open it quietly, but if the alarm spell was going to go off anyway, noise didn't matter. Speed was more important.

    [BEEEEEEEP----------]

    He entered the vault, pushing through the deafening noise. In the center of the not-so-large vault lay the Dragon Heart.

    "Ohh..."

    The Dragon Heart was like a transparent, bluish gem. Zerex forgot he needed to move and simply admire its beauty. However, the alarm sound quickly brought him back to his senses, and he shoved the Dragon Heart into his bag.

    "Wha... What is it?!" Patcham woke up to the loud noise. It wasn't just Patcham; everyone in the district was awake.

    "Block off the entrance!" Patcham rushed out of his house and sent a few approaching security guards to the entrance.

    "Marcello! Where's Marcello?!"

    Patcham looked for Marcello but found his absence strange. It was impossible for a sensitive cat beastfolk to sleep through such noise.

    "Master! What's going on?!" Jaein, woken from his sleep, covered his ears and spoke to Patcham.

    "First, turn off that noise! Come here!" Patcham dragged Jaein to the workshop's vault. When Jaein and he simultaneously placed their hands on the vault door, the loud noise finally stopped.

    "Now I can live..." Jaein rubbed his ears.

    "Gasp... Gasp..." Patcham was gasping for air, so Jaein followed his gaze.

    "...Where did it go?"

    The Dragon Heart was gone. Patcham rushed into the vault and looked around.

    "Zerex! You fat, hairy bastard with no conscience!"

    "Zerex?"

    "Only Zerex can dig a hole like this." Patcham poked his head into the hole and looked inside.

    "Tch... No good. He sprayed sleeping gas."

    They opened all the doors in Marcello's house to ventilate, but Zerex was nowhere to be found.

    "Is Marcello okay?"

    "Hmm, it's just sleeping gas. He'll wake up later. More importantly, security! Has anyone left the workshop district?"

    "No one has left since midnight."

    "...What is he thinking?"

    "Master! The door leading to the underground mine shaft has been breached!" Another guard reported to Patcham.

    "He went underground?"

    "Is there another path leading underground?" Jaein asked Patcham, who looked puzzled.

    "No, the underground mine shaft is blocked off. No matter if he's a Dwarf, he shouldn't be able to tunnel his way out... Anyway, I'll pursue him."

    "We'll go too."

    A search party was immediately formed, and Jaein and Nayoung followed.

    "Isn't this a long-abandoned mine shaft? He went this way?" Patcham found Zerex's tracks at a fork in the shaft and tilted his head.

    "Why?"

    "It's a shaft that goes deeper. It gets further and further from the surface. That Zerex... What is he thinking?"

    The search party quickened their pace. Zerex was famously ill-tempered within the mountain range, but he wasn't stupid. He clearly had something in mind, and they had to stop him.

    Zerex had apparently no intention of hiding his tracks, as he had completely destroyed the barricades of the abandoned shaft.

    "Hurry! He hasn't been gone long!"

    The search party rapidly closed the distance. It hadn't even been 30 minutes since the tracks appeared.

    "Huff... Huff... Huff..."

    He had run for hours on his short legs, carrying a heavy load. He had only packed essentials, but all his tools were heavy, making his shoulders feel like they would break. His breath was ragged, but he moved his feet quickly. If he stopped and was caught, Patcham would never forgive him, no matter that he was a defecting Dwarf. Plus, he now carried the Essence of Fire. It was obvious they would seize it and kill him if they found it.

    Zerex, who had been running continuously, paused briefly, put his ear to the wall, and felt the vibrations to gauge the distance of his pursuers.

    "Damn it... About 30 minutes away? They're fast."

    Zerex had a single luminescent stone tied to his forehead, but it wasn't enough to illuminate the darkness of the abandoned shaft. If it weren't for a Dwarf's eyesight, he wouldn't have been able to run this fast.

    He finally reached his destination. It was the deepest part of the mine shaft dug in the Western Continent's Sleeping Fire Mountain Range. He set down his bag, picked up his chisel, and carved a magic circle into the rock.

    The loud sounds of his hammer and chisel breaking the rock surely drowned out any other noise, yet Zerex kept looking back, as if he could hear the footsteps of his pursuers. He moved his hands faster.

    "Done...!"

    Zerex, who had hurriedly carved out the two-meter-wide magic circle, embedded the chisel into the rock and opened communication.

    "It's done! You're ready on your end, right?"

    [We've been ready for a while. What took you so long?]

    "....The pursuers are coming. Let's start quickly."

    [Alright. Place the Essence of Fire in the center of the formula you drew.]

    Zerex did as he was told, placing the Essence of Fire in the center and stepping back.

    [Did you place it?]

    "Yes. Flames are spreading across the magic circle."

    [Really? Heheheh...]

    Zerex felt an ominous premonition from his laughter.

    [Did you think you could steal a Dwarf's treasure and get away with it?]

    "What have you done?!"

    [It's a shame about the Ice Dragon's Heart, but destroying the largest workshop in the West would be good too. And dispose of a traitor at the same time.]

    Zerex realized he had been tricked and tried to retrieve the Essence of Fire, but the uncontrollably spreading flames forced him to retreat.

    "Damn it!"

    [Bow down. It is the Salamander, the Avatar of Fire. An entity that will burn away even your rotten nature. With this, all the Western Continent's trash will also be burned...]

    The communication cut off.

    "No... No!!! I can't die! I've just gotten my hands on the Dragon Heart!"

    Something lizard-like erupted from the magic circle. The lizard, about three meters from head to tail and not large in stature, was entirely made of fire. The heat radiated by the Salamander, the Avatar of Fire, melted the rocks on the floor, and its heat reached Zerex, who was standing at a distance.

    "Ha... Ha ha... Hahahahaha!!!"

    Zerex lost his mind amidst the uncontrollably spreading flames.

    The Salamander flicked its tongue, as if it had spotted something delicious.

    Then, with a colossal blaze that filled the mine shaft, the Salamander engulfed Zerex.

  

    Following Zerex's tracks, it was clear he was headed for the deepest part of the mine shaft. After hours of pursuit, just as the search party was about to reach the innermost section of the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range:

    BOOM!

    A massive explosion shook the tunnel as if it would collapse. The search party, accustomed to mines, didn't panic. They instinctively covered their heads and crouched down. Nayoung immediately conjured a shield above their heads. Thankfully, the tunnel didn't completely collapse.

    "Zerex definitely did something! Hurry!"

    As soon as the tremor stopped, they resumed their hurried pace. They were less than a minute away now.

    "Retreat! Retreat!" The knight leading the charge came running back, his face pale with fear.

    "What is it?! Why are you coming back?!" Patcham shouted. They were already in a hurry; why were they retreating?

    "Flames...!"

    ROOOOOAR!!!!

    Flames filling the tunnel engulfed the fleeing knight. Nayoung quickly conjured a shield to protect him.

    "Fall back! Quickly!" The shield trembled, struggling to withstand the immense flames. However, with so many people trying to turn around in the narrow tunnel at once, their movements were slow. It had been a mistake to bring so many people down to search the complex mine. Though the tunnel was about three meters high, it wasn't wide enough for people to run two abreast.

    "Hmph!" As people passed, Patcham swung his long hammer at the ceiling. It was an unbelievable feat of strength for a Goblin just one meter tall. As Nayoung's shield shattered, the ceiling collapsed with a rumble. The cascading earth blocked the flames.

    Beyond the crumbling passage, two glowing eyes peered through the fire. Patcham didn't stop, continuing to collapse the tunnel as he ran.

    "Huff... huff... Patcham! What is that?!"

    "That must be the Salamander, the Avatar of Fire," Patcham said to Jaein, who had sunk to the floor.

    "The Avatar of Fire? Like Lady Ares, the Avatar of Darkness?"

    "Similar, but a different class. Several grades lower than the Avatar of Darkness."

    "Does it normally live here?"

    "Of course not?! The last time a Salamander appeared was 30 years ago, in the Eastern Continent. Even then, it was only captured after countless deaths. Why is it here now...?"

    "Can you kill an Avatar?"

    "It can be killed."

    "Even if it dies, the world's fire won't disappear, right?" Jaein, being from Earth, lacked a full understanding of what an Avatar was.

    "An Avatar is merely a materialized form of a certain phenomenon or fundamental power, not the phenomenon itself. So, even if that thing dies, fire won't vanish from the world. For now... we need to go up. We need to get help. Everyone, get up! Move if you don't want to die!"

    The search party members, who had collapsed, struggled to their feet. They had descended for two hours, so climbing up would take even longer. Moreover, they had minor injuries and were exhausted.

    "Did Zerex summon it?"

    "Summoning an Avatar... if he had the Essence of Fire, it might have been possible. But even if it were possible, I don't know why he would summon an uncontrollable Avatar; he'd be the first to die."

    ROOOOOOOAR!

    "Aaahhh!!!"

    The Salamander burst forth from the front of the tunnel, and the guard standing in front of it burst into flames.

    "Damn it! It came around the side!" Patcham leaped into the flames to save the injured. Nayoung quickly conjured another shield in front of Patcham, and Patcham tore off another guard's cloak to wrap around the burning guard.

    Nayoung launched dozens of sharp mana needles at the clearly hostile Avatar of Fire. The mana needles passed through the Salamander with a hissing sound and embedded themselves in the wall. It didn't seem injured at all, but the Salamander's movement paused for a moment as the mana needles pierced its body.

    "Such attacks won't work on the Avatar of Fire! Run!" Patcham continued to collapse the path as he went back down the way they came. After running for a long time again, they entered a side tunnel to catch their breath.

    "Master... It's following us, right? Why?"

    "...They say Salamanders favor those beloved by fire."

    "Those beloved by fire?"

    "Skilled blacksmiths like myself."

    "......" Jaein stared intently at Patcham.

    "What! It's not my fault, is it?!"

    "No... who said it was your fault? But if it favors you, shouldn't it not harm you?"

    "It's like a dog liking a bone. It'll probably burn me to ashes. Damn it!"

    "Is the path upwards blocked?" Nayoung asked about a solution to divert the self-reproaching Patcham's attention.

    "One of the paths is blocked. But there are still other ways. You two go up first." Patcham drew a web-like map of the tunnels on the ground. "I'll lure that thing away."

    "How was the Avatar that appeared 30 years ago defeated?" Jaein asked, ignoring Patcham's words.

    "I heard that after wizards poured thousands of tons of lake water on it, weakening it, the Empire's Grand Master finally defeated it."

    "A Master isn't enough?"

    "An Avatar's attack cannot be stopped by a mere human. Humans can't even attack an Avatar. But a Grand Master is no ordinary human, so it was possible for him."

    "But Nayoung just blocked it with a shield, didn't she?"

    "...Indeed? How? Were you a Grand Master?"

    "I wonder?" Nayoung tilted his head. He didn't know the criteria.

    "No, it's pointless. No matter how amazing Nayoung is, his attack didn't completely block it, did it? Conversely, his attack had no effect."

    "You said before that they weakened it by pouring water on it, right? Is there water nearby?"

    "There's no such large quantity of water in the tunnel or the workshop district. The closest is the valley below." Patcham pointed to one end of the map he drew on the ground. "It won't just fall into the valley on its own... If we breach this wall, it's close to the valley, so I'll lure it. Hurry and go up."

    Patcham steeled his resolve and spoke again. He couldn't let all these people, and indeed everyone in the workshop district, die because of him. If he could lure it into the valley and away from the workshop district, they would gain enough time to escape.

    "Instead of that, let's lure it this way, then block it here and here." Jaein, realizing Patcham's resolve, offered another idea, marking places to block on the map on the ground.

    "It's the Avatar of Fire, living flames. If we block it off like that, we won't be able to breathe... Ah!" Patcham understood Jaein's intention.

    "Mr. Jaein, what's my role?" Nayoung asked.

    "As we move, please block the flames and protect the people."

    A plan was devised: half the group, including the injured, circled around toward the workshop district, while the rest ran to the locations marked on the map.

    "Master, how much further?" Jaein asked as he ran.

    "At this speed, we still have to go another 20 minutes. I can execute the plan alone. Now, you two escape."

    "Patcham won't last 20 minutes alone. Let's go together." Nayoung shook his head at Patcham's words.

    "What are you talking about, after coming all this way?" Jaein chimed in.

    "....I will repay this debt. Once we pass, you must completely collapse the tunnel." Patcham ordered the search party.

    "Master, we'll see you above!" The search party, knowing they would only hinder these three, said with heavy hearts.

    "Yes, see you above." Patcham didn't seem likely to survive, but he said so to reassure the others. Beyond the tunnel, the flames were visible.

    "It's coming! Go!" Patcham, Nayoung, and Jaein entered one tunnel, and the remaining search party entered another direction. As expected, the Salamander followed Patcham's group. One of the guards, who had been hiding, collapsed the tunnel through which the Salamander had passed, following Patcham.

    "To the next position!" The guards moved quickly. Knowing Patcham's route in advance, they deliberately lured the Salamander, moving it to desired locations and blocking off tunnels one by one.

    The Salamander, made of weightless flames, moved incredibly fast. When the Salamander got close, Nayoung would block it with a shield and launch mana needles, stopping its movement for a moment to buy time.

    "How much further do we have to go?!" Jaein shouted, breathless.

    "Right here! Goddess! Shield!" The three threw themselves into a small cavern, and the Salamander followed them in.

    "Master! We'll see you above!" And the last remaining guard collapsed the tunnel that the three people and the Salamander had entered.

    The Salamander and the three people confronted each other in a narrow cavern about 10 meters wide, with a shield between them. The Salamander's flickering gaze was fixed on the three.

    "You know the plan, right? If it goes wrong, only I jump. You two get out of the way."

    "It'll be fine." Patcham slowly moved to the side. While Patcham lured it away, the two others had to create a hole in the wall.

    "Huh...?" As Patcham slowly moved along the wall, the Salamander's gaze remained fixed on Nayoung and Jaein, not moving.

    "Was it not following me?"

    "Then, me?" Nayoung slowly moved to the side.

    The Salamander's gaze rested on Jaein.

    "Me...?"

    "Don't panic! Goddess! Just hold that thing for a moment!" The Salamander slowly approached Jaein. Its flickering tongue was like a puppy seeing a delicious treat.

    "G-Good boy? Could you move back a little?" Jaein gestured with his hand, hoping the Salamander would retreat. That gesture became a signal, and the Salamander lunged at Jaein, unleashing flames that shook Nayoung's shield as if to shatter it. Nayoung strained every ounce of mana until veins bulged on his forehead, blocking the Salamander.

    However, the Salamander's flames weakened as there was no more oxygen to burn. An ordinary person would have already suffocated, but the three superhumans could endure, even if their minds were hazy. As the flames weakened, it became easier for Nayoung to block them. Now the flames were gone, leaving only the orange body of the Salamander. Just as Nayoung's tension eased, thinking it was over.

    The Salamander rose and clawed at the shield, and several layers of Nayoung's shield disappeared at once.

    "Not yet?!" Nayoung layered his shields again.

    Nayoung was on the verge of collapsing from using too much mana.

    "Go!" Patcham swung his long hammer heavily at the wall.

    CRASH!

    A hole over a meter wide was created in the wall struck by the hammer.

    WHOOOOOOSH!!!

    The Salamander, which had been in the oxygen-depleted space, was sucked out in the direction of the incoming air. Patcham braced himself by digging the pointed back of his hammer into the floor, preventing himself from being pulled out. The Salamander, also being sucked out, braced itself by digging its claws into the hole like Patcham.

    At that moment, Nayoung unleashed mana needles in quick succession. The mana needles passed through the Salamander's body, causing it to blur and eventually get sucked out through the hole and fall.

    "It's done!"

    Below was the valley. The flightless Salamander would fall into the water. Jaein and Patcham slumped to the ground.

    "It went as you said, Mr. Jaein."

    "It's a backdraft. If you make a hole in blocked flames and inject oxygen, the flames escape explosively. I thought it would work since the Salamander is a light, insubstantial flame."

    "Now we just need to get out."

    "W-Wait..." Everyone had relaxed, but Patcham's green face grew paler.

    "Did anyone hear a splash?"

    "....."

    "If the Salamander, a ball of fire, fell into the water, there should have been a huge splash, right?"

    Everyone got up.

    The three nervously poked their heads through the hole and looked down.

  

    It was clear that if the Salamander, a fireball hotter than lava, hit the water, there'd be a tremendous roar. But...

    "No one... heard anything, right? The sound of it hitting the water?"

    At Patcham's words, the three who had slumped to the ground got up and peered down the hole. The Salamander, instead of falling into the water, had clung to the cliff face just before impact and was now rapidly climbing back up the wall.

    "That blasted thing!" Patcham slammed the ground near the hole, dislodging rocks, while Nayoung continuously fired mana needles. However, outside the oxygen-depleted tunnel, in the open air, the Salamander wasn't significantly harmed.

    Jaein watched the two desperately trying to stop the Salamander and hardened his resolve.

    "Mr. Nayoung, my research data is on the World Tree Research Lab's main computer. The password is the date the Chairman hired me."

    "What?! What are you talking about?!"

    Jaein ran and threw himself down the hole, leaping. If he were alone, he would have fought the monster until it burned him to death. He would have kept running. But he couldn't let Nayoung and Patcham die because of him.

    "Ah... I still had so much research to do..." The sky he saw as he fell was impossibly blue. It was too beautiful a day to die.

    The Salamander's eyes followed Jaein's descent, then it kicked off the cliff and pursued him.

    I used teleportation magic to travel to southern Malvochia to meet Ares.

    "Mr. Carlton, is it alright for me to accompany you? Do you have the time?"

    "It's fine. You, Jisuk, are an important guest, so it's only natural that I escort you. I apologize, but we'll have to travel by carriage from here."

    At first, I thought about running there. However, I refrained, as galloping across someone else's land as a master from another world could be seen as a hostile act, and not just in a foreign country, but in another world entirely.

    "Yes, let's take our time."

    It would take time for Jaein to process the Dragon Heart anyway. Even if we took it slow, there was plenty of time.

    As I boarded the carriage Carlton had prepared, I was reminded of riding a carriage in the Eastern Continent with Ares. Of course, Carlton didn't throw gold coins around or speak rudely to the coachman like Ares did.

    "Seeing it so far away, it seems not many people believe in the Avatar of Darkness?"

    "The people of the Western Continent have a long history of persecution by the dominant races, so they tend to fear darkness and yearn for light."

    "Wouldn't Lady Ares be a bit disappointed to hear that?"

    "Records show that the Avatar of Light, Lady Aither, has been rarely seen in history, but there's hardly any mention of Lady Ares, the Avatar of Darkness. Now that her existence is known, won't more people start believing?"

    "Perhaps."

    It made sense for the people of Tellus, who believed what they saw.

    We traveled by carriage to the southernmost part of Allnuwecia, a country bordering Malvochia. Crossing the border was smooth with Carlton, a high-ranking official from Malvochia, by my side. After a long ride down country roads, we finally arrived at the temple.

    "...It's smaller than I expected."

    The temple wasn't very large. There were hundreds of churches bigger than this in Seoul. The Temple of Light I saw in Malvochia's capital was enormous.

    "Ahem... I hope Lady Ares isn't too offended."

    "She probably won't mind much."

    "Ohh!! Lord Lee Jisuk!" A gaunt priest rushed out and prostrated himself on the ground.

    "Excuse me? You know me?"

    "Of course, I know you! You're the disciple who directly met Lady Ares and received her teachings, aren't you!"

    "Disciple... I guess that's true. Please, get up." I helped him to his feet.

    "Thank you. Thanks to Lord Lee Jisuk, the Dark God's scripture has been revised for the first time in decades."

    I wasn't sure if having my name in the scripture was a good thing, but this person's goodwill might be helpful for future endeavors.

    "I am Rondy, a priest of the Dark Temple. How may I assist you?" Rondy gave a peculiar greeting, covering both eyes with his right hand.

    "Priest Rondy, I'd like to offer a prayer to Lady Ares. I was hoping she might hear my words if I prayed here."

    "It's embarrassing to admit, but we've never heard Lady Ares's voice ourselves, so it's difficult to give you a definitive answer."

    "That's alright. Could I use the place where you normally pray?"

    "Of course. This way."

    Guided by Rondy, I entered the temple. The inside was as simple as the outside. Past the entrance, I saw a statue of Ares.

    "What do you think? Does it resemble her?"

    Not at all. Mythological statues are usually beautified, but this was the opposite. This statue was beautiful, but its atmosphere was different from Ares's, and it failed to capture her full beauty.

    "It looks similar, I think?"

    Still, there was no need to explicitly say it was different, so I told a white lie. Well, it was similar in that she was tall and had long, straight black hair. Rondy was greatly moved by my white lie. He continued to guide me to a staircase leading underground.

    "Is the prayer room underground?"

    "The best place to pray to Lady Ares, the Avatar of Darkness, is, after all, in darkness."

    "I'll wait outside." Carlton turned around, perhaps intimidated by the pitch-black staircase where nothing could be seen. In contrast, Rondy, relying on a single candle in the utterly dark staircase, descended quickly as if he could see perfectly clearly.

    "Indeed, Lord Lee Jisuk is also accustomed to darkness."

    His pleased words weren't wrong, but in my case, my senses were so developed that I could perceive my surroundings even with my eyes closed and ears covered.

    "Here it is." The underground prayer room was just a simple, natural cave. At the end of the cave, there was a smaller version of the goddess statue I had seen above, resting on a rock.

    "May I also pray with you?"

    "Of course." Rondy extinguished the candle. The cave became utterly dark, without a single ray of light. Although the humidity was high, it didn't smell unpleasant, probably due to good ventilation and maintenance.

    'Lady Ares. Lady Ares. Are you there?'

    I didn't know how to pray, so I closed my eyes and searched for Lady Ares in my mind. Of course, there was no answer, but I kept searching.

    'Lady Ares, please answer me.'

    'I need help.'

    'Should I bring you some snacks?'

    'Or alcohol?'

    'Hello?'

    'Lady Ares?'

    I had nothing else to do while waiting for Jaein anyway, so I continued to pray for several hours.

    "Ahem... Indeed... your devotion is deep. I will take my leave now." Rondy, who had been kneeling and praying with me, limped as he stood up, his legs aching. I had unintentionally hurt the priest's pride.

    "I'll continue, so please go ahead. You can take the candle." Rondy bowed his head and left.

    I continued to pray alone.

    'Lady Ares. Lady Ares.'

    I gradually increased the speed, calling her name thousands, then tens of thousands of times.

    'Be quiet!'

    With Ares's roar, I felt my body being sucked in.

    "Huh? Lady Ares?"

    I opened my closed eyes and looked around. It was still dark everywhere, without a single ray of light, but it wasn't the underground prayer room I had been in moments ago. This was a vast space where walls couldn't be felt even at a distance. Before me stood a tall, black-haired Ares, not in her child form. She had her arms crossed and was frowning deeply, clearly annoyed.

    "You're terribly noisy! How many times are you going to call me?!"

    "Well, it would have been good if you'd answered right away."

    "Do I have any obligation to answer you, you audacious one?!"

    "But where are we?"

    "Within my barrier."

    "Your barrier?"

    "That Avatar of Light played a trick behind my back, trapping me, so I couldn't move."

    "What kind of trick?"

    "When I asked about the Administrators, she already knew. She even made a deal with them. A cowardly deal that begged them to spare us, the Avatars who are the very source of this world, even if this world, Tellus, was destroyed..."

    Ares bit her lip.

    "Are they so powerful that they can subdue even an Avatar of a world?"

    If we had to fight them in the future, that would be problematic.

    "There are many ways, even without directly fighting beings like me. If the Destroyer God who devours dimensions were to consume this world, we too would cease to exist."

    "We lack too much information about them. Is there no way?"

    "That's precisely why I had the Avatar of Light imprisoned and was interrogating her. She's tight-lipped and won't answer, but I'll find out if I press her a little more."

    "Are you strong enough to capture the Avatar of Light?"

    "Foolish one. What meaning does a handful of light hold before true darkness? Light, too, is ultimately born from darkness. Among the Avatars of this world, none dare to oppose me. Don't you feel it now that your rank has risen?"

    Indeed, I could now somewhat gauge Ares's power, which I had previously been completely unable to fathom. I thought I had gotten a little closer, but she was still incomparably powerful compared to me.

    "But can you see that my rank has risen?"

    "Hmph, it's just a paltry amount of power. You are truly slow."

    "That's why I came. How do I cultivate this power?"

    "The problem for you isn't cultivating power, but learning how to use it."

    "....."

    "Thick-headed one. Your existence having risen in rank is equivalent to becoming a higher-dimensional being. It means you no longer need to be bound by the laws of the dimension you have existed in until now."

    As Ares spoke, she slowly floated into the air. When using flight magic, acceleration and deceleration are subtly visible. But what she used was not such a thing. She moved as if gliding, perfectly ignoring physical laws.

    "That's easier said than done... How do I do that?"

    "Your spouse is so clever, yet you're like this."

    "Don't just scold me, please teach me. Aren't you going to confront the Destroyer God or the Administrators anyway?"

    "That's not such a simple matter. However, training you does align with my purpose. Very well."

    Ares casually lowered her hand, and a massive hole opened beneath me. I fell into it without resistance.

    "If you fall, it won't just be a little painful, so figure it out yourself."

    Ares descended alongside me as I fell. But unlike me, who was flailing and plummeting, she was descending by her own will, moving steadily and gracefully.

    "No! So, how do I do it?!"

    "If you don't know, then fall."

    I tried to spew aura and life force downwards to decelerate, but my falling speed didn't slow at all; it only accelerated. This entire space was under Ares's control.

    CRASH!

    "Cough..." All the bones in my body were broken, and my organs were crushed. My head was cracked, and my five senses were a mess.

    "Again." Before my bones could even fully mend, another hole opened below. I fell to the ground, and then another hole opened. I recovered as I fell, struggled again, and hit the ground.

    "Again."

    "Are you taking revenge for all my praying earlier?!"

    "Indeed. But it will help you, so shut up and concentrate. Abandon common sense. Abandon your senses."

    It wasn't easy to suddenly cut off senses that had always been keenly felt.

    Float... Float... Float!!

    CRASH!

    "Abandon three-dimensional thinking. In this world, there are spirits not bound by physical laws, and there are souls. You can now touch those beings, which means you, too, are beyond physical laws."

    Indeed, I could now touch the spirits of the World Tree and had even destroyed the second-tier angel, Cherubim.

    "We have plenty of time, so let's take it slow."

    I had only intended to talk for a moment and then leave, but it looked like this was going to take a long time.

  

    I kept falling into the pits Ares created, hitting the bottom, only to fall into a new one before I could even compose myself.

    In this barrier, where not a single ray of light penetrated, Ares controlled everything. It seemed she even reduced the durability of my body, as the impacts shattered me with dozens of times more force.

    Thanks to this, my stamina and strength stats soared, but it wasn't particularly meaningful in my current situation. My mind grew hazy from the repeated pain of falling, and my senses dulled.

    The bottom was nearing again. I unconsciously stretched my hand upwards. It was an instinctive action, born from a primal desire to grab onto something and stop this fall.

    CRACK!

    It was clearly empty space, yet something was caught in my hand. My arm stretched out, dislocated, and muscles tore as I stopped my insane plummet with one arm. But thanks to that, I didn't hit the ground like a burst dumpling. I released my hand and landed softly on the ground.

    "What did I just grab?"

    "Nothing. You merely believed you could grasp empty space, and your body moved accordingly. You could simply move your body directly without such a thing, but your dull mind seems to require the buffer of the common sense that you can grasp empty space."

    "I don't quite understand what you mean... but you're saying I can grab empty space?"

    Ares looked utterly exasperated.

    "Explaining it won't make you understand. Just do it again. I think I'll only feel at ease once this is over and I've kicked you out."

    Another hole opened below. I recalled Ares's words and the sensation from earlier. Until now, common sense dictated that there was nothing to grab in empty space, but since I had already grabbed something once, my body and mind now acknowledged that something could be grabbed. I tried to grasp the empty air with my hand to stop my falling body within the dimension my physical self existed.

    Again, my hand caught in the air, and my body jolted, decelerating. But if I kept doing this, my arm would dislocate every time. Applying Sangheon's method of throwing a Light Saucer in the air and stepping on it to decelerate when falling from an airplane, this time, I kicked the empty air. The seemingly empty space felt like a solid wall. It allowed for several times faster and more efficient movement than firing aura and stepping on it, or releasing a large amount to propel myself. Kicking the air in a zigzag pattern, I completely reduced my speed and stood still in the seemingly empty space.

    "What are you doing? Go up."

    At Ares's words, I put all my strength into my legs and jumped. I could break the sound barrier and leap into the sky from the ground, and now I could do it in mid-air. Soaring rapidly, I kicked the space of empty air I had just passed through, jumping again. After several more kicks into the empty air, I escaped the pit.

    "Phew..."

    Ares was already up above.

    "Couldn't you have taught me a bit more gently?"

    Though I had learned something new, wasn't there a better way than having my body repeatedly shattered?

    "What nonsense are you speaking, you who cannot understand words? This is the best method for you. I am busy, so return now. After I interrogate and seal Aither to gain information, I will seek you out. Oh, and tell your followers to change that statue. Tsk."

    She must not have liked the statue. Without a chance to speak, Ares waved her hand, and I was abruptly pushed out of the barrier, returning to the underground prayer room of the Dark Temple.

    "Ah! Lord Jisuk! I was waiting for you. Mr. Carlton is waiting upstairs."

    A young priest I hadn't seen before was waiting for me. Following him upstairs, I found Carlton pacing anxiously.

    "Lord Jisuk! You suddenly vanished and were gone for so long that we searched everywhere. You've finally reappeared in the prayer room."

    Carlton sighed with relief. But then.

    "Did you just say 'long time'? How long was I gone?"

    "Over ten days."

    "I was summoned by Lady Ares; I didn't realize so much time had passed."

    "Ohh! You met Lady Ares again?! Tell me! Please tell me the story!" Priest Rondy leaned in eagerly.

    "Priest Rondy! This is not the time. Lord Jisuk! We must return quickly! A Salamander has appeared in the mountain range!"

    Carlton explained what had happened in the mountain range.

    "I'll go first."

    I exited the temple, and Rondy looked heartbroken at not hearing the story.

    "This is a foreign country. If you use your power...!"

    "If I go to the sky, no one will know."

    "You can fly? But still, if you're seen flying in the sky, you'll be exposed."

    "I'll fly high. See you later."

    As I pushed off the ground, a shockwave sent dust flying, and the priests of the Dark Temple stumbled backward. My body shot into the sky like an arrow, and the ground quickly receded. As my speed slightly decreased, I rapidly repeated kicking the empty air. It was virtually the same as flying. When I reached above the clouds, the ground was no longer visible. The air was thin, but it felt refreshing. I changed my vertical ascent to a trajectory towards the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range and raced through the air.

    Hoping Nayoung and Jaein were safe.

    "Mr. Jaein!!!"

    "No! It's too late!"

    Patcham grabbed Nayoung, who was about to jump after Jaein. Jumping now wouldn't save Jaein, and Nayoung would simply become another victim of the Salamander.

    Just before the Salamander's flames reached Jaein, a beam of red aura struck the Salamander. The beam continuously pushed the Salamander, slamming it against the cliff. And then, Jisuk flew in and snatched the falling Jaein.

    "Looks like you had fun while I was gone?"

    "Chair...man..." Tears welled up in Jaein's eyes; he had prepared for death but survived.

    "Go over there for a moment." Jisuk threw Jaein towards the hole where Nayoung and Patcham were peering out.

    "Aaaah!!!"

    Seeing Jaein screaming and flying towards them, Patcham extended his hammer handle.

    "Grab it!"

    Jaein grabbed the end of the handle, and Nayoung and Patcham pulled him in.

    "So this is the Avatar of Fire, huh?"

    If my rank hadn't ascended with the Ascension of Being skill, that aura beam wouldn't have affected the Salamander. It was incredible that the three of them had endured against such a monster without dying.

    The Salamander ignored me, who was standing in the air, and began to climb the cliff towards the hole where Jaein had gone. I released another aura beam, hitting it and making it fall with the crumbling cliff face. Annoyed by the two attacks, it clung to the cliff and unleashed flames at me.

    I crossed my arms to block the flames. When the flames proved ineffective, it kicked off the cliff and lunged at me, aiming for my neck. I deftly dodged the Salamander as it flew towards me with its mouth agape, and then I grabbed its neck with my arm, squeezing.

    The temperature of the flames it had just spewed couldn't even be compared to the Salamander's main body. Even though I was wearing armor, my entire body felt as hot as if it were submerged in lava. It thrashed, scratching me with its claws, and where its claws passed, my armor wasn't cut by sharpness, but melted and gouged by the heat.

    I pulled a sword from the back of my hand and plunged it into the Salamander's neck. Perhaps due to my ascended rank, the Salamander writhed in pain from my attack, but being a formless mass of fire, it didn't die from being stabbed in the neck. It wasn't enough with just one stab, so I stabbed its neck, head, and torso, but still, I couldn't inflict significant damage on it.

    "Is my rank still not high enough?"

    I hugged the Salamander even tighter, preventing it from escaping. Even if attacks didn't work well, I could at least hold onto it. Then, I stopped standing on empty air and fell into the river.

    KABOOOM!!

    The extreme heat and river water met, instantly turning into steam and causing an explosion. The impact shattered the cliff rocks, which fell as if to fill the river. A series of explosions occurred, as if they would evaporate the entire river, but the cold river water continuously poured over me and the Salamander. My body melted from the heat and was battered by the explosions, yet I did not release my grip on the Salamander's neck. This kind of brutal fighting was what I was best at.

    After holding it for several tens of seconds, the Salamander's heat cooled, and the explosions stopped. However, the water touching its still-hot body continued to boil furiously. The Salamander's body gradually shrunk. By the time it was small enough to fit in my two hands, the water no longer boiled, merely becoming warm. The lizard-sized Salamander's body blurred, then disappeared, leaving behind a fist-sized orb. I gripped the orb in one hand and surfaced.

    We rescued the three people through the hole and climbed back up to the top of the mine.

    "Master!! I was so worried!"

    Marcello embraced the Master, his face streaked with tears.

    "We're so glad everyone is safe! We apologize for fleeing first!" The search party who had gone up earlier knelt down. Everyone in the workshop district cheered at the three's return.

    But Patcham, despite the warm welcome, was visibly deflated.

    "To think it was you, not me, who was beloved by fire..." Patcham was dejected, and Jaein smiled sheepishly.

    "Mr. Jaein, you almost died because of it, and you're smiling?"

    "My legs are still trembling when I think about being chased. But as a craftsman, being recognized by the Avatar of Fire makes me happy!"

    "You all held up well against such a monster."

    "If Mr. Nayoung hadn't blocked the flames with his shield and slowed the Salamander with mana needles, we would all be dead."

    Looking at Nayoung more closely, I noticed a very faint but definite increase in his rank.

    "Oh, Nayoung, your rank has gone up?"

    "Really? Like big brother?"

    "Why?"

    "I wonder?" Nayoung looked down at his hands, as if he didn't know.

    "There's a legend that one who earns the reverence of many people obtains divinity," Patcham said.

    "Can anyone just gain divinity like that?"

    "It's just my speculation. It's only a legend. Besides, the Goddess was originally a master who wielded magic comparable to a god, so it's not 'anyone'."

    "The Goddess saved thousands of people in the Eastern Continent alone, and if you include their families and those who heard their stories, the number is many times greater," Marcello added.

    "Mr. Nayoung, you saved that many people? That's amazing!" Nayoung smiled awkwardly, blushing.

    Actually, he had attacked the Imperial prisoner-of-war camp to save me then. Saving the trapped people was just a bonus.

    "When the Goddess came to Tellus this time, even more people began to believe in the Purple Goddess Church. Saving the people in the mine this time greatly increased their faith."

    "He really became a goddess, didn't he?" Jaein said with a stunned expression.

    "Ah, Master! Can we find the Dragon Heart that Zerex stole?"

    "He collapsed all the tunnels as he fled, so it'll take a long time to find it."

    Patcham made a troubled face at Jaein's question.

    "That's a problem... Should I go back to Earth? Even the CEO can't do anything about this, right?"

    "Exactly. If we smash everything, the Dragon Heart will break, and if the ground collapses, this district will be in danger too. We have no choice but to dig slowly."

    "It's a waste of resources to have someone of the Chairman's caliber doing shovel work."

    "I apologize... I want to deploy more people, but we have too much to build right now."

    The workshop had been busy even before we arrived because of the need to produce a lot of equipment for the war.

    "...If I can help you make those faster, then you can deploy more people to dig the tunnel, right?"

    "That's true, but how?"

    "Master, have you heard of the Industrial Revolution?"

    At Jaein's words, Patcham tilted his head.

  

    "Master, have you heard of the Industrial Revolution?" Jaein asked Patcham.

    "Industrial Revolution? What's that?"

    "It was a revolution in technological innovation and manufacturing processes that happened on Earth."

    "When it comes to technology, there's no one more skilled than the artisans here," Patcham said, pride evident in his voice as the top craftsman of the workshop district.

    "I know that too. But a single artisan makes an item from start to finish, right? And they stick to old methods. We're going to boost production speed by dividing labor and adopting new technology."

    "But artisans consider every item they make a work of art. They dislike anyone else touching their creations mid-way."

    "Just pick out people who want to do it. We don't need that many artisans anyway. What we need are general laborers." Jaein was accustomed to designing and managing factories in Korea, Mexico, and the United States. The work here was small-scale in comparison.

    "Master, please get me these first." Jaein wrote a list and handed it to Patcham.

    "Most of these materials are in stock, but this much?! Can we even make all of this?"

    "Don't worry. We'll use it all, and we'll see results. Mr. Carlton, please send this letter to Earth. They'll send us equipment and materials from there."

    "I'll handle it immediately."

    Carlton and everyone in the workshop district were grateful for Jisuk's help in defeating the Salamander and protecting their home, so they were more than willing to assist. There might be a shortage of warriors or artisans for the battlefield, but general laborers were abundant.

    "Chairman, please break down the wall I've marked here."

    "Are we not using this area?"

    "It's where Zerex used to work."

    Jisuk, without a moment's hesitation, broke down the wall and cleared the space. It was the largest area in the workshop district, spacious enough to install the new equipment. Slowly but surely, the equipment was moved into the cleared workshop. Since they were already manufactured to standard specifications on Earth, they arrived in less than a day.

    "I didn't realize the equipment would be this large. It cost an enormous amount," Carlton said, bowing his head, worried about filing the report later. However, Jaein was already accustomed to Jisuk's method of buying time with money.

    "I'll make sure we get our money's worth. Chairman, please move the press over here!"

    "Marcello! Are the work instructions and safety guidelines in the common language of Tellus ready?"

    "When are the ingots we ordered from Tellus arriving?! No time! Time!"

    Jaein checked the progress and issued hurried commands. As the line installation proceeded, Jaein retrieved Zerex's anvil and hammer. It was time to prepare the auxiliary materials for processing the Ice Dragon's Heart.

    "Are you, a human, going to do it yourself? Dwarves are capable of such work because they are beloved by fire..."

    Patcham realized that Jaein, like the dwarves, was beloved by fire, and he clamped his mouth shut.

    "Damn it, I'm unloved, so I'm leaving." Patcham grumbled and went off to work.

    "Shall I give it a try?" Jaein placed a scrap piece of metal on the anvil. He took a deep breath, steadied himself, and concentrated. He visualized how he wanted the metal to be, then carefully brought the hammer down.

    CLANG!

    The metal didn't transform into the shape Jaein envisioned; instead, it simply dented in the shape of the hammer. Jaein's hammering didn't achieve the mana circulation that Zerex had managed.

    "Well, I didn't expect it to work on the first try." Jaein, true to a researcher who had experienced many failures but never gave up, hammered relentlessly.

    Meanwhile, a few artisans and mining experts continued the work of digging out the collapsed underground tunnel, but with so few people, progress was slow as they had to dig without causing further collapse. Jaein was so busy that he couldn't sleep or eat properly. Jisuk, worried he might collapse, infused him with life force every time he passed by, helping him maintain his stamina.

    Thanks to Jisuk's help, after hammering without rest, Jaein finally got the knack of it.

    "Oh! It changed!" It was very subtle, but the imperfections inside the metal piece disappeared, making it harder, and its shape began to shift in the desired direction. It was such a subtle difference that he wouldn't have noticed it without his Analysis skill.

    "Good!" Jaein, invigorated by his success, hammered with renewed excitement. He was so tired his eyes had dark circles and his cheeks were sunken, but the joy of success filled him with energy. After several more hours of practice, Jaein began processing the auxiliary materials for the Dragon Heart. He started with easy tasks and gradually moved on to more difficult ones. Throughout it all, he didn't forget to supervise the installation of the production line.

    "Finished!"

    In less than three days, he had created a semi-automated weapon production line. It was an impossible speed without the original Earth technology and the generous support of Carlton and Patcham.

    "Alright, let's start." Jaein placed the Essence of Fire beneath the furnace. He could have used magic stones or electricity, but this method was faster and cost nothing. Jaein added materials according to the alloy ratio he had developed in Korea, creating molten metal. Many people came to watch Jaein's production line.

    "Using the Essence of Fire is really fast!"

    "But using such a huge furnace... Can they really make everything before the molten metal cools? What a waste, what a waste." Some artisans, like Patcham and Marcello, were excited, while many others were skeptical.

    Contrary to the worries of some skeptical artisans, the molten metal flowed into molds and solidified into the required sizes. Several workers immediately moved the still-hot alloy rods and plates to the press, shaping them into swords and armor. Earth's traditional manufacturing methods before the gate opened were much more complex, but the alloy Jaein created by combining new materials and technologies from the gate and Tellus had a very simple manufacturing process.

    "Fa... Fast!"

    "Hmph... But magic engraving still has to be done by hand!"

    The armor traveled down the conveyor belt to the next process. Lasers mounted on the line sparked, engraving magic circles onto the armor in just two seconds. Then, a 3D printer filled the laser-carved indentations with a prepared solution. The magic engraving took less than a minute.

    The artisans picked up the finished products.

    "The... the quality is high?! Even though it was made so roughly?!"

    "What's this alloy combination? What did he put in it?" The initially skeptical artisans examined Jaein's products and equipment.

    "It would take me two days to do this..."

    "At this speed, we could easily produce hundreds a day. Does that mean we're not needed anymore?" Another group of artisans trembled with a sense of displacement and job insecurity. They worried they might be fired and have to return to their hometowns.

    "Don't worry. These are mass-produced items, not high-quality ones. Their performance is naturally much lower than what an artisan who handles mana makes. So, now you artisans can focus on crafting high-quality items, and the weapons soldiers need on the battlefield right away can be mass-produced like this. It's about selection and focus." Jaein reassured them.

    Thanks to Jaein's process, production speed was a hundred times faster than before. Some high-ranking artisans, who disliked making items for ordinary soldiers as it hurt their pride, were delighted that someone else was taking over that task.

    "Alright, let's go dig the tunnel now!"

    The artisans now had free time since they didn't have to meet mass production quotas. Dozens of artisans and miners were deployed in shifts to restore the tunnel.

    "Who broke it like this?!" An Orc artisan complained while shoveling. The tunnel had completely collapsed, turning into a solid wall.

    "I did it, you bastard!" Patcham leaped and struck the Orc on the back of the head.

    "Ma... Master did it... Hahaha, you're strong. It collapsed completely."

    "What?! Should I have just died instead of collapsing it? You damn Zerex-like bastard."

    "No! How can you say such harsh things!!!"

    Jaein and Jisuk also joined the work.

    "Huh? Why is an Aura Master in the mine?" The workers tilted their heads at Jisuk digging through hard rock like mud with a shovel imbued with aura, but they were happy that their work was reduced.

    Many people dug earth and erected pillars, restoring the tunnel. Restoring the entire collapsed area would take much longer, but for now, they only needed to open a path to the deepest part. What would have taken a small team a month to dig, they managed to complete in a week, finally reaching the deepest section. In truth, Jisuk and he alone could have reached the deepest part in about a week, using the time Jaein spent setting up the new production line in the workshop. However, Jisuk and Jaein also wanted to foster the development of the workshop district, thereby empowering the Western Continent.

    In the deepest part where the Salamander first appeared, there were traces of melted and solidified rock and earth everywhere.

    "Found it!"

    Patcham rushed over and carefully retrieved the Dragon Heart, which was half-buried in the earth.

    "Fortunately... it's not broken."

    Next to it lay Zerex, burned black like charcoal, almost unrecognizably human or wood.

    "In your next life, be born without greed." Zerex's corpse crumbled with a brittle sound.

    Next to Zerex's charred remains lay a hammer. Jaein picked it up and examined it. The hammer, having withstood the Salamander's flames, was far superior to the one Zerex had left in the workshop. Jaein tucked Zerex's hammer into his waistband and carried the Heart as they ascended.

    "You're confident, right?" Patcham looked at Jaein, who was swinging the hammer, with uneasy eyes.

    "I've practiced enough."

    "It's yours anyway. I'm not responsible if it breaks."

    "Master, why such ominous words..." Marcello shook his head.

    "Quiet. The auxiliary materials are all ready, right?"

    "Yes. The preliminary work was successful." The Ice Dragon Heart was like a diamond. Hard, but it could shatter along its facets if struck incorrectly. That's why Jaein had already applied various materials to the Dragon Heart. Now, with the power of the Essence of Fire, he could process the Dragon Heart without breaking it.

    "Good. Here we go." Patcham moved to place the orb of fire on the stand prepared next to the anvil, then stopped.

    "No... You do it." He handed the essence to Jaein. "You're the one beloved by fire, aren't you?"

    "Are you still bothered by that?"

    "Hmph... I just don't want to be blamed if it breaks because I touched it." Patcham said this, but he simply didn't want to steal the moment of glory from Jaein.

    "Alright, here it goes." As he placed the orb of fire, a powerful flame shot onto the Dragon Heart on the anvil. The flame focused on the Dragon Heart, but it also spread throughout the entire room.

    "Ouch!! Hot! It's hot!" Marcello, whose fur had caught fire, ran out, but Patcham endured the heat out of pride.

    Jaein stepped forward, receiving the heat with his entire body, and raised the hammer. Jisuk poured life force into Jaein and Patcham, and Nayoung expanded his shield to protect Patcham.

    "Phew... Thanks, Goddess." Nayoung smiled faintly.

    Jaein gripped the hammer tightly and brought it down towards the Dragon Heart.

  

    Jaein closed his eyes before the anvil, focusing on the mana flowing through his body.

    'Feel the flow,' he thought.

    Though Zerex was undeniably trash in many ways, Jaein respected his skill as an artisan. Just as Zerex had, Jaein channeled mana. From his chest, to the hammer, to the Dragon Heart, to the anvil, and then back to himself through the ground. This was possible because Jaein was an Elemental Smith, capable of manipulating all elements, needing not only the blessing of fire but also the earth's embrace.

    The mana completed its circuit, and a ring of energy formed.

    "It's working!" Jaein exclaimed, raising his hammer again.

    
      Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!
    

    Jaein struck with all his might, but the impact didn't shatter the Heart; instead, it slowly, incrementally, reshaped it.

    "Hmm... That Jaein fellow. Truly remarkable talent. This will be over quickly."

    "Oh, really?" Nayoung, who had been growing a little bored watching the hammering for over ten minutes, brightened at Patcham's words.

    "At this rate, it won't even take ten hours."

    "...I'll be outside then."

    As Nayoung left, the shield he had conjured vanished.

    Patcham couldn't endure another minute and quietly slipped out of the workshop.

    Jaein was completely absorbed, not even noticing his own body cooking in the intense heat. Even dwarves, blessed by fire, couldn't last ten minutes in flames like these. Only Jisuk remained, continuously pouring life force into Jaein.

    
      

    

    "It's done!"

    As Patcham had predicted, ten hours later, Jaein and Jisuk emerged. Thanks to Jisuk's support, Jaein's body wasn't harmed by the flames, but his rising body temperature was unavoidable, leaving him drenched in sweat. Jisuk, on the other hand, was perfectly dry.

    In Jaein's hand, as he stepped out with a proud expression, was a fist-sized blue orb. Inside it, several smaller spheres were stacked in thin layers. Each sphere had various round holes, which, if aligned correctly, created a small passage directly through the center of the orb. Neither Earth's advanced technology nor Tellus's finest artisans could have created such a complex shape with such high perfection from such a fragile material.

    "You worked hard."

    Nayoung, who had been waiting outside, handed water to the two of them.

    "Well done. Now your name will live forever in the history of artisans."

    The short Patcham reached up to pat Jaein's back.

    "Mr. Jaein, can you create the core now?" Jisuk asked.

    "Yes. The Dragon Heart will act as a cooling device, allowing me to create a more stable core. Once we return to Earth for the final touches, it'll be complete. Let's head back to Korea."

    "Ah, are you leaving already?" Marcello sounded disappointed.

    "Already? It's gone on much longer than planned. But I'll come back later. There's still so much to learn."

    "You must come back."

    Marcello, seemingly reluctant to see Jaein and Nayoung go, gripped Jaein's hand tightly as he spoke.

    
      

    

    Jaein, Nayoung, and I immediately packed our bags and headed for the teleportation magic circle.

    "Come again! Goddess!"

    "We'll be waiting!"

    "Darkness and Light are one, fear not!"

    "Long live the Purple Goddess Church!"

    "I still don't understand why humans would worship a goddess, but if there are many people like that, it makes sense for Nayoung to gain divinity."

    Jaein nodded, watching the enthusiastic Purple Goddess Church followers bid Nayoung farewell.

    "Next time we come, will there be a statue of Nayoung?"

    "Well, that's a bit much..."

    Nayoung's expression became troubled as he imagined his own statue being erected.

    "Ready."

    The wizard activated the teleportation magic circle, and a small gate opened, just as it had when we arrived. The moment I, standing at the front, placed my hand into the gate, my heightened senses strongly warned me of danger, forcing me to stop.

    At that instant, the gate sucked everything around it like a black hole. In a fleeting moment, split into dozens of fractions of a second, I saw Jaein and Nayoung being pulled in behind me in slow motion. If I left them, they would be sucked in with me. My already-entered arm was numb and wouldn't budge. There was no time for any other action. I unleashed a broad burst of aura, pushing them away, and was pulled into the gate.

    Normally, passing through a gate feels like nothing, and movement is instantaneous. But now, the space around me warped and stretched, tearing and crushing my body. Without the Dragonman's physique and regenerative abilities, I would undoubtedly have been reduced to a pool of blood.

    Light appeared in the darkness. It was outside.

    Expelled through a downward-opening gate, I fell to the ground like refuse. The long-unfelt pain briefly disoriented me. Looking down, I saw a pool of blood forming.

    "I... I'm alive!"

    "Kill him!"

    Spear-wielding soldiers splashed through the large pool of blood, rushing towards me.

    "What is this place?"

    I looked around and saw the sea. There were over ten warships, each capable of carrying hundreds of soldiers, and countless tents and troops. From their uniforms and flags, they were Imperial forces.

    I moved past the soldiers charging at me. They were ordinary soldiers and didn't even see me move.

    "He... he vanished! Find him! If we lose him, we're dead!"

    A knight shouted, looking around, but he too couldn't catch me.

    From a distance, I saw several gates open above the pool of blood where I had fallen. From one gate, blood and debris splattered down. The Empire had clearly done something to the gates. Fortunately, it seemed the Western Continent had noticed, as no more blood spatters poured from the magic circle.

    "What's all this commotion?!"

    A figure who appeared to be a nobleman emerged from a tent, shouting.

    "N-Nothing, sir."

    The knight who had been searching for me just moments ago reported falsely.

    "Stop making a racket and prepare for the next phase!"

    The nobleman gave his order and re-entered his tent. To grasp the situation, I followed the nobleman into the tent.

    "Now what?"

    The officer looked up from the documents on his desk, asking.

    "What does the Empire want?"

    "What?"

    The man, startled by my words, raised his head.

    "Who are you?! Outside... Gag..."

    Before he could shout, I grabbed his neck and lifted him.

    "Cough... cough..."

    The nobleman clawed at my hand gripping his throat, but his nails just peeled back against my tough armor.

    "If you scream, you'll be dead before the sound leaves your mouth."

    When I released my hand, the nobleman, whose face had turned purple, flopped to the floor.

    "Cough cough cough!"

    He coughed as if he would spit out his lungs, glaring at me. He knew my words weren't empty threats, as he hadn't reacted at all from the moment I had fallen to when I had grabbed his neck.

    "Why are you suddenly launching such an attack? The Empire shouldn't have much leeway, should it?"

    They had to block the gates, yet they were launching a full-scale invasion of the Western Continent? It reminded me of the battle in the Middle East. It was like their own house was on fire, but they were busy looting someone else's.

    "Why would we need a reason to kill the Western Continent bastards...!"

    I glared at the man, who spoke as if in a fit, and exerted the same kind of pressure Ares had put on me. The technique I had unconsciously used when teaching hunters at the academy and battling Amy had been honed, and now I could quite skillfully oppress a person.

    The nobleman was pressed flat to the floor, crumpled.

    "Your attitude isn't good. Should I crush you like the Western Continent people you've ground down?"

    The pressure didn't just oppress; it also acted like Dragon Fear, causing the target to tremble in terror.

    "T-The Emperor's orders!"

    I withdrew my power.

    "Why suddenly?"

    "How would I know that? I'm just a commander of a minor operational unit."

    "Hmm... Where is this?"

    "Berwickness Harbor."

    "Southwest Empire?"

    I remembered seeing it on a map.

    "...That's right."

    "Is that magic newly developed?"

    "...Yes."

    The nobleman tried to avoid answering but spoke when he met my gaze.

    "If I destroy it, can it be rebuilt?"

    He rolled his eyes.

    "I guess I'll just destroy what's outside."

    He didn't answer, but his expression was enough. There had been no lies in his words so far.

    I struck him in the neck, knocking him out, and went outside.

    Around the dozens of gates in the sky, hexagonal pillars were embedded, forming a pentagram. I ran towards the closest pillar.

    The pillars, five meters high and one meter thick, were densely inscribed with geometric patterns. I saw magic stones piled like mountains around them, and the power of dozens of mages flowing into the inscribed patterns.

    An Imperial mage standing next to a pillar met my eyes as I ran. I passed by the mage, whose mouth slowly dropped open in surprise, and smashed the pillar. When I destroyed the second and third pillars, the Imperial army reacted.

    "Enemy attack!!!"

    "It's a knight! Call our knights!"

    The Imperial army swarmed out like a pack of dogs.

    A knight in the path to the next pillar swung his sword, but there was no need to dodge. The sword struck my arm, chipping and bending its blade, and the arm of the knight who swung it snapped. I deftly dodged the soldiers blocking my path and destroyed the fourth pillar.

    The Imperial army, desperate to catch me, launched spells and arrows, even at the cost of friendly fire.

    As I ran towards the fifth pillar, a young knight wielding a greatsword imbued with green aura charged at me. As a master of aura, his speed wasn't slow, but it wasn't particularly fast either. I lightly deflected the green-aura-infused blade with the back of my hand and drove my fist into his jaw. His jaw shattered, teeth flew, and he was thrown into a pool of blood.

    There was no one left to stop me, so I destroyed the last pillar.

    The dozens of gates in the sky warped, then gradually shrank and disappeared.

    This would prevent them from interfering with the Western Continent's gates for a while.

    Now, Nayoung and Jaein would surely be worried, so I had to return to the Western Continent quickly.

    During my brief pause, hundreds of soldiers swarmed around me. Killing them all would be no trouble, but what sin had these low-ranking soldiers committed?

    I pushed off the ground and flew towards the sea.

    Just as I was about to gain altitude, the calm sea water twisted up like a tornado, covering me as if alive. I kicked off the empty air to dodge the water pouring down from above. However, the soldiers behind me were swept away by the high-pressure water.

    Standing in mid-air, I looked towards the sea and saw a female mage standing on a pillar of water. With well-kept, voluminous blue curly hair and a dazzling dress, she looked more like a noblewoman heading to a ball than someone on a battlefield.

    "What do you think of your comrades' lives?"

    "Comrades? Those things?"

    The blue-haired mage scowled as if she had heard the most unpleasant words in the world. 

    I had simply intended to escape, but seeing this woman's cruelty towards her own forces, I changed my mind. 

    I unleashed a beam of aura at the arrogant blue-haired mage standing on her pillar of water.

  

    The blue-haired mage scowled, genuinely displeased that I referred to the Imperial soldiers as comrades. 

    I had initially intended to simply escape, but seeing her cruelty towards her own side changed my mind.

    I drew upon my life force from my entire body and unleashed an aura beam from my right hand. She, too, seemed to be a master-level mage or higher, reacting before I even fired. The seawater surged, forming a colossal wall that blocked her. The overwhelming mass of water collided with the aura beam, creating an explosion. I continuously poured aura into the water wall, but the seawater was replenished faster than the wall could be breached. Since more shots would be futile, I stopped firing.

    "Ha! You ignorant knight dares to challenge me in the sea? I am invincible where there's water!"

    "For an 'invincible' mage, you haven't managed to harm me at all, have you?"

    Those waves were powerful, but they posed no threat to me. Just a minor annoyance.

    "The games are over."

    As the blue-haired mage raised both hands, several tornadoes formed. The towering water spouts on the surface transformed into monstrous sea serpents, resembling dragons. On land, perhaps, but in the sea, the blue-haired mage undeniably displayed overwhelming power. I thought about rising into the sky to attack, but then I looked behind me and changed my mind.

    I kicked off the air, running towards the direction of the Imperial warships anchored, leading the water monsters, the sea serpents, that followed me. I deliberately flew slowly, making it easy for the sea serpents to attack me, then, just as I neared a large warship, I sharply changed direction. Unable to turn its massive body quickly, a sea serpent rammed its head into the large warship behind me. The side of the large warship, larger than the sea serpent itself, was crushed and pushed, colliding with adjacent warships like dominoes and shattering them.

    Since it had come to this, I decided to decimate the Imperial navy's forces.

    "Evacuate!! Evacuate! Leave it to Lady Aqua and get out!"

    Soldiers scattered in all directions, but those on board the large warships were all swept away by the current. I continued to weave through the warships, and Aqua obligingly destroyed them all.

    "Is that all an invincible mage can do?"

    "You rat! Can't you come here?!"

    She fell for such a simple provocation too easily; it was almost regrettable. Moreover, to destroy all her own warships... that blue-haired woman might be strong, but she wasn't very intelligent. Twenty large warships and countless smaller ones, along with all the soldiers aboard them, were sunk.

    Having foolishly expended her strength, Aqua's face turned pale. While manipulating water might be easier for her than for others, her mana certainly wasn't infinite. I kicked off the air and flew directly towards her, weakened as she was. Aqua, drawing on her last reserves of strength, conjured another massive wave. Caught off guard, I had gotten too close and was swept away by the torrent.

    "Why won't he die?!"

    Waves continuously surged from all directions. I stayed still in the water, waiting for her to completely exhaust her strength. Water coalesced into spears in the water and flew towards me, but they couldn't pierce my body. I simply endured all the water spears. Since there was no significant impact, it felt almost like a massage. After a while, the stormy sea water gradually lost its power and slowed down.

    "Done?"

    I rose to the surface of the water and provoked her, casually strolling on the water's surface.

    "Aaaah!!"

    Aqua tore at her hair, but she was out of strength and could no longer attack.

    "It's over now."

    I drew a long spear from the palm of my left hand and threw it.

    "Lady Aqua!"

    The greatsword knight, whom I had punched in the jaw moments ago, pulled Aqua back and blocked my spear with his green-aura-infused blade. However, my spear shattered his greatsword and flew through his chest. The light faded from the knight's eyes, and he fell lifelessly into the sea.

    "Pull back Lady Aqua! Everyone, fire!"

    Other soldiers retreated with the exhausted Aqua, and numerous knights blocked my path, unleashing arrows and magic. I looked around; this place was already a mess. My initial intention was just to capture the blue-haired mage, but now only the Imperial army, whom I hadn't intended to harm initially, was completely devastated. Arrows struck my body and bounced off.

    Since I didn't intend to annihilate the Imperial army, I set my course west and ran across the sea. As I sped across the water, water splashed up behind me like a fountain. Running across the sky was good, but running across the sea felt different.

    
      Fwooosh!
    

    After running for a while, a pillar of water, several times thicker than the sea serpent Aqua had created, rose from the depths. Then, a colossal creature, many times the size of a whale, no, dozens of times, surfaced. It was so enormous it could be called an island rather than a creature.

    "What... is that..."

    I tried to gauge if I could kill it, but defeating such a massive creature seemed difficult. Well, if it didn't bother me first, I had no intention of killing a passive animal.

    After running for over two hours, I finally saw the Western Continent. I headed towards a place with many ships docked. To reach Nayoung and Jaein, I needed to contact the Western Continent Allied Forces. I slowed down, having no intention of threatening them.

    "Attack!!!"

    Despite slowing down, dozens of ballista bolts flew towards me. Their heavy weight and mithril tips were enough to seriously injure even a master if struck directly, though not kill. I deflected them with the back of my hand and kept running.

    "Kill him! Kill the Eastern Continent bastard!"

    A wrathful Orc commander shouted at his soldiers.

    
      BWWOOOOOOOO!!!
    

    Just before I landed, something identical to the creature I had seen in the sea earlier opened its massive maw from beneath the water, attempting to swallow me. It looked less like a creature's mouth and more like a hole had opened in the sea, causing the water to drain. When I fought Aqua, I hadn't understood why the Empire wasn't crossing into the Western Continent, but now I knew the reason. If such a colossal creature blocked the entrance to the Western Continent, merely manipulating waves a little wouldn't be enough to pass safely.

    I kicked off the air and soared high. Being a colossal creature, its speed was slow.

    
      Thud!
    

    The maw of the monster that tried to swallow me closed. I kicked off the air once more and headed towards the land.

    "Stop!"

    I put pressure on the Western Continent Allied Forces attacking me, letting out a lion's roar that made all the ballista-wielding and magic-casting allied forces collapse. Taking advantage of the opportunity, I landed, and a few knights who had endured the roar, with trembling legs, pointed their swords at me.

    "I am not an enemy. I am Jisuk from Earth. I was merely caught in the Empire's magic, went to the Eastern Continent, and have now returned."

    "That sounds like something those Eastern Continent bastards would make up!"

    One knight steadied his trembling body and lunged at me with his sword. I caught the tip of his sword with my finger.

    "Call Sonorim or Carlton. They'll tell you who I am."

    I said, pressing down on the sword I held. The knight gripped the sword with both hands, resisting my force, but the sword bent, and the knight couldn't hold on, dropping to one knee. Just as other knights simultaneously moved to swing their swords at my neck—

    "P-Put your swords away at once!"

    Carlton rushed over.

    "But this man is from the Eastern Continent..."

    "Put your swords away before he gets angry! This is a Grand Master! A distinguished guest from Earth!"

    Carlton shouted, his face white, and only then did the knights put away their swords.

    "Lord Jisuk! You're safe. We were worried when the gate suddenly malfunctioned."

    "Yes, after I exited the gate, I found myself in the Empire's Berwickness Harbor."

    "Those Imperial bastards, just as I thought!"

    Carlton gritted his teeth.

    "Did you see anyone else? Hundreds of people were reported to have been sucked in."

    "I'm afraid so. I'm probably the only one who survived inside there."

    "..."

    Anger welled up in Carlton's and the Allied Forces' eyes.

    "Carlton, what about Nayoung and Jaein?"

    "W-Well..."

    "What's wrong?"

    "Lord Nayoung went to rescue you, thinking you were captured in the Eastern Continent."

    "...Again? I told him to stay put if something like this happened... And Mr. Jaein?"

    Nayoung had been quiet lately, so I had overlooked his impulsive nature.

    "Mr. Jaein has informed Earth and is waiting in the Sleeping Fire Mountain Range."

    "So, Nayoung went to the Eastern Continent alone?"

    "...No. Followers of the Purple Goddess Church accompanied him."

    "What?"

    "Hundreds of volunteers followed Lord Nayoung. Their numbers might have increased even more by now. The scale kept growing."

    "So, he's already entered the Empire?"

    "That's right."

    "Wait... that's a bit strange. It hasn't even been a few hours since I was sucked in, has it? He led hundreds of troops across the sea in that time?"

    I had traveled across the sea at high speed, but it wouldn't be easy for hundreds of people to cross. Besides, just gathering that many people would take a long time.

    "Huh? No, it hasn't. It's already been a week since Lord Jisuk went missing."

    "...I thought passing through the gate was instantaneous, but it seems I was wrong."

    My head throbbed.

    "I need to follow them immediately. Do you know their current location?"

    "The last communication we received said they had landed in the northwest of the Exbrian Empire."

    "He didn't run into that blue-haired mage, did he?"

    "You met Aqua the water ghoul! Did you kill her?!" Carlton asked excitedly.

    "No. I was about to finish her off, but the Imperial army blocked me."

    "Ah... I see."

    Carlton expressed great regret, but he couldn't blame me. I was not involved in this war, after all.

    "While Aqua the water ghoul is a powerful mage, she can't defend over a hundred thousand kilometers of coastline by herself. We also have someone on our side who is practically invincible in the sea."

    Carlton pointed to a blue-black-haired woman with wavy, seaweed-like hair standing behind him.

    "This is Lady Undaria. She can command the monsters of the sea."

    She was taciturn, not opening her mouth even when she saw me. Her scent wasn't human. It smelled faintly of fish.

    "Because Lady Undaria is here, neither side's naval forces can move recklessly."

    "Oh, but I just devastated the Imperial fleet."

    I pointed to the Allied Forces' warships visible outside.

    "...What? The entire fleet?"

    Carlton asked, his eyes wide.

    "About... twenty of those were sunk. And hundreds of smaller ones, I think."

    "You said you were about to finish off Aqua just now, didn't you? What state is she in?"

    "She was exhausted from overusing her power. That was about three hours ago."

    "...Prepare for sortie! We're crossing over immediately!"

    "Today, I'll finally make that Aqua woman Charybdis's meal."

    Undaria, who had been silent until now, chuckled sinisterly.

    "Hold on. Aqua should have recovered by now, shouldn't she?"

    "While she possesses a large mana reserve befitting her master, she is known for her slow recovery. She wouldn't have recovered much in three hours, so with Lady Undaria crossing over, victory is assured."

    "I'm sorry, but I think I need to head north."

    "Don't worry. You've already done a great deal. We will formally express our gratitude for this later."

    "For now, please open a gate to the north."

    I could run there, but I wanted to minimize the travel time.

    "Right now... it's dangerous. Besides, didn't you say a week passed after you went through the gate?"

    "Oh, I destroyed that."

    "What?"

    Carlton asked, even more surprised than when I told him I had destroyed the Imperial warships.

  

    "You mean the interference magic that sent people entering the gate to the Empire? I destroyed the magical device at Berwickness Harbor on my way here. It won't be operational again for a while."

    I said it so casually, like I'd just picked up some snacks on the way, that Carlton just stared blankly, unable to react.

    "The situation has changed! Open the gate immediately and load the army onto the warships! We'll land and launch a full-scale assault! It's time to unleash the hammer of justice on those cruel Imperial bastards!" Carlton shouted, regaining his composure. The gate being inoperable had made the procurement of supplies and troops difficult, but that problem was now resolved.

    "Wooooooah!!"

    "Let's go! Move it!"

    The Western Continent Allied Forces, comprised of various races, moved in perfect unison.

    "Come this way, please. I'll open the gate for you immediately."

    I followed Carlton to the magic circle.

    "Please contact Jaein about my situation as well," I said to Carlton, standing before the gate the mage had opened.

    "Understood. And please take this communication orb. Long-distance communication isn't possible in Imperial territory due to their communication interference magic, but if there's an Allied Forces unit within a hundred kilometers, a green light will appear on the orb. You can then infuse it with mana to communicate."

    "Thank you."

    "The thanks should be ours. Thanks to you, it seems we can turn the tide of the war. I wish you good fortune, then."

    "You too, Carlton."

    I quickly finished our farewells and crossed through the gate. I was worried about Nayoung.

    Upon exiting the gate, Allied Force soldiers stood disciplined, holding swords and spears.

    "Lord Jisuk, we've already received word from Lord Carlton." The wolf beastman, who appeared to be the commander, bowed his head in greeting.

    "It's a pleasure. I apologize, but I'm short on time and must head straight for the Eastern Continent."

    "That direction is the shortest route to the Eastern Continent. Lord Nayoung's unit also took the same route. We wish you good fortune."

    "Thank you. Farewell, then."

    I bowed and immediately launched myself towards the sea. I shot into the sky diagonally like a rocket, accelerating by continuously kicking off the air.

    "We set forth! The prepared warships are to depart!" The Western Continent commander ordered the expedition as soon as I left.

    Flying through the sky, I soon saw the Eastern Continent. Given Nayoung's personality, he would have headed straight for the heart of the enemy lines. I set my direction towards the capital and flew through the sky. I was moving quite high, but the weather was clear with not a single cloud, so the ground was clearly visible.

    Imperial forces were spread out long and wide along the coastline. Their immense numbers proved the Empire's might. However, the small villages beyond these forces revealed the other side of the Empire. The ground was cracked as if from a drought, and there were corpses in the streets, yet no one paid them any mind.

    If there were someone with Aqua's abilities, they could not only draw freshwater from this sea but also create small rivers. Even without that, a force of this size could do countless things. I couldn't comprehend the Empire's actions, waging war even at the cost of their own people.

    I saw a young child lying on his side towards what appeared to be his mother's corpse, and I descended from the sky.

    
      Thump!
    

    My landing was louder than expected. I needed to refine my strength control.

    "...Is there anything more to take?" The child looked at me, his body unmoving, only his eyes following me. He seemed to be no older than a lower elementary school student, but his tone wasn't childlike. His voice, devoid of everything, was cracked, as if he hadn't spoken for a long time.

    "What?"

    "We've already given all our food to the army. We have nothing left."

    "I am not an Imperial soldier."

    "I see. Nothing changes. There is nothing here. Or do you want this paltry life that's barely left?"

    His words were filled with misplaced anger and accusation.

    "How many people are here?"

    "I don't know. There used to be two hundred, but I don't know how many are left alive now."

    Listening to the boy, I pushed off the ground and flew into the sky again. After flying for about five minutes, I found a forest. It was only five minutes for me, but too far for the villagers to come hunting. That wasn't the only problem. In just five minutes, I discovered several more villages in similar dire straits.

    "Damn it... This is endless..."

    First, I surveyed the life force in the forest and found the largest creature. I discovered a giant bear in the middle of the forest. It was scratching a tree, its paw reaching ten meters high. I drew my sword and cut its neck in one stroke. Gripping the bear's back hide, from which blood poured, I flew back into the sky.

    
      Thump!
    

    I landed in the nearest village. The villagers looked confused, unsure whether to fear me or the giant bear's corpse more. I cut off one of the bear's legs with my sword. This alone weighed hundreds of kilograms. If used well, it would be enough food for a while. Then I shot an aura beam at the ground.

    
      CRACK-CRACK-CRACK!!!
    

    The villagers covered their heads, prostrated themselves on the ground, and let out weak screams. I used aura to break down the soil and dig deep for a long time.

    
      Whoooooosh!
    

    Water gushed out of the hole I had aimed at for groundwater. I picked up the rest of the bear and went to other villages, repeating the same process. Finally, I descended before the boy I had first found. The boy was briefly surprised by the bear, but his eyes quickly turned to ravenous hunger for the food. However, his face contorted in disgust at himself for indulging in hunger while his mother lay dead. His manner of speech suggested he was no ordinary child.

    "Survive, if only for your mother's sake."

    "Who on earth are you?"

    "An enemy of the Empire."

    "Why do you help us?"

    "Well... I just couldn't pass by and ignore it."

    "It means nothing. This will allow us to live a little longer, perhaps. If we eat this and gain strength to find more food, maybe we can last a few weeks or months. But the moment the Imperial army comes and requisitions it all, everything ends."

    "Don't worry. The war will end soon."

    I pushed off the ground and flew into the sky. As long as the Emperor lives, this war won't end. If that's the case, there's only one thing to do. I was already heading to the capital to find Nayoung, so my direction remained the same.

    
      

    

    Nayoung and the Purple Goddess Church volunteer unit advanced towards the capital with overwhelming momentum.

    "Goddess! Imperial forces detected ahead! They say there's a master among them!" Billy relayed the scout's words to Nayoung.

    "If we don't deal with them, they'll hinder our path. We'll strike first before they attack us. I'll go in first; follow me from behind."

    "It's dangerous! We'll go first!"

    Nayoung always went in first, but they always tried to dissuade him.

    "Billy, you know I'm strong, right?"

    "...We'll follow right behind you."

    "You know, right? No unnecessary harm to the enemy. But if our allies are even slightly in danger..."

    "Understood."

    Nayoung used flight magic, flying low. Deeply regretting having to watch Jaein fall, Nayoung had first learned flight magic. Of course, magic isn't something one can learn in a few days just by resolving to, but his understanding of magic already transcended human limits. Flying close to the ground, he gently descended and walked.

    When the woman walked alone, the Imperial soldiers initially weren't very wary, but then...

    "...T-The Purple Witch! Prepare for battle!!!"

    One soldier recognized Nayoung. The Purple Goddess Church had already spread to the Eastern Continent, and the soldiers believed the notoriety spread by Imperial officers. They said she cursed humans to death, turning them into undead subordinates. And that those who died that way would have their freedom bound for eternity.

    The soldiers advanced, holding spears and swords. In the rear, archers had drawn their bows and mages were ready to cast spells. However, from Nayoung's body, her purple mana spread out like concentric circles in water. The moment the mana touched the Imperial forces, all the Imperial soldiers who had been about to attack fell asleep.

    "R-Retreat! Regular soldiers, retreat! Only knight-level and above remain at the front! Where's the master?!"

    As the terrified soldiers hastily retreated, Allied Forces burst out from the forest behind them. One of the reasons Nayoung's unit had an unbroken winning streak after landing in the Empire was this integrated movement. Nayoung applied mental interference, providing real-time combat information to the entire force, allowing the unit to move like a living organism. Instructions on where and when to attack flowed into the minds of even the lowest-ranking soldiers, allowing them to crush the enemy most efficiently. Of course, this was only possible because the followers of the Purple Goddess Church willingly allowed their minds to be interfered with.

    "Those who wish to live, throw down your weapons! Those who resist will all die!"

    Though few in number, the beastmen and demi-humans, with their superior basic abilities, surged like a wave onto the Imperial army's rear. While Nayoung drew attention at the front, the Imperial soldiers, caught off guard by the Western Continent Allied Forces suddenly appearing from behind, fell without being able to resist.

    "...Can't... win..."

    One soldier dropped his spear and stumbled backward.

    
      Slish!
    

    A massive halberd cut the throat of the retreating soldier.

    "I'll cut down anyone who flees. Fight! For His Imperial Majesty!"

    It was Jackson the Butcher, one of the Empire's masters. The Imperial soldiers were in a dilemma. In front, the Western Continent Allied Forces; behind, Master Jackson, who killed his own allies without hesitation. Jackson's infamous cruel nature had earned him the moniker "Butcher."

    The Imperial soldiers' deliberation was brief. They succumbed to the fear Jackson had sown and charged at the Western Continent Allied Forces.

    "Push forward!"

    Both forces clashed, strength against strength. However, with Nayoung single-handedly neutralizing almost half of the Imperial forces, and the Allied Forces moving organically through direct mental interference, the Imperial army was easily pushed back.

    Jackson charged at Nayoung, who was walking like a living nightmare. He knew he couldn't win this fight without capturing Nayoung.

    "You witch! Today is your last day! Priests!"

    Several priests, who had been healing their allies, layered blessings upon Jackson.

    "It's the Butcher!"

    "Protect the Goddess!"

    Billy and dozens of soldiers threw themselves in front of Jackson as he charged at Nayoung, even though they clearly knew they couldn't stop that master. Nayoung saw Jackson charging and, like a black hole, sucked back the widely dispersed purple mana, recovering it. However, the Imperial soldiers who had already fallen didn't get up. Then, as Nayoung pointed his staff at Jackson, a torrent of mana, dozens of times more concentrated than the widely dispersed mana, engulfed Jackson. The layers of protective barriers from the priests, wrapped around Jackson, shattered easily like thin glass.

    Purple mana enveloped him, but Jackson felt nothing.

    "Ha! Is that all?! Die, witch!"

    Jackson swung his halberd down, as if to cleave Nayoung in two.

  

    Jackson shook off the curse and brought his halberd down on Nayoung. At least, that's what Jackson thought. But his halberd struck nothing but the bare earth.

    "Your life clings on, doesn't it!" Jackson roared, continuing to strike the empty ground. Both sides of the forces halted their movements and stared at Jackson's bizarre behavior.

    "...Now! Kill him!" Billy charged first, thrusting his spear into Jackson's side, and the other Allied warriors all rushed in.

    "Protect Lord Jackson!" The Imperial soldiers belatedly moved to defend Jackson, but he was already a pincushion. No matter how much of a master he was, he couldn't block the attacks of the Western Continent Allied warriors bare-bodied without an aura.

    "...What is this?" Jackson, bleeding from every pore, couldn't understand. The witch was clearly chopped to pieces beneath him, and there were no other enemies nearby. But then, a burning pain suddenly flared in his side, and the witch's image shimmered and vanished like a mirage. And now, his body was riddled with spears and swords.

    "Not dead, again...!" Just as the Allied forces were about to attack again, Jackson swung his halberd in that state. A master's physique transcended human limits. Though his vitality was greatly diminished, it was enough to push back the Allied warriors.

    "I'll kill you all!" As a last desperate act, Jackson pulled his halberd back to swing, and Nayoung's mana needle created a wind-hole in his forehead. Jackson's body froze, still holding the halberd back. Under the weight of the heavy, long halberd, Jackson lost his balance and toppled sideways like a log.

    Nayoung slowly floated into the sky. "Imperial soldiers, surrender now! There's no need to throw away your lives!" The Imperial soldiers had already lost morale from her martial prowess, and their will to fight completely vanished in the face of her terrifying yet somehow beautiful purple aura.

    "Your Imperial Majesty, I will report the results of the last battle." Grand Master Joshua, the strongest in the Eastern Continent, perhaps even the strongest in all of Tellus, reported to the Emperor seated on his throne. Emperor Douglas Edwin Koho III of the Empire was already a frail old man, utterly devoid of strength. He looked less like the emperor of a mighty empire and more like a sick old man with not long to live.

    "So many have died again." The Emperor listened dispassionately to the reports of casualties and victories and defeats from each army.

    "Are the new masters ready?"

    "Numbers 1, 5, 38, 41, and 42 are ready. The remaining sixty-five have been disposed of. With this, the number of masters is twice that of the Western Continent."

    "Finally, the preparations are complete." Joshua turned his gaze backward, and soldiers opened the doors. Five men and women, appearing to have just come of age, entered. Their bodies were firm, and their posture was upright, but their eyes were hollow, as if devoid of soul.

    "Kneel." At Joshua's command, the five knelt before the Emperor.

    "I apologize to you all. I hope you will strive for the peace of all people. Send them to the front immediately."

    "Yes, Your Majesty!" At the Emperor's command, they exited, and the doors closed.

    "Your Majesty, the Emperor of the Empire, should not speak such words." Joshua said, bowing his head.

    "So much blood... has been shed."

    "It will be over soon."

    "If you were to go to the battlefield, this long war would end quickly."

    "That cannot be, as long as the Divine Archer of the Western Continent aims for Your Imperial Majesty."

    Nella, the Divine Archer, was known as the strongest master of the Western Continent. Capable of piercing space and firing arrows, she could attack any enemy on Tellus across spatial boundaries. Because she targeted the Emperor, Joshua could not leave the Imperial Palace. 

    Conversely, Nella also could not fully commit to the war. Her ability wasn't one she could continuously unleash at will, and there was a restriction that she could only pierce space and snipe from the highest peak of the Western Continent's sacred mountain. 

    The moment Nella descended from the sacred mountain and sniping became impossible, Joshua would also enter the battlefield. He, who could not be defeated even by ten masters and was known as the most ruthless in the Empire, would then be unleashed. Therefore, the two continuously monitored each other.

    "Yes, I know. I know you won't go, no matter what I say. I was merely lamenting a little. It has been long, indeed. It's almost over now. Just a little more."

    "I am saddened that the foolish ones do not understand Your Imperial Majesty's profound intentions."

    "It is my karma, cursed with knowing the future." With clouded eyes, Douglas recalled the past.

    Douglas, Emperor of the Empire, was not destined to be emperor. One hundred and fifty years ago, in a past where the Empire did not yet exist on Tellus, Douglas was born the third prince of the Exbrian Kingdom, a small, peripheral nation in the northeast. He wasn't even destined to be king of that tiny country.

    However, the meek and ambitionless Douglas had no complaints about it. Becoming king required a lot of hard work, after all. Despite being royalty, Douglas didn't put on airs. Instead, he freely played with the common people around him.

    "Prince, if the other princes knew you were associating with the commoners, you would be scolded." Dana, the maid who had looked after Douglas since he was young, cautiously tried to dissuade him.

    "It's fine if my brothers don't know. Let's go!" Sword training and studying were boring. It was more fun to kick this round leather ball with his friends in the inner city. At first, the commoner boys would prostrate themselves on the ground, trembling. But after eating the fine food Douglas brought a few times, they began to open up and had now become friends.

    "Prince! Here I come!" Robin, the butcher's son, kicked the ball hard.

    
      Thwack!
    

    Douglas couldn't react in time, and the ball hit his nose, causing blood to gush out.

    "..."

    Robin's face turned pale. No matter how close they had become, there was still the difference in status between a commoner and royalty. And to make the prince's nose bleed!

    "S-Sorry." Robin prostrated himself on the ground.

    "Hahahaha! It's barely... no, it doesn't hurt at all." Seeing Robin trembling in fear, Douglas deliberately laughed louder. His nose throbbed, but he wiped the blood with his sleeve and didn't touch it. If he showed any pain, Robin would worry more. But the blood didn't stop flowing.

    Dana quickly rushed over and examined his nose. There was bleeding, but his nose wasn't broken.

    "Prince, please, I beg you. Please go inside now." Dana, Robin, and their friends' faces had turned not just white, but blue. Since he couldn't play anymore even if the nosebleed stopped, Douglas nodded.

    "Alright. Robin, it doesn't hurt at all. I'm strong. Let's play again next time." Douglas wasn't too worried. Once the bleeding stopped, it was just slightly red.

    When he woke up the next morning, Dana, Robin, and Robin's family's heads were hanging on the castle gate.

    "......Ugh!!!"

    "How dare you injure a royal's face and leave it unpunished?! How much more will you degrade the authority of the royal family?!" His second older brother shouted, but Douglas heard nothing.

    'Because of me... because of me...'

    His second older brother was usually strict, but not to this extent. Had they committed a capital offense? Douglas, who was naturally timid, avoided people even more after that. He no longer opened his heart to commoners or even servants. He was afraid that if he got close, one mistake would lead to their death.

    On Douglas's fifteenth birthday, a grand coming-of-age ceremony was held, but Douglas himself was not happy. He merely sat in his seat like a puppet. After the ceremony, he lay his tired body on the bed. He fell asleep without even changing his clothes.

    And then he had a terrible nightmare. A dream of being stabbed in the chest with a dagger and dying in the very bed he was sleeping in. It was a servant, incited by his second older brother. The events that followed seemed to unfold as if he were actually there. The deceased Douglas was only known to have died of illness. A few years later, his first older brother also died of illness in the same manner.

    After Douglas's father passed away, his second older brother inherited the kingdom and expanded it into a strong nation. Though radical, his second older brother was also intelligent, raising troops and invading smaller nations to the west to increase his power. However, Exbrian grew too large. It drew the ire of the great southern nation of Beria, and the small border kingdom of Exbrian was reduced to ashes.

    When he woke up sweating profusely from the nightmare, where a lot of information flashed by, he saw a servant holding a dagger. It was the face he had seen in his dream. Their eyes met.

    "I apologize! It's all for the kingdom's well-being!" The servant plunged the dagger down. Douglas rolled off the bed, avoiding the dagger. The dagger was embedded where he had been lying, and Douglas grabbed the candlestick from the nightstand and thrust it into the servant's eye. The results of diligently practicing knight training without complaint had come to fruition in such a place. The servant froze and fell backward.

    "Ugh!" He had killed a person for the first time. Being timid, he constantly gagged. Regaining his composure, he thought about the dream he had just had. Douglas had seen and known in his dream that this man would come. If so, then the rest must also be true. He didn't know why he had received such a blessing, but knowing the future, he could prevent the events that would unfold. No, for the sake of the people of Exbrian, he had to prevent them.

    "Yes... This is all for the kingdom's well-being." Douglas steeled his resolve and repeated the servant's words. If he remained meek, he couldn't protect his people. He couldn't protect his first older brother.

    Regaining his senses, Douglas began to build his influence. Knowing everything that would happen in the kingdom, it wasn't difficult to earn money and secretly raise a private army. As he gained power, he eliminated all the cancerous elements within the kingdom. However, his nature hadn't changed, so he always had others do the dirty work of shedding blood. He appointed capable individuals and extended a hand to those in need.

    His ambitious second older brother simply couldn't be reformed.

    "You... you... me..."

    "Have you forgotten that you sent an assassin after me, brother?" He put his weight into the dagger plunged into his brother's chest, pushing it deeper. He felt like vomiting, but he forced himself to be brave because he didn't want anyone else to kill his brother.

    "Gurgle..." Seeing his second older brother collapse, he vomited everything he had inside him. It was his second kill, but he hadn't gotten used to it. If it weren't for his first older brother and the people, he felt it would be better if he died instead of killing his brother.

    He assisted his first older brother, who ascended to the throne after their father's death. With Douglas's help, knowing the future, the kingdom prospered day by day. He didn't attack neighboring countries or start wars. He entered into a political marriage with Princess Christine of the small eastern nation of Wyskast and had two children. Though it was a political marriage, his wife was a good person. He was happy. It was a peaceful life.

    "Kuaaah!" Douglas woke up in a cold sweat. It was a frequent occurrence, so Christine simply wiped his sweat without a word.

    "I... I apologize."

    "It's alright. Will you go back to sleep?"

    "I'll go get some water; you rest."

    His hands trembled as he drank the water. He had killed countless people to achieve this happiness. Although he had only directly shed blood twice, many people had died because he had ordered it. 

    Of course, as a result, many more people lived in peace. So he consoled himself that it was alright, but the peace did not last long.

  

    A banquet was held to celebrate the founding of the Exbrian Kingdom.

     It was the largest banquet since the kingdom's inception, showcasing the wealth Douglas had accumulated with the help of his eldest brother. 

    Numerous domestic nobles and royalty from neighboring countries attended, along with thousands of their servants and knights.

    Douglas and Christine were tired from shaking hands and greeting so many people, but they tried their best to smile and greet everyone. 

    As the banquet progressed and people, including Douglas, relaxed, a servant carrying food lunged at Douglas with a dagger hidden beneath his tray.

    Douglas couldn't react to the attack from behind, but Christine, standing at an angle, saw the assassin.

    Christine threw her entire body forward, pushing Douglas out of the way. The assassin's dagger plunged into her chest. 

    The knights immediately subdued the assassin, but he bit down on poison hidden in his mouth, taking his own life and dying in a fit of foaming rage.

    "Christine! No! Priest! Where is a priest?!" Douglas wailed. Christine tried to raise her hand to Douglas's cheek, but she had no strength. Douglas took her hand and pressed it to his own face.

    "Our children... please... I love you..." Then, all strength drained from Christine's body.

    "Aaaargh!!!" Douglas cried out, clutching his dead wife, feeling a searing pain tear through his chest. 

    The shock, as if the world were collapsing, made Douglas lose consciousness. And once again, he saw the future.

    More extensive information flooded his mind than before. It was more detailed and longer.

    "Why! Why now!!!" Douglas woke up in his room, throwing a vase and smashing furniture.

    "Waaaaah!!!" His second child, just one year old, began to cry. He picked up the child. He couldn't lose this child too.

    "I won't make a mistake this time." 

    His formerly meek personality vanished, replaced by rage. 

    The mastermind behind the assassination was Wyskast, a southern nation that felt threatened by Exbrian's prosperity. 

    It was Christine's homeland. In the history Douglas had changed, it was a country that had been conquered by his second older brother. 

    The plan was to kill Douglas, then his eldest brother, and use Christine and the children to swallow Exbrian.

    He realized he had been too naive, no, too foolish, until now. Having strengthened the country, he had ample funds. Immediately, he raised an army and crushed his wife's nation.

    "S-Son-in-law! Don't do this!"

    "Son-in-law? When did you put a knife in my back?"

    "I-I'm sorry. I must have been crazy! Ah! T-That... that man ordered it all!" His father-in-law blamed the Minister of State.

    "Are you out of your mind?! You mad king! Lord Douglas! I tried to stop him! I told that pig of a king to stop being so greedy!"

    Douglas felt nauseous. To think he had tried to make peace with such people.

    "Kill them all." He gave the order to his knights, and their swords mercilessly cut down all the royalty and nobility.

    "Now, you lead the country." His eldest brother stepped down from the throne. He couldn't bear the growing weight of Exbrian. Douglas thought it was for the best.

    He successively conquered and subjugated neighboring countries that would pose a threat in the future. 

    Exbrian had now become an Empire, surpassing its status as the strongest nation in the northeast. 

    Even Beria, which had destroyed Exbrian in the past, was now a vassal state of Exbrian. It took a full twenty years.

    However, misfortune struck again. His eldest son died.

    "He was ambushed by the Beastman Alliance on his way back from his journey."

    "The Beastman Alliance?"

    The Beastman Alliance? There was no such thing in the future he had seen. Nor was his son's death.

    "Well... more nobles have been treating beastmen poorly. An alliance formed in response to that."

    "Treating them poorly?"

    "That is... they enslaved them for fights or released them into the mountains for hunting."

    The nobles he had empowered to expand his influence began to act in ways that were outside of history. 

    He had appointed them because they were clearly good and capable individuals, but once they gained immense power and vested interests, they committed outrageous acts. Species superiority had existed before. 

    Elves, who lived long and were skilled in magic, dwarves, blessed by fire and earth, and humans, who occupied the largest territory, generally had acceptable relations. However, lower demi-humans like orcs and goblins, or weak beastmen, were not treated well. 

    It had been a long-established common sense, and those without power couldn't resist. 

    However, the excessive actions of nobles who had gained too much power pushed the beastmen and lower demi-humans to the brink.

    He buried his son's body and fell asleep drunk. He saw the future again. 

    He only saw the future after an accident occurred, or when his life was in danger. He no longer considered this ability a blessing. It was a devil's curse.

    In the newly seen future, the world was still endlessly fighting. Wars never ceased across the continents. 

    Innocent people were dying. 

    He couldn't remain idle. He ruled the surrounding countries more forcefully, eradicating greedy royalty, nobles, and slave traders from neighboring nations. Sacrifices were made, but they were like specks of dust compared to what would happen if he did nothing.

    On his way back from a battlefield, he saved a dying child. 

    There was no specific purpose; the child was there, and he could reach him, so he saved him. As he suppressed the nobility, assassination attempts never ceased, and he survived several near-death experiences. 

    Thanks to that, he saw the future each time. In the future he saw this time, the child he had rescued from the battlefield not long ago was seen becoming a master. He found that child again, kept him by his side, and spared no support.

    That child, Joshua, grew faster than he had seen in the future. 

    He reached the rank of master at a young age, and he wielded his sword without hesitation at Douglas's command. With Joshua's help, conquest became even easier. 

    Finally, a future he liked appeared. It was a future where Exbrian was strong and prosperous. He would live out his natural lifespan and die, and the empire inherited by his second son would grow magnificently. 

    The people were happy. There were still relatively minor issues within the Empire, such as discrimination based on class or race, and the activities of dark mages, but the majority were happy.

    This was the best future he had seen so far. Douglas, who had fought tirelessly for decades, was exhausted. He no longer wanted to fight. He wanted to find peace. He let go of everything and went to bed with a relaxed mind for the first time in a long while.

    And then he had a nightmare. A dream of holes opening in the world and invaders from another dimension pouring out of gates. But fortunately, the Empire had the power to stop them. 

    If the Empire hadn't built up its strength until then, it wouldn't have been able to stop the countless monsters. Douglas was glad that what he had done had meaning.

    However, the gates weren't the problem. 

    The lower demi-humans and beastmen, whose resentment had deepened, crossed over to the Western Continent and formed an alliance. When they should have been focusing on the gates, the nations of the Eastern and Western Continents were busy fighting each other. 

    And all the nations of Tellus were crushed by the invaders coming out of the gates. All intelligent life on Tellus either died or was taken captive to another world, but that wasn't the end.

    A small dot appeared in the sky of Tellus. 

    That tiny, pinhole-like dot slowly began to swallow the world. The hole grew larger, and the speed at which it devoured the world accelerated. 

    The hole swallowed not only the land and water, but also light and space, as if to return this world to its origin. Everything in this world was sucked into that ever-growing hole. The world disappeared.

    Douglas woke up from the nightmare, drenched in cold sweat. It was no longer just the Empire's problem. He had to stop the destruction. There was no time for the Eastern and Western Continents to weaken themselves by fighting. He had to build more strength to protect Tellus.

    He sent peace envoys to the Western Continent. He granted them everything they wanted. 

    He had turned a blind eye until now, but he captured and executed royalty, nobles, and slave traders who had trafficked other races as slaves. The Western Continent seemed to accept Douglas's goodwill.

    However, this time, a rebellion erupted in the Eastern Continent. The families of the executed nobles formed a rebel army with elves and dwarves. 

    Elves and dwarves joined the fight, arguing how dare they consider inferior demi-humans and beastmen as equals. The rift between the East and West deepened further.

    Efforts for peace, no matter how much he tried, were impossible. The division between the Eastern and Western Continents did not mix, like oil and water. 

    But fortunately, the more he strengthened Exbrian, the more destruction was postponed. Indeed, he was not mistaken. 

    Exbrian had to become strong. It was no time to be picky about means. He aimed for peace with the Western Continent, but if that wasn't possible, he had no choice but to unify them by force. If it came down to dividing them into humans, elves, and dwarves versus beastmen and lower demi-humans, he had no choice but to choose the former, who had superior combat power and were already the vested interests of the Empire. 

    He utterly crushed all the lower demi-humans and beastmen of the Eastern Continent. Now, only the Western Continent remained.

    But the aging Douglas didn't have much time left. Ten years? Could he even last five years? What would happen to this world if he died? He needed to buy time. He captured a black mage named Franklin. He was a talented young man.

    "You can use black magic, can't you?" Franklin's eyes darted around. He had researched it alone in his basement, never getting caught, so how did the Emperor of the Empire know this?

    "I'm not here to scold you. I have one question. Can you extend my life?" Joshua put his sword to Franklin's neck as he hesitated.

    "S-Sacrifices... are needed to make it possible." Finally, he convinced Franklin. He gave Franklin the condemned prisoners held in the dungeons. Their lives were sacrificed to extend Douglas's lifespan.

    Now that he had bought more time, he had to build more strength. To win the war, he needed more masters. 

    He once again borrowed the power of black magic. He had virgins conceive clones of Joshua. However, the success rate was extremely low. It seemed to be due to the influence of the mothers. 

    Sacrifices were insufficient. He captured beastmen and other races to use as sacrifices. After countless sacrifices and virgins, a clone finally emerged that was as strong as Joshua.

    With strong masters reinforced, Douglas began his invasion of the Western Continent. In the meantime, his last remaining son died. Douglas had continuously extended his lifespan, outliving his son. 

    He had tried to cast life-extension magic on his son as well, but his son refused. He was a child with a straightforward nature, like Christine.

    He let go of his son and continued the war. It felt like victory was close. But then, for some reason, his army's clones sided with the Western Continent. 

    His forces suffered greatly. Joshua killed them, but again, the future was significantly different from what he knew. 

    To prevent this from happening again, he heavily brainwashed the clones while they were still young.

    Joshua assisted the Emperor to the utmost. The Emperor, in turn, told Joshua that he could see the future. 

    Joshua's loyalty, which was already strong, grew boundless upon learning his lord's grand purpose. 

    That's why Joshua condoned giving his own blood and taking away the will of his clones, who were like his own doppelgangers or children.

     Despite his support, destruction was only postponed; it didn't change. In fact, the destruction he had painstakingly delayed was drawing closer.

  

    When Douglas wielded the blade of revenge and sacrificed people, he justified it in his heart as being for the well-being of all. 

    But if everything was going to be ruined anyway, then why were those people sacrificed? 

    No, that couldn't be. 

    Douglas couldn't accept that his struggles until now had been meaningless sacrifices. 

    The moment he accepted that and his justification vanished, Douglas would simply be a demon who killed people and used them as offerings.

    Therefore, he absolutely had to stop the invading forces pouring out of the gates and the darkness that was devouring Tellus. 

    To do that, he had to unify Tellus, no matter the cost. He had extended his life by grinding down countless people, but there was a limit, and Douglas's body grew increasingly old and frail. 

    To make matters worse, Douglas could no longer see the future. All that remained for him was his stubborn resolve.

    I had almost reached the capital of the Exbrian Empire, but I hadn't met Nayoung. 

    I'd naturally assumed he'd head for the capital, but given how vast the Eastern Continent was, it was no surprise that our paths had diverged. 

    I continued towards the capital, intending to get information about Nayoung from the Imperial capital's army or command center.

    The walls of Durham, the capital of the Exbrian Empire, came into view. The endless stretch of walls and the buildings packed within them, intersected by roads that spread out from the central Imperial Palace. 

    All the great cities I'd seen on Tellus until now had chaotic layouts, but this city seemed to have been planned from the start, knowing how large it would become.

    Though I was incredibly high in the sky, I felt a strong presence within the central Imperial Palace building. It wasn't just a great life force; I could feel that his caliber was different. He was on par with me, who had ascended. No, perhaps even a bit higher.

    He also sensed my presence. I had only intended to capture a low-ranking soldier to gather information, never imagining such a being would be in the capital instead of a battleground. And then, he drew his sword and swung it.

    A warning from my acute senses made me quickly kick off the air and leap. 

    The Imperial Palace's roof was intact, but the space where I had been a moment ago was completely severed, and my right leg was cut off just above the knee. 

    My severed leg immediately regenerated, but the power capable of slicing off my leg like that was astonishing. It was on a different level than Helen's spatial twisting attacks. 

    It wasn't just twisting; space was completely severed for a fleeting moment.

    He swung his sword continuously, and space around me began to tear apart. 

    Kicking off the air, I zigzagged rapidly downward, smashing through the Imperial Palace's roof and entering. Behind the knight who had launched the sword attack, the Emperor sat on his throne. He was an old man, frail and without dignity, who wouldn't look out of place dying at any moment. 

    They weren't at all flustered by my appearance.

    "Another exceptional individual has emerged from the Western Continent. But it won't change anything. 

    Joshua, send him off with as little pain as possible." Before I could even speak, Joshua, the Empire's Grand Master, swung his sword at the Emperor's command. With a single strike, hundreds of spatial severances surrounded me. 

    His ability had been incredible from afar, but up close, it was even more absurd.

    I pushed my acute senses to their limit, dodging the incoming attacks while firing aura beams from my hands. 

    His close-range attacks not only severed space but also absorbed everything nearby. My discharged aura beams warped and were sucked into the space Joshua had cleaved. 

    My attacks proved useless, while I was repeatedly severed in dozens of places and regenerated from countless attacks. Protecting my heart and head, I racked my brain for a solution.

    "Your regeneration is even greater than a troll's." The Emperor spoke, and Joshua halted his attack.

    "If we extract his blood and clone him, we could create even more masters."

    "Are you thinking of just taking someone else's blood?"

    "I apologize. But it will be used for the world, so I hope that brings you some comfort. However, for someone like you to appear, history must have been twisted again."

    "History? You speak as if you can see the future."

    "I have seen it. A nightmare future. A future where this world no longer exists..."

    "You've seen the God of Destruction. Then you must know that this isn't the time to fight, right?"

    "Ha! You know nothing! Don't run your mouth carelessly! I tried! Dozens, hundreds of times! To unite all nations! Both continents! I gave them everything they wanted! Money, technology, power! To create a better world! But the greedy ones always fought to gain even a little more advantage! To settle old grudges!" The Emperor unleashed a cry filled with bitterness.

    "So this is the ideal you've created? Massacring demi-humans? Your own citizens are starving to death?"

    "...There's no choice. Unification by force is the only option. If we don't stop the God of Destruction, Tellus itself will disappear. But before we could properly fight the invading forces, we were always unable to gather strength due to internal conflicts. There is no future without unification."

    "And you're sure you can stop it by eating away at your own flesh like this?"

    "......" The Emperor fell silent, perhaps having not seen such a future.

    "You don't know. I think there's a slightly higher chance if a senile emperor were to die."

    "Your Majesty." Joshua's face contorted, and he gripped his sword hilt tightly. He was asking the Emperor with his eyes if he could kill me.

    "Yes. End it. It's almost over now. Just a little more, and we'll unify the world." As the Emperor finished speaking, Joshua's sword was swung again. Space cracked and splintered from dozens of sword strikes, too fast to be seen. I couldn't approach him at all, so I circled Joshua, firing aura beams, but again, they were sucked into the countless spatial severances and vanished.

    This won't do. I changed direction and ran towards the Emperor. Joshua stopped his smaller sword strikes and brought his sword back to his waist. He grasped the sword with both hands and twisted his body. Then he swung with full force. I quickly stopped and threw myself to the ground, dodging the attack.

    A spatial tear dozens of meters long ripped open above my head, and pure, lightless darkness appeared within it. The long, thin spatial severance even sucked in the surrounding light. I gripped the space with both hands, bracing myself to avoid being pulled in. Before I could stand up, Joshua gripped his sword again. I tried to escape by plunging into the floor, but Joshua retracted his downward strike and lunged towards the Emperor.

    A small gate opened above the Emperor's head, and an arrow of light shot out, aimed at the Emperor's head. In a flash, Joshua threw himself between them, swinging his sword to block it.

    "That damn traitorous woman..." Joshua gritted his teeth.

    "Nella doesn't know how to give up either. Joshua, leave me and go. I've done my part. If you went to the battlefield, far fewer lives would be pointlessly lost..."

    "My place is by Your Imperial Majesty's side."

    "Your stubbornness truly never changes."

    "Don't worry, Your Majesty. I will kill him and end this war." Joshua unleashed another flurry of sword strikes before the Emperor.

    Constantly dodging won't end this. I had to change the flow. I sensed with my acute senses that space was severing, aiming for my waist. I subtly shifted my body backward and swung my fist.

    
      Clang!
    

    It was neutralized before the space could fully sever. If I could shatter the several-meter-long spatial severances beforehand, the openings would become larger.

    "....You blocked it?"

    "When you show so much, it's worth blocking." I wasn't actually sure if I could block it, but I tried with the resolve to be cut in half. My gamble paid off: the idea that an attack that cleaves space, which can interfere with empty space, could be blocked if struck before it fully severed. Indeed, there's no training like actual combat.

    "Now this should be interesting, shouldn't it?"

    "Let's see you block this too." Joshua once again grasped his sword with both hands and twisted his body. The aura I felt was several times greater than before. Could I block that? No, could I even dodge it? I wouldn't know unless I tried. I braced my legs, ready to dodge at any moment.

    However, Joshua couldn't attack me.

    "Damn it!" Another hole opened above the Emperor's head, and a beam of white light shot out. Joshua fired the attack he was aiming at me towards the light beam. In that opening, I pushed off with my braced legs, changing direction forward, and charged at Joshua.

    Joshua swung his sword, which had blocked the arrow of light to the left, rapidly to the right, severing the space in front of me. If I blocked or dodged, the distance I had painstakingly closed would widen again. To gain an advantage, I charged without trying to shatter that spatial severance. My waist and left arm were severed, and my lower body fell away, but I pulled a sword from the back of my right hand, aiming for Joshua's heart.

    Joshua hadn't expected me to charge straight in without dodging or blocking. But his rapid backward retreat was impossibly fast, beyond human capabilities. I, to catch him as he fled, extended the sword in my right hand even further, and simultaneously, with my regenerated left hand, I gripped the space and powerfully pulled my remaining upper body forward. The sword plunged into the center of his chest.

    As Joshua looked down at my sword, my body had already regenerated.

    "Cough..." Blood gushed from Joshua's mouth.

    "Aaaah!" As expected of a being beyond mortal limits, Joshua swung his sword even with his heart pierced. But the momentum from before had already vanished.

    "Hooouuuh!" I blocked his sword, which could no longer cleave attacks, with my arm and unleashed a blast of ice on his face. I pulled the sword from his chest, cutting through it to the left, then swung again, beheading him. Joshua's frozen blue head fell to the ground with a thud and shattered.

    ".... This can't be.... This can't be! Joshua is dead?!" At Joshua's death, the Emperor rose from his throne and descended.

    "Why didn't this happen in the future you saw?"

    "You.... Who are you?! There was never a future where a being like you appeared!"

    "Perhaps it's because I returned from the future."

    "Pa.... You can return to the past?! How! How can I go to the past?!" The Emperor, seeming to forget that I had come to kill him, reached out to me with both hands and approached.

    "I can't go at will either. And I have no intention of going back."

    "What? Why.... Why not?? Don't you want to change the present! The future?!"

    "Going back won't save everyone, will it? Someone will die. A perfect future can't exist. But I can avoid the worst-case scenario. That's what I'm fighting for."

    ".....No.... I can't give up! For Tellus! Oh God! Show me the future again! Oh God! Again!" He cried out in a hoarse voice to the sky.

    And in the sky, a vortex of black clouds raged.

  

    A vortex of black clouds swirled in the torn sky above the Imperial Palace.

    "Ohh!! My God!" 

    The Emperor fell to his knees, arms outstretched, and cried out.

    "It's not God. It's a demon."

    "What?" The Emperor's eyes widened at my words.

    A small child in overalls descended from the center of the cloud.

    "Gaf, are you going to stay in that form now?"

    "Yeah, I like it." He looked exactly like the child I'd seen before, but without the restrictions he had on Earth, his presence felt many times stronger than before.

    "You suddenly disappeared, why are you here?"

    "To take him." Gaf pointed at the Emperor.

    "So... it was your doing?"

    "Are you my god? Show me the future... show me the future!" The Emperor crawled towards Gaf.

    "It took so long. What a sweet-looking soul." Gaf looked at the Emperor with eyes like one observing a delicious delicacy.

    "To think that showing a glimpse of the future could corrupt someone this much, even I'm surprised."

    "What... are you talking about?"

    "Humans always seem to be corrupted when they know the future. Of course, I've never seen anyone as corrupted as you. You've grown the largest among the seeds I've sown." The Emperor stared blankly at Gaf and me for a long time.

    "I... was ensnared by a demon's trick?" The Emperor's eyes trembled. He was in such extreme despair and confusion that he couldn't react.

    "Yes. Now I'll take your soul. As a final gift." The Emperor's eyes turned white, and his body instantly aged further. With his whitened eyes, he seemed to be seeing something.

    The Emperor's eyes returned to their murky yellow.

    "Ah... my struggles were meaningless after all. Now you take responsibility." The Emperor looked at me as he spoke, then his body crumbled into dust.

    "Seriously... he could have at least told me what he saw before dying..." He died mid-sentence, leaving me curious.

    The soul that left the Emperor's body was sucked into Gaf's mouth.

    "Mmm! This taste is why I can't resist corrupting humans!" Gaf shivered.

    "....Do you know how many humans have died because of you?" A murderous intent flared within me.

    "No, fewer died thanks to me."

    "What?"

    "If he hadn't unified, even more would have died. And the gates? They wouldn't have held at all, would they? Well, that would have been fine in its own way, but since you value life so much, I'm telling you." I couldn't tell how much of Gaf's words were truth and how much was falsehood.

    "See you later~" Gaf entered the vortex of black clouds, and the vortex soon dispersed and vanished.

    "Grand Master Joshua..." The Imperial soldiers, who had been merely spectating, perhaps never imagining he could die, looked dumbfounded.

    "Who is the next in charge after the Emperor in the Empire?"

    "...." Everyone's gaze fell upon one person. A noble, around sixty years old, impeccably dressed, stood there.

    "It's finally over..."

    "And you are?"

    "I am Alexius Theobald Ignatius Bernardorf von Reinstadt Unterweltheim, Count, Chancellor of the Empire."

    "...Okay. Alex."

    "No, my name is..."

    "Alex, immediately disable the communication jamming magic." Due to the Eastern Continent's communication jamming, I couldn't ascertain Nayoung's location.

    "...Understood." To my surprise, Alex accepted my request without argument.

    "Your Excellency the Count! You must not cooperate with such a man! Avenge His Imperial Majesty immediately..."

    
      CRASH!
    

    I kicked the chest plate of the knight shouting at Alex, sending him flying. My footprint was imprinted on the knight's thick chest plate, embedded in the wall, and blood streamed from his mouth as he lost consciousness.

    "Everyone, stand down! What do you intend to do against the one who defeated Grand Master Joshua? The Empire is over. Further sacrifice is meaningless. Do not resist or make any foolish moves." Everyone gritted their teeth and lowered their gaze. On the Count's face, I saw relief that everything was over, more than anger over the Empire's demise.

    The Count pulled a fist-sized communication orb from his pocket.

    "This is Count Unterweltheim. Immediately disable the communication jamming magic and order all troops to retreat to a safe location."

    [Yes? If we do that, we'll suffer immense damage from the Western Continent's attack.]

    "No, you won't. Just do as I say, I have a plan."

    [...Yes... Your Excellency.]

    "You seem to be someone who wished for the Empire to lose."

    "I wished for the war to end. Too much innocent blood has been shed."

    "Weren't you on the Empire's side?"

    "...That's not wrong." Alex seemed to be hiding something. Just then, the communication orb I'd received to contact Nayoung reacted.

    "Nayoung! Where are you?"

    [I'm sorry, it's not the person you're looking for.]

    "...I was given this to communicate with Nayoung, who are you?"

    [It's Nella. I'm the one who shot the arrow at the Emperor.]

    "Ah, thank you for your support a moment ago. But I can't talk long right now."

    [We can find your lover's location. There should be an Imperial official on your side; if you hand him the communication orb, he'll open a gate for you.]

    Alex approached and held out his hand, as if he had already spoken with Nella. Nella gave Alex the coordinates, and Imperial mages opened a gate. A single soldier burst out of the open gate first.

    "All clear!" He reported through his communication orb, and then a tall, blonde elven woman walked out. A longbow was slung across her back.

    "....What's your relationship with Helen?" Her face was an exact replica of Helen, who had attacked Earth.

    "Ah, now that you mention it, you're the one who killed Helen. Helen is my sister."

    "...."

    "I don't resent you, so relax your fist. I've known for a long time that the child had gone down the wrong path. I'm actually grateful you killed her before she accumulated more sins."

    "Well... if you say so. But, where's Nayoung?" At my question, Nella looked at the Allied soldier who had crossed over first.

    "I'll confirm immediately." He operated his communication orb and contacted units within the Empire.

    "By the way, did you snipe the Emperor from the Western Continent just now?"

    "Yes, I can attack across space."

    "If there's someone like you, why did the war last so long?"

    "It's not such a convenient ability. There are tremendous restrictions. My role was to tie Joshua down here, rather than assassinating the Emperor. But thanks to you, now that the Emperor and Joshua are dead, the Western Continent, having lost its focal point, won't be able to rampage any longer."

    "Now the balance of power will shift to the Western Continent. Be careful not to rampage yourselves. Unless you want to create more enemies."

    "Is that a threat as soon as the war ends?"

    "It's common for power to make people forget their original purpose."

    "Hmm... I suppose I'll have to manage the Imperial people well."

    "Well, you handle that; I'm taking Nayoung and returning to Earth."

    "No."

    "What?"

    "You told me not to rampage, but do you think there's anyone in the Allied forces right now whose comrades or family weren't killed by the Western Continent? The moment they cross over, a bloodbath will erupt."

    "Isn't managing that your job as a Grand Master?"

    "My anger is just as great as theirs; how can I possibly stop them?"

    "...."

    "So, you take responsibility."

    "What?"

    "Didn't you kill Joshua and the Emperor? You manage this place."

    "...Are you crazy? I'm an Earthling. I never wanted to get deeply involved in Tellus's affairs from the start."

    "I'm fine with either. Either you take charge, or you leave it to us and don't care what happens here."

    "...Damn it..."

    "We've found Nayoung's coordinates! Opening the gate!" The communications officer found the coordinates, relayed them to the mages, and a gate opened.

    "Big brother!!" Nayoung burst out of the gate and threw herself at me.

    "I'm so glad you're safe..."

    "I was worried too. Nayoung, I told you to wait if something like this happened, why did you come alone again?"

    "I waited for a few days, so... and I didn't come alone."

    "Honestly..."

    "Alright, King Slayer. What will you do?"

    "You?!" I grabbed Nayoung's hand, stopping her from raising her staff at Nella.

    "She's my twin sister. Nella, the Grand Master of the Western Continent."

    "But, King Slayer? You?" I briefly explained what had happened so far and Nella's proposal.

    "...I want to go back to Earth with you, big brother."

    "Really?"

    "But I came to the Empire looking for you, and I saw the Imperial citizens. Ordinary people were caught in the war and suffering. If I leave them to get caught in another conflict, I don't think I'll be able to live comfortably."

    "I thought you'd say that. But can we help so many people in this vast land? We're not even from this world, are we?"

    "That's precisely why it's possible. If the Eastern Continent humans conquer, the Western Continent won't sit idly by. Conversely, if we try to conquer them, do you think the Eastern Continent people will sit idly by?"

    Nella looked at Alex. Judging by Alex's expression, I knew that wouldn't happen.

    "We have taken too many lives from each other. That resentment won't easily disappear. They will surely resist to the very end. But you barely killed any Imperial forces other than the Emperor and Joshua. So the Eastern Continent people's aversion will be less. Moreover, the Eastern Continent is a place where power rules. If you, who killed Joshua, reign, no one will complain."

    "But what about the Western Continent? Will the Western Continent people give up their rights as victors?"

    "If we give them some war reparations, they'll be quiet. Our purpose in starting the war was peace, not conquest. I'll put down anyone who gets too greedy. Unless they're crazy enough to make enemies of two Grand Masters like you and me, there won won't be much resistance. The rest is up to you to keep the Eastern Continent quiet."

    "Easy for you to say."

    "Anyway, get some rest now. We'll handle the minor details." Nella and Alex detained the Imperial officials, contacted various regions, and forced a complete surrender. Alex persuaded the scattered Imperial forces to surrender peacefully without resistance.

    Nella and Alex were clearly acquainted. It seemed they didn't want to reveal their relationship to others right now, so I'd have to ask about it later. 

    Naturally, there were rebellious units within the Empire, but since they had seized control of communications and gates, they instantly moved troops to crush the resisting units. 

    They cut off supplies and support to any strongholds. The country, which had been run by the Emperor and his puppet masters, lost its power once the Emperor was gone. 

    The puppet masters were only good at pushing forward and couldn't think autonomously, so they didn't put up much resistance.

    And so, the long war ended somewhat anticlimactically. 

    It was the moment the Empire, which had held the strongest influence on Tellus under the rule of its powerful Emperor, vanished from history.

  

    The Imperial Master, some of the duplicates created with sacrifices, and the pro-Emperor Masters were all confined to the Imperial Palace's underground dungeon. 

    Masters drafted from other kingdoms rejoiced at the end of the war and returned home. 

    The Western Continent Allied forces executed dozens of major war criminals, imprisoned the rest, and then withdrew.

    Now the Empire had fallen into my hands, and I took up residence in the Imperial Palace in Durham, the capital of Exbrian. 

    My guess was that Alex and Nella knew each other; beyond that, Alex was actually a Western Continent spy. 

    As the Emperor's closest confidant and simultaneously a spy, Alex acted as a significant check on the Emperor. 

    To prove this, he voluntarily submitted to Nayoung's mind control. 

    His testimony revealed that without him, the number of people who would have died under the Emperor's tyranny would have been several times higher. 

    Alex was forced to dirty his hands and suffered from guilt each time. 

    However, he endured because he knew that if he stepped down from his second-in-command position and someone who merely obeyed the Emperor's orders took his place, the damage would be even greater. 

    Recently, as the war intensified, he could no longer stand by and watch, so he conspired with the Western Continent to assassinate the Emperor. 

    This plan failed after the initial assassination attempt was blocked by Joshua, who never left the Emperor's side for a moment.

    Recognizing his ability and character, I entrusted him with managing the overall affairs of the state. Since I had suddenly stepped in, things wouldn't go well if I tried to dictate everything, so it was best to let someone competent handle it.

    "Alex, Nella sent the Allied forces back to the Western Continent, but if problems arise, they might return. You can handle this, right?"

    "Yes, Your Majesty. I've already brought over those disgruntled with the deceased Emperor's tyranny, and the Emperor's faction has been stripped of power, so I will ensure that there are no inconveniences for Your Majesty's rule."

    "Good. First command: summon the kings of all nations formerly under the Empire."

    "Yes." He responded, but his expression suggested he wasn't sure if they would all come.

    Alex used the communication orb to invite the kings of each nation, and all human-dominated kingdoms immediately expressed their attendance. However:

    "Who are you to dare summon the King of the Elves?" The Elf on the communication orb spoke arrogantly.

    "If you don't come, I'll see you there." I interjected, as Alex sighed.

    "What... what?"

    "You don't want to come? I'll bring all 13 kings of the former Imperial vassal states and their escorts there myself. Alex, how many would that be?"

    "We expect anywhere from a few hundred to several thousand people to gather." Alex, understanding my intention, responded with a smile.

    "....We will come." The Dwarven Kingdom also initially resisted but changed its answer to attendance when offered the same proposal.

    One by one, representatives from the kingdoms arrived at the Imperial Palace. 

    Normally, there would have been welcoming banquets and ceremonies, but with the war lost and war reparations demanded, such luxuries were impossible. 

    So, the kings were immediately called to the conference room. As I entered the grand conference room, the waiting kings reluctantly rose from their seats. 

    Since troop numbers were restricted, most nations had brought their three strongest individuals. Many had a sharp demeanor, not what one would expect from generals of defeated nations.

    "First, I'd like to thank you for coming on such short notice."

    "....We came because you threatened to invade if we didn't." The King of Frea, a small southern nation, mumbled.

    "Pardon? What was that, King Frea?"

    "Oh... nothing at all!" He jumped, apparently not expecting me to hear him. The knight behind him covered his face in embarrassment.

    "Ah, my hearing isn't so good. If you have anything to say in the future, please speak up."

    "Yes... yes..."

    "Everyone, please be seated." Everyone looked at me cautiously, but the kings of three nations did not look at me kindly. 

    King Pilarion of the Wihol Elf Kingdom, located in the great forest east of the World Tree. King Dalobit of the Ailestovik Dwarf Kingdom, located in the high mountain range south of the World Tree. King Lowell of Beria, a large nation southeast of the Empire.

    I didn't know why these three were like that, but I started speaking regardless.

    "Many of you must be concerned. What will happen to the Empire? What will happen to the Eastern Continent in the future? 

    Since I'm not a good speaker, I'll get straight to the point. The Empire, as governed by the Emperor, is finished." A murmur spread through the grand conference room.

    "Does that mean we're on our own now?" The Elf King spoke.

    "No."

    "What?"

    "I said no. Didn't you hear me?"

    "....No, I heard."

    "Good. Next time, raise your hand before you speak." This brat is talking informally to me.

    "As the Elf King said, it doesn't mean each of us will be on our own. All nations that belonged to the Empire will transition to a United Nations system." The King of Heartford carefully raised his hand.

    "Yes, King Nathan, please speak."

    "Since the Empire will simply change its name to the United Nations, doesn't that just mean the Emperor is replaced?"

    "No, it's different. First, the land directly ruled by the Emperor will be renamed the New Earth Kingdom, and I will become its King and rule it." I had considered establishing a democracy or a parliament, but Alex strongly opposed it. He said that with so many changes and problems already, such radical changes would be unacceptable to the people. I accepted his opinion, and for now, I would sit on the throne, deciding later how to govern depending on the situation.

    "However, New Earth is on equal footing with all existing vassal states and duchies of the former Empire. It is not superior. Therefore, there will be no taxation or conscription as before."

    "Ohh..." Everyone's faces brightened at the mention of no taxes.

    "How a country is run is its own business; I will not interfere. As someone from another world, I cannot fully understand this world's culture. However, the Western Continent Allied forces, as the victors of this war, have a few demands that must be followed. First, the abolition of slavery." From the start, the expressions of some kings weren't bright. "Second, the prohibition of black magic." There wasn't much reaction to this. "Finally, legally prohibit racial discrimination."

    "....These aren't issues that can be changed so easily. The first two are difficult, but racial discrimination is deeply ingrained in people's perceptions." The King of Frea spoke carefully.

    "You can't even do that? If you can't, step down from your throne. I will manage that country myself." When I glared, he quickly lowered his eyes. "If rumors of prohibited actions reach my ears, the New Earth army, including myself, will visit that country and stay there until the problem is resolved, at an appropriate cost." Everyone swallowed hard.

    "Of course, the occupying costs will also be borne by that country. I eat a lot, so if you don't want your national treasury emptied, manage yourselves well."

    "Ahem..." Everyone was silent, as if dumbfounded.

    "I'm not saying this has to be done tomorrow. I will give you a one-year grace period. Until then, you will submit monthly progress reports, and any lagging nations will receive a personal visit from me, where I will assist them at an appropriate cost." Everyone was silent, like a mute after eating honey.

    "Finally, war is forbidden. If you have an issue with a neighboring country, tell me. I will go and resolve it fairly."

    "If we can't build up our forces, how are we supposed to stop the gates?" King Lowell of Beria asked.

    "Who said you can't build up your forces? Build them. Aren't you going to stop the gates?" Everyone murmured, apparently not having expected this.

    "And to enhance the United Nations' combat power, an academy will be opened northwest of the World Tree, so that we can send promising talents from each nation."

    "Hostages... gasp!" The King of Frea inadvertently blurted out the word "hostages" and quickly covered his mouth with both hands.

    "They're not hostages. It's to improve their skills in preparation for the gates. Why do you think you lost this war?" Everyone looked at me with eyes that said, Because you killed Joshua. "It's not because Joshua died. The Empire would have lost even if I hadn't come. The Western Continent is already engaging in regular technological exchange with Earth and is making technological advancements day by day. Will the Eastern Continent fall behind? The monsters emerging from the gates will only get stronger, won't they?"

    "....Are you saying you'll share technology for free?" King Lowell asked.

    "Where is anything free? There will be an academy usage fee, and technological exchange will only be with nations that have something to trade, so send capable people. This isn't the time to fight among ourselves or with the Western Continent. We must unite and build up our strength to fight against the God of Destruction's army emerging from the gates." Everyone fell silent.

    "I will take that as understanding. Detailed information will be sent by Count Alex. Now, I hope you all dedicate yourselves to recovering your nations, which have been devastated by the war."

    I stamped the Imperial seal on each document Alex gave me, reading them without much thought, but they kept piling up until a wave of documents crashed onto my desk.

    "Wait. What is all this? Didn't I say each nation should handle its own affairs?"

    "This is just a compilation of matters within Exbrian, no, New Earth." I knew nothing about being a king, yet there were so many decisions I had to make.

    "You want me to approve all of this?"

    "I don't have the authority, do I?" Alex, true to someone who survived the Emperor's tyranny, was incredibly perceptive. He realized I wouldn't bother someone who worked diligently, and his attitude changed quite a bit. Though somewhat annoying, I could tolerate his demeanor, knowing he was breaking his back for New Earth, even sacrificing sleep.

    Using my brain is truly not my cup of tea. It just gives me a headache. It suits my personality more to just punch anyone who doesn't listen.

    "Big brother, should I do it?"

    "You would?"

    "No, Your Majesty. This is a matter for the King to decide."

    "Anyone other than the King?"

    "The Minister of State could, but the position is currently vacant."

    "Ahem. Bae Nayoung. Stand." I picked up the crown that was rolling nearby, placed it on my head, and spoke in a deliberately solemn voice. Nayoung caught on and stood up. "As of this moment, I appoint you as the Minister of State for New Earth."

    Alex shook his head, looking half-resigned.

    "Well then, shall we give it a try?" Nayoung rolled up her sleeves.

    She slowly moved her staff from left to right, and the documents floated into the air, arranged perfectly for her to see. She grasped their content with a glance and meticulously categorized them.

    "Your Majesty, stamp here." Nayoung handed me a pile of documents, and I mechanically slammed the newly carved Imperial seal down. It's great to have a capable girlfriend.

    "Big brother, there are two major problems. One is the shortage of food and water. The other is issues arising from dissatisfaction with the abolition of racial discrimination."

    "Racial discrimination will take time. First, we need to normalize the country, and once everyone can make a living, complaints about the new laws will likely decrease. For now, the food and water shortage is the bigger problem. Alex, has the Empire always had a food problem?"

    "The deceased Emperor conscripted even farmers for the war. The farmlands have been neglected due to the long war and are in disarray. To make matters worse, there's been an unprecedented heatwave and drought."

    "Solving the drought and restoring farmlands. While we prepare for that, we need to secure food to eat."

    "You say that simply, but how do you intend to do it?"

    "Why would I think about that? I have someone who's better at it than me."

    It's time to call him back to Earth.

  

    "Chairman. Are you going to keep calling me like this? I can't get any work done," Jaein complained.

    "Jaein, people are starving to death here!" I replied.

    "Ugh... So, solving the drought and food supply is the priority. Luckily, the timing isn't bad. We've just completed the core made from the Dragon Heart." Jaein placed a large metal bag on the desk and opened it. Inside, a blue core glowed with a white light emanating from within. This core didn't feel hot or unstable like the previous, more volatile ones.

    "It was red before, wasn't it?" I asked.

    "The color changed because it's burning pure energy. Its energy efficiency is several times higher than before. Just a few of these could solve Earth's energy problems," Jaein explained.

    "But we don't have Dragon Hearts, do we? It's impossible unless we can somehow create extinct dragons," I countered.

    "..." Jaein's eyes lost focus, a sure sign he was contemplating something strange again.

    "I'll test the core," I said, taking it from the bag. I expected it to be freezing, but it was only slightly cool. I drew energy from it and circulated it through my body. Energy several times greater than what I had absorbed from the angels flowed endlessly. I stopped absorbing it since I had no immediate use for it.

    "This is good, but how do you plan to solve the food and water problems with it?" I asked.

    "We'll open gates on the ocean floor to spray seawater over drought-stricken areas. Until now, it was too expensive to transport water through gates, but with this immense energy, it's possible," Jaein explained. The oceans of Tellus weren't entirely salt-free; they had a very low salinity. "If we solve the water problem, the food problem will eventually resolve itself, right? In the meantime, we can open a gate connecting Korea and the New Earth capital to procure food." Earth was currently in a good state, overproducing food. Selling surplus food to Tellus and buying needed resources would benefit both sides.

    "A gate to Earth? Is that possible? So far, we've only opened gates within existing ones," I said, surprised.

    "We have the Dragon Heart core, and our understanding of spatial travel has greatly increased through technological exchange. But you won't be able to use the core while it's being used like this. Is that okay?" Jaein asked.

    "I don't need it right now. This is more urgent, so let's do it," I affirmed.

    Jaein, Nayoung, and the former Imperial mages assembled and began their research. Voices rose and fell, ideas exchanged, and occasional curses could be heard, but I disliked headaches, so I left.

    While Nayoung and Jaein researched the magic circle connecting to Earth, I took a young court mage and headed to the sea.

    "Ready?" I asked.

    "Yes!" William, the mage who came with me, was fully energized, knowing he was accompanying the new ruler of the Empire.

    William created a spherical mana shield and entered the sea, while I dove deep into the water without any protection. William placed the device Jaein had made on a flat rock. He then raised both hands above his head, forming a circle to signal me that he was ready. Seeing that, I swam through the sea, looking for fish. I found a large school of tuna-like fish by sensing their life force. I blocked their path, herding them towards William like sheep.

    William's face hardened with tension as thousands of man-sized fish swam towards him. I widely avoided the fish school and went to William. William was startled to see me swim faster than the fish. I nodded at William, and he activated the device, opening a gate underwater. The gate opened using the Dragon Heart core was 10 meters in diameter. The fish school, unable to change direction quickly, was sucked into the vortex created by the gate. I grabbed William's barrier with both hands to keep him from being swept away. Once enough water was drawn, William shutdown the device, and we ascended to the surface.

    "Please check the situation on the other side," I requested.

    "Yes!" William contacted the area where the water had been poured.

    "They've filled the lake! We've never seen anything like it! People can't even travel through gates unless they're important figures, yet you're using a gate just to transport water!"

    "Now, we won't have to worry about not being able to use gates because of cost. There's still a lot to do. Prepare for the next connection point." We repeated this process dozens of times, pouring water into the upper reaches of rivers or into lakes across the United Nations. The fish included were a bonus, to be used as immediate food. This ocean's water wasn't salty, but it contained a small amount of mana, so the fish also contained mana. Thus, while Tellus's marine fish were toxic to Earthlings, they were a delicious dinner for Tellus's creatures, which had existed since before the gates appeared.

    After completing the water supply, I remembered the village I had visited before and decided to return. I took the largest fish and went to that village.

    "You've come?" The boy who had lost his mother wasn't surprised at all when I descended from the sky with a giant fish. As I'd noticed before, he wasn't an ordinary child.

    "You knew I would come?" I asked.

    "I just thought you might return once, since you went to such lengths to save us," he replied.

    "Really? Are you doing well?" I asked.

    "The people who were given food from you gathered their strength to collect what they could, barely surviving. We are grateful for your benevolence." The boy bowed his head, and the villagers gathered around, bowing as well. They weren't lying on the ground like last time, but they were all gaunt, clearly indicating a food shortage. I gestured, and the people rushed forward to butcher the fish.

    "What's your name?" I asked the child.

    "It's Alice," she replied.

    "....Alice? You're a girl?" She had always seemed like an old soul with her calm demeanor, but in my words, she pouted like a child. She had been so grimy and thin that I hadn't been able to tell her gender.

    "Yes," she confirmed.

    "I see. Alice, will you come with me?"

    "They say heroes are lustful; are you trying to claim me as soon as you find out I'm a girl?"

    "Don't be silly. You know that's not it, right? Isn't it hard living here alone?"

    "It's fine. That's the life of a commoner. And this is my parents' hometown too."

    "Hmm, you seem smart, so I thought about having you educated, but it's a shame you don't want to go."

    "....You would educate a commoner like me?"

    "If you're smart, I don't care if you're a commoner or a noble. If you want, I'll send you to school."

    "I'll go with you."

    "I thought you said this was your hometown?"

    "I can abandon a hometown that can't even provide a single book immediately. My parents would be happy if I went to study." Alice glanced at the two graves behind the house.

    "Alright. Let's go." I took Alice and returned to the capital, Durham.

    "Alex. What kind of place is New Earth?"

    "Are you referring to the Academy, Your Majesty? It's where nobles enroll to learn academics, martial arts, and magic. There are a few locations within the territory."

    "Really? Can ordinary commoners not learn there?"

    "....Where would commoners get the money for that?"

    "Doesn't the country have a lot of money?"

    "We're on the verge of bankruptcy, Your Majesty?"

    "Nayoung, some money please."

    "Huh? Oh, right. Disband the capital guard, reduce banquets by a tenth, eliminate dignity maintenance fees... Is this enough?" Nayoung, who had been researching with Jaein, scribbled down budget cuts on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

    "Yes, that should be enough," I replied. Hearing my answer, Nayoung immersed herself back in her research.

    "Alex, use this to create a new academy where commoners can also enroll. Near the World Tree."

    "No... what do we do if we disband the capital guard?!"

    "You think they'll invade here? With Nayoung and me here?"

    "But... but..."

    "You said we don't have money, unless we had a lot, right? Isn't education more important?"

    "....I will implement it," Alex conceded. Since an academy couldn't be established overnight, I decided to enroll Alice in the existing noble academy.

    "Alice, for now..." But Alice was already sitting on the floor, reading a book as thick as her torso. Alice's eyes, looking at the book, sparkled more than I had ever seen them. Even though Tellus was a place where life was cheap and death was rampant, the grief of a child losing her mother is not something easily forgotten. Sadness had always been visible in Alice's eyes, but at this moment, while reading, she seemed to have forgotten her grief for a bit.

    Another bookworm had joined Nayoung and Jaein. If Alice grew up smart and reduced my workload, I wouldn't have to think about bothersome things, which was good.

    "Wait!" Nayoung suddenly cried out, standing up.

    "Yes?" Alice's eyes widened as she looked at Nayoung.

    "You..." Nayoung stared at Alice. "When did you last bathe?"

    "..."

    "Come with me." A fastidious Nayoung couldn't tolerate Alice's smell and grimy appearance and took her to bathe herself.

    "Your Majesty."

    "Alex... more work?"

    "Indeed."

    "I'm starting to understand Jaein's feelings."

    "Did you think being king would be easy?"

    "I didn't even want to be king."

    "What can we do? You already are."

    "So, what is it?"

    "Ailestovik and Wihol have attacked Bolbowen's granaries." Alex scratched his head. A few more of his remaining hairs fluttered down.

    "The Dwarves and Elves attacked Bolbowen? Is Bolbowen the place south of the Elf Kingdom and Dwarf Kingdom on the map?" I pointed to the map.

    "That's right. The Elves live in the great forest east of the World Tree, and the Dwarves live in the largest mountain range in the east. Neither place is good for grain farming, so until now, they've been providing magic and weapons to the Empire and buying food from Bolbowen with that money."

    "And now?"

    "The war between the Eastern and Western Continents has ended, and the need for weapons and magic has drastically decreased."

    "Wait, I filled the areas near the Elf and Dwarf Kingdoms with water and fish, didn't I? Shouldn't they have enough to live on for now?"

    "Elves are vegetarians, and Dwarves don't eat fish."

    "They're too pampered. So, since they don't have the food they want, they've teamed up to attack the surrounding lands?"

    "They haven't teamed up. They each attacked Bolbowen separately to gain control of the granaries. The Bolbowen army, being weaker than the Elves and Dwarves, evacuated, and the Elves and Dwarves are now fighting over the land."

    "Are they crazy... Hold on, we already have enough material and mage shortages due to war recovery; couldn't they export something other than weapons?"

    "The Elves and Dwarves have a sense of superiority and dislike trivial labor."

    "So they're taking agricultural land by force?"

    "That's right."

    "Even though I told them not to wage war?"

    "They wouldn't listen to a human. There were many problems with the previous Emperor as well."

    "Why did that Emperor leave them alone?"

    "Managing the Western Continent alone was already difficult, so he couldn't afford another war internally. In fact, the Emperor needed their strength. Elven magic and Dwarven weapons were useful on the battlefield."

    I don't need either of them.

    "Send a warning. If they continue, I'll go myself."

    "....Understood. But I'm not sure if they'll listen."

    "If they don't, then we'll just have a little chat."

  

    When Alex sent warnings and threats via the communication orb to the Ailestovik Dwarf Kingdom and the Wihol Elf Kingdom, both nations reluctantly withdrew their troops from Bolbowen. However, an incident occurred just a few days later.

    News arrived that after the Elf army had pulled back, some Elves who went to a grain exchange post on the Bolbowen border attacked soldiers and farmers. Alex looked at me with a "didn't I tell you so?" expression.

    "Open a gate; I'm going to the site right now."

    It had to be someone strong enough to overpower the magic-adept Elves, and sending a Western Continent Master would only add fuel to the fire. There were only a few New Earth Masters left, and they were all busy clearing gates, so I had no choice but to go.

    "Where are you going?"

    "Oh, I'm heading to the Elf Kingdom."

    Nayoung immediately grabbed my hand and followed. She always holds my hand tightly now when we cross gates.

    Stepping out of the gate, I carried Nayoung and ran a short distance, spotting a half-destroyed grain exchange. It looked like a real mess had taken place; half of the two-story building was gone, and grain and bloodstains were splattered everywhere.

    "I'm from the New Earth Kingdom. Are you in charge?"

    I showed the man, who appeared to be an officer by his clothes, a ring engraved with the New Earth Kingdom royal seal.

    "It's an honor to meet you, noble one. I'm Jeffrey, the manager of the Bolbowen Northeast Grain Exchange."

    Fortunately, he recognized the seal and bowed his head respectfully. He knew I was from the kingdom but didn't know exactly who I was.

    "What happened?"

    "A few hours ago, Elves came to trade. We gave them food appropriate for the market value of the crafts they offered, but they claimed we insulted them, smashed everything, and took it all."

    "Casualties?"

    "Everyone else has been treated, but two are severely injured. They'll probably die soon."

    Following his gaze, I saw about a dozen injured guards and farmers lying on the ground behind the grain exchange. They appeared to have received emergency treatment with potions and bandages, but as Jeffrey said, two of them were in bad shape. One had his stomach cut open with intestines spilling out, and the other had severe bleeding from stab wounds all over his body. It seemed they had conserved their low-grade potions since such severe injuries couldn't be healed with them.

    I reached in and gently pushed the intestines back into the man's abdomen. The injured man was unconscious and showed no reaction, but Jeffrey, who was watching, gasped and rushed over. Before he could say anything, I pulsed life force into the man, sealing his wound. Jeffrey and the Bolbowen soldiers' eyes widened in astonishment. I poured life force into the other injured man with stab wounds, and his pale complexion returned to normal. The remaining soldiers weren't in bad shape, so I just gave them a little life force.

    "What about the Elves who attacked these people?"

    "They stole a carriage and returned to the Elf Kingdom." Jeffrey, whose demeanor had become even more deferential, pointed in their direction.

    "I'll go get restitution."

    I reached out to pick up Nayoung, but she was already floating in the air. As I leaped into the air toward Nayoung, she also sped up.

    "You're fast, Nayoung!"

    "Brother, you can go faster."

    "Are you sure?"

    "Try me." Nayoung subtly challenged me.

    However, before I could increase my speed, I spotted the Elves. They seemed to have no intention of fleeing, driving their carriage slowly. As I landed in front of them, the Elves stopped their carriage. Three male Elves calmly stepped out and looked back and forth between me and Nayoung.

    "At least tell me why. Why did you do this?"

    "Why what?" the short-haired Elf, riding a horse at the front, retorted.

    "Attacking the grain exchange."

    "They deceived us."

    "Deceived?"

    "We gave them exquisitely crafted goods, but they gave us a ridiculously small amount of food in return."

    He held up a wooden craft to show me. It was indeed well-made, and being an Elf creation, it surely wasn't ordinary wood.

    "In times like these, when it's hard to make a living, the value of crafts plummets. If you didn't like the terms of the trade, you should have simply left. Instead, you inflicted fatal injuries on defenseless people."

    As I spoke, the two Elves behind the short-haired one reached for their bows and wands.

    "If you calmly pay the price, the worst outcome can be avoided. Put down your weapons and lie on the ground."

    "How dare a human presume to order me!"

    He swung a dagger, and blades of wind rushed toward us. The two Elves behind him also launched arrows and mana bullets. Their attacks weren't mere deterrents; they were aimed at vital points like the head and neck, clearly intended to kill. My suggestion to surrender was a minimum act of mercy. However, through experience, I knew evil individuals were not easily reformed. If they had surrendered, I couldn't have punished them severely due to due process, so I was almost grateful they chose to resist.

    I absorbed all incoming attacks with my body and charged toward the short-haired Elf. At the same time, I pulsed my aura to block the attacks aimed at Nayoung. My punch landed, and the short-haired Elf couldn't react at all. He took the blow to the face, spun around, and crashed from the carriage onto the ground with a thud. Mana needles launched by Nayoung pierced the bodies of the other two Elves, but she didn't kill them either.

    "Brother, you didn't have to block for me~"

    Looking back, Nayoung was deactivating her shield. I knew that even without my intervention, attacks from such weaklings wouldn't reach Nayoung, but I was in a bad mood, so I blocked them anyway. The short-haired Elf had lost all his teeth, and the other two were writhing, bleeding profusely. I gave them just enough life force to prevent them from dying.

    "Let's go back."

    I loaded the three battered Elves into the carriage and returned to the grain exchange.

    "Put the grain back into the warehouse, sell these to compensate for the damage, and give reparations to the injured."

    I pulled off the Elves' jewelry and tossed it to Jeffrey.

    "This... this is too much."

    "If there's any left over, give it to the injured."

    "....Th-thank you..."

    He thanked me, but his face was filled with worry as he glanced at the Elves I'd thrown into the carriage like sacks of luggage.

    "Don't worry. I'm going to the Elf Kingdom now to settle this. I'll borrow the carriage."

    I drove the carriage away, heading back towards the Elf Kingdom.

    Driving slowly, I connected with Alex via the communication orb.

    "Alex, tell the Elf Kingdom I'm coming to meet them."

    "Understood. When should I say you'll arrive?"

    "Now."

    "Excuse me?"

    "I'm on my way now. Once I cross the border, I'll be there in about an hour."

    "....Understood."

    I cut the communication.

    "Hmm... I saw people riding carriages in dramas before, and it looked so romantic; I wanted to try it..."

    "And?"

    "With three Elves bleeding profusely in the back, there's no romance, is there?"

    Nayoung glanced back.

    "Indeed."

    "Well, no romance, but it's nice to be together like this."

    Nayoung leaned against me. We hadn't had much time for dates lately due to all the work.

    I intentionally drove the horse slowly, arriving at the great forest where the Elf Kingdom was located a little over an hour later. The path in the great forest wasn't made of bricks or dirt. Trees, seemingly their trunks or roots, grew densely and formed a smooth, flat surface on the ground. This tree-made road wasn't bumpy at all, and the carriage didn't rattle as it passed. It was as if the World Tree's spirit had fashioned chairs or hands from its branches and roots.

    Going a little deeper, hundreds of Elves were perched in various trees, observing us cautiously. They all held weapons like bows and wands but didn't point them at us. Each of them possessed a different level of combat power than the three Elves I'd just dealt with.

    One Elf stepped forward. "Follow me."

    I drove the carriage slowly, following him as he guided us. Upon entering the Elf city, buildings came into view. Giant tree trunks had grown into house-like structures, with abundant branches and leaves above them. The forest was filled with houses made in this manner. It was a truly eco-friendly architectural style, simple to construct and harmless to the forest.

    Under their scrutinizing gazes, we arrived at a building. It was several times larger than the other buildings but not as opulent as a royal palace. The Elf gestured towards the door, so I first stepped down from the carriage and extended my hand to Nayoung. Nayoung took my hand and dismounted.

    "Take them." I pointed to the three Elves in the carriage compartment.

    A few Elves approached and took the Elves from the carriage, and we followed their guidance into the building. Inside, King Pilarion of the Elves, whom I had seen before, was seated on a chair, surrounded by elders lined up on either side. Unlike the majority of Elves, whose hair was yellow or platinum blonde, Pilarion's hair was green, and the elders' hair seemed intentionally chosen to be rainbow-colored: red, orange, yellow, blue, and purple.

    Pilarion's seat was higher than ours, and there were no chairs for us, making it seem as if I had come to an audience with him.

    "King Pilarion. It was only a few days ago that I told you not to meddle with Bolbowen, yet this has happened again. What does this mean?"

    "What kind of thing?"

    Alex had surely contacted them beforehand, so he was obviously feigning ignorance.

    "Three Elves attacked Bolbowen's grain exchange and stole grain, and I caught them."

    "....It seems the children disobeyed orders. I clearly told them to conduct proper trade for food."

    "Ah, you knew nothing about this?"

    "That's right."

    "In my home world, Earth, specifically a country called Korea, military service is mandatory. Well, now military service is mandatory in almost every country on Earth."

    "?"

    Not just Pilarion but even Nayoung looked at me as if asking what I was talking about.

    "There's a saying there: 'If you don't know, is that it?'"

    "What?"

    Pilarion asked again, doubting his ears.

    "You don't know, is that it? Elves under your management inflicted fatal injuries on humans from another country. You have to take responsibility."

    "What..."

    "I'll take a hundred gold compensation for each injured person."

    "....Are you crazy? A hundred gold for a few low-class individuals being injured?"

    "Low-class... It just went up to two hundred gold for saying that."

    "Do you think we'll allow that?" He gritted his teeth.

    "What if you don't?"

    I lightly pressured everyone present.

    "Are you trying to make enemies of all Elves?!"

    Although I didn't press too hard, Pilarion and the elders were not ordinary; they didn't collapse under my pressure. However, their ears all drooped.

    "That's up to you. I'm telling you in advance, if you try to resolve this with violence, I'm all for it. Because then I can use violence too."

    I rose from my spot and approached him.

    "This should be about the right price."

    I reached out my hand toward Pilarion's expensive-looking crown.

    "Ah... No! This is historically significant! It's much more expensive than two hundred gold!"

    Pilarion dodged my hand, pulling back.

  
    

    "Step away from His Majesty at once!" the red-haired elder, who had resisted the pressure, cried out, raising his wand and firing a blast of fire.

    The cold energy I unleashed devoured the flames and froze the elder.

    The other elders rushed forward. I grabbed the blue elder's dagger, disarmed him, and struck him on the head. 

    Though their ages ranged from a few hundred to a thousand years old, their faces were all youthful Elves, so even with my respect for elders, I had no qualms about hitting them.

    The orange-haired elder shot an arrow. Its mithril arrowhead, if it hit directly, could pierce a Master's aura. 

    I'd recover even if hit, but there was no need to take it. I snatched the incoming arrow, closed the distance to the archer with a gliding motion, and kicked him.

    
      Crash!
    

    The orange-haired elder, struck by my blow, smashed through the door and flew backward.

    "Need help?" Nayoung asked.

    "No, I'm stressed; I'm just going to blow off some steam."

    Stepping out through the shattered doorway, I saw hundreds of Elves aiming arrows at me.

    "What are you waiting for? Not going to attack?"

    In my words, the Elves charged simultaneously. Arrows rained down amidst the approaching Elf warriors. I summoned my armor, thickening and enlarging the gauntlets on my forearms to create arm shields. I angled the arm shields, deflecting dozens of incoming arrows.

    Meanwhile, an Elf warrior who had gotten close thrust a silver-glowing sword at me. I met the sword with an aura-infused punch, shattering the blade from the tip. My fist traveled up the sword, destroying it entirely, and then continued to strike the Elf's head.

    Next, I beat the Elves swarming me like a drum, sending them flying like pinballs, embedding them into trees. Nayoung watched the spectacle from behind.

    "Everyone, get out of the way!" the Elf King shouted, rising into the sky and conjuring a whirlwind. It wasn't just simple wind; trees caught in the whirlwind were sliced as easily as paper cut by a sharp blade. The whirlwind curved and flew toward me. It was similar to Aqua's water tornado, but its cutting power was far superior to Aqua's water column.

    
      Clang, clang, clang!
    

    "Huh?" The sound of the whirlwind scraping against my armor echoed through the forest. Protecting my head with my arm shield, I pierced the center of the whirlwind and launched myself directly at Pilarion.

    "You... you monster!" He recoiled, and Elves threw themselves in front of him to block me. I knocked them away one by one, steadily closing the distance to Pilarion.

    When only a few meters remained, Pilarion created a torrent of wind around his body. The spherical, swirling torrent ground everything that approached. I reached out, pushing through the wind, grabbed the Elf King by the collar, and slammed him into the ground. The force was stronger than I expected, scraping my arm a bit, but it quickly healed.

    
      Thud! Thud!
    

    I repeatedly punched Pilarion's head as he tried to get up from the ground.

    "Wow... as expected of a superior race. You're quite tough. I guess I don't need to hold back as much now." I pulled back my fist, infused with a rich red aura, making it glow as if on fire.

    "W-wait! I'll give you gold! I'll give it to you!" an Elf elder shouted at me.

    "Oh, really?" I stopped punching and straightened up. The Elf King's face was a mess.

    "Hand it over."

    "N-now?"

    "Want me to take your crown?" I subtly glanced at the king's crown, which lay like a crumpled mess on the ground. It wasn't just a simple ornament but an item, as it was perfectly fine despite being knocked around so much.

    "Ugh... Follow me." I grabbed the unconscious Pilarion by the back of his clothes and dragged him like luggage. Nayoung followed with light steps.

    The Elves stealthily trailed us as we headed to the vault. They were trying to be discreet, but I could clearly sense them with my life detection.

    "Here it is." We arrived at the base of what appeared to be a vault-tree. I hadn't touched it, but it seemed remarkably sturdy, unlike other trees, as if it had been specially crafted. I felt an urge to hit it.

    "Open it." I tossed the Elf King in front of the vault, and the Elf elders immediately caught him and began using healing magic.

    The Elf King weakly got up, looked at me, then lowered his gaze and opened the vault. As Pilarion infused mana into the vault tree, the intertwined roots scattered, and the door opened.

    "Two hundred gold per injured person. Twenty people. That's four thousand gold." I actually didn't know the exact number of injured, so I just roughly exaggerated it. Pilarion gritted his teeth and counted out the gold, putting it into a sack.

    "Here." He handed me the sack with trembling hands. He was clearly reluctant to part with it. I took the sack of gold coins.

    "It's not enough."

    "It's four thousand gold, though..." Pilarion bit his lip, infuriated that I doubted him.

    "No, that's right. But you need to pay my expedition fee."

    Pilarion's mouth dropped open as he stared at me.

    "I told you not to make me come, didn't I? That if I came, I'd take a service fee? Just give me ten thousand gold."

    "T-t-this..." Pilarion's face turned beet red, as if it would burst.

    "Why, want more?" I infused my fist with an aura even redder than his face, raising it.

    Pilarion gritted his teeth, went back into the vault, and handed me another sack.

    "If you take all this, what are we supposed to do for food?" the purple-haired elder protested.

    "There's still plenty of gold left. Buy some."

    "This is finite. Are you telling us to starve if we use it all?"

    "Then grow your own food."

    "But the drought is severe; we don't even have land to grow crops."

    "Then cut down trees."

    "How dare you! How could you say such a thing!"

    "Ah, is it a religious issue?"

    "Trees are our roots! How can you tell us to cut down our ancestors to live?"

    "You don't eat fish?"

    "We can't eat smelly things like that."

    These guys aren't hungry yet. In the village where I brought Alice, everyone was skin and bones, barely able to move. In contrast, the Elves all had healthy complexions.

    "It's your freedom to starve while protecting your trees and not eating fish. However!" I turned around, raising my voice so all Elves could hear. "If you attack another nation again, it won't end like this! If you want to solve it with violence, try it! That's what I do best!"

    "W-wait! What about the dispute with the Dwarves in the granaries? They'll surely attack again. Are we supposed to just stand by and take it?" Pilarion shouted.

    Since the war had started, animosity had grown between both sides. Small skirmishes could escalate into small acts of revenge, and if the scale continued to grow, it could become an irreversible full-blown war.

    "Right, the Dwarves. Let's go meet them now."

    "Right now?"

    "Immediately. Open a gate."

    "To Ailestovik? They'll never open a gate for us."

    "Then I'll have to go to Durham and then over there again."

    Nayoung, Pilarion, two Elf elders, and I traveled to Durham, the capital of New Earth, and then again to the capital of the Ailestovik Dwarf Kingdom.

    "King of New Earth, King of Elves. To arrive so suddenly, what is this rudeness?" A Dwarf met us in front of the gate. Given the recent conflict, their eyes were not kind to the Elves.

    "Where is King Dalobit?"

    In my words, the Dwarf who met us twitched his brow.

    "The King is busy."

    "Tell him to make time."

    "The King is busy..."

    
      Wham!
    

    I struck the head of the Dwarf who repeated the same words twice. The already short Dwarf's neck compressed, then his body sprung up like a spring, and he fell backward.

    "Next in charge." I said to the Dwarf standing behind him. He gaped in surprise.

    "Where's the King?"

    "E-e-emergency!!!" The Dwarf I had looked at shouted, and armored Dwarf knights in plate armor rushed forward from behind, carrying various weapons.

    "So... you want to do this, huh?" A Dwarf with a splendidly braided red beard leaped high and brought his axe down on me. I met the axe with my fist. The axe shattered into pieces, but it was a good weapon, as there was a surprisingly strong rebound.

    I punched the continuously charging Dwarves. I didn't hit their bodies directly but their swords and shields. Of course, they shattered under my fist, but the recoil was tremendous. The Dwarves' weapons were definitely superior to the Elves', but the physical abilities of the Dwarves wielding them were nothing special. Under my attack, the weapon-wielding Dwarves were sent flying backward one by one.

    "What's that now?" While I was busy sending Dwarves flying into the sky, a Dwarf appeared with a cylindrical weapon as large as his torso. It seemed heavy for its size, as he had a strap diagonally across his shoulder and held two handles on top of the cylinder with both hands, aiming it at me.

    "You lunatic! Don't shoot that!"

    "Are you going to let that bastard run wild?!" The cylindrical machine whirred menacingly, making a loud noise. Curious, I waited patiently. A blue ball of light formed in the barrel, and as the Dwarf pulled the trigger, a blue beam shot out. It was a highly concentrated mana lump.

    I responded by firing a beam from my right hand. My aura and his blue aura collided, scattering everywhere. Buildings were sliced and exploded from the diverging beams. The Dwarves fled in a panic. Nayoung had created a shield and was watching with the Elves from behind. Since she was directly behind me, the beam didn't reach her anyway.

    Even though I was controlling my power, this much destructive force was quite astonishing. It was no wonder the Empire was strong, having sold weapons like this. The damage was rapidly getting out of hand, so I put a little more power into my attack to finish it quickly. My aura pierced through the blue beam. The red aura beam penetrated and exploded the weapon, incinerating the Dwarf holding it.

    "Call for more reinforcements!" Short Dwarves swarmed forward, wielding axes, spears, and swords, slowly encircling me.

    "Leave it to me!" A Dwarf with a double-braided beard charged at me, carrying a shield as large as his own body. The front of the shield was studded with sharp blades. I rotated my waist and shoulder backward, infusing my fist with aura. Then, I whipped my body like a lash and struck the shield.

    
      CRACK!
    

    My fist and the shield collided, sending shockwaves in all directions. All the Dwarves were knocked down by the shockwave, but the shield I hit and the double-braided Dwarf holding it stood their ground.

    "Oh... You withstood that? One more time." I pulled my arm back again, but the shield shattered into pieces, and the Dwarf behind it knelt on the ground, his two broken arms hanging limply.

    "Stand down!" Finally, King Dalobit of the Dwarves, who had been hiding and observing, appeared.

    "Ahem... It seems the gate defense force overreacted. Follow me." It was clear he had been observing the situation from hiding and had intended to join in, but realizing it was futile, he changed his approach.

    Nayoung, the Elves, and I followed Dalobit. 

    The Dwarf village was the complete opposite of the Elf village. 

    Filled with iron plates and machinery, it looked like a mix of medieval and modern times. 

    The royal palace was unmistakably large, even from a distance. Along the way to the palace, countless Dwarves gave us hostile stares.

  
    

    I followed Dalobit, enduring the hostile gazes of the Dwarves. 

    After about ten minutes, we arrived at the audience chamber inside the royal palace.

    "Guards, step outside,"

     Dalobit paused on his way to the throne in my words.

    "That's outrageous! We are sworn to protect His Majesty—" a Dwarf knight protested, but the Elf elders quietly exited the audience chamber. The Dwarf knight stared at the Elves with a "what's wrong with these guys?" expression. I subtly clenched my fist and raised it, and the Dwarf knight instinctively stepped backward.

    "....Stay outside. If he truly makes up his mind, we are no match for him anyway."

    Only four of us remained in the audience chamber: the three kings and Nayoung.

    "Nayoung."

    Nayoung cast a soundproofing spell.

    "Wha... what are you planning to do?"

    "First, both of you, kneel."

    "Wha... what?!" The Dwarf King flared up and shouted, then stared at the Elf King, who was quietly kneeling beside him, with a dumbfounded expression.

    "Pilarion... are you mad?"

    "Not going to kneel?"

    "Kneel before a human! By Dwarf pride, I cannot do that!" The Dwarf King grabbed his double-bladed axe. Before he could swing it, I snatched the axe away.

    "Aargh!" Dalobit was a warrior, but he wasn't even Master-class, so he couldn't react to my movements at all.

    
      Thud!
    

    I gripped the axe blade with both hands and slammed the flat of the blade onto my knee. The axe bent slightly then sprang back to its original shape. It was a good axe, both sturdy and elastic. Dalobit, who had flinched for a moment, puffed out his chest and laughed.

    "Hahahaha! Do you think an axe passed down through generations in the Dwarf Kingdom would break so easily?!"

    "Oh, really?" I drew a sword from the back of my hand, creating a sharp horn on my knee. Infusing the horn with abundant aura, I struck the axe with all my might.

    "W-wait!!!"

    
      CRASH!
    

    "Uwaaaagh!!" The axe shattered into fragments. I landed a hook on Dalobit's jaw as he shrieked and charged at me. Dalobit spat out white teeth and collapsed onto the floor. I gave life force to the sprawling, writhing Dalobit, healing him.

    "Get up."

    "You damn human bastard!" Dalobit charged again, and I landed another hook, striking his head, which sent his body spinning and collapsing.

    "Are you planning an all-out war with us?!"

    "Don't think you can leave here safely!" Dalobit continued to shout and charge, refusing to lose his fighting spirit. His face was smashed repeatedly, and each time I healed him with life force.

    Pilarion, watching from the side, turned pale.

    Dalobit shakily got back to his feet.

    "Want more?" After being hit so many times, all fighting spirit had completely vanished from Dalobit's eyes.

    "Kneel." I took a step forward as Dalobit hesitated. Dalobit, his body imprinted with my terror, flinched violently at my slight movement.

    "Ahem..." He finally knelt, feigning reluctance.

    "I don't know if Joshua didn't leave the Imperial Palace because he was protecting the Emperor, but I'm different. Even the Western Continent is on my side. War? Do you think you'd win? Even if the two of you ganged up on me, you wouldn't. So, what audacity did you have to defy my orders, seize Bolbowen's plains, and wage war there as if it were your own land?"

    Both of them parted their lips but said nothing.

    "And that's not all. I told you to eliminate discrimination, yet the Dwarves used Goblins as mining slaves, didn't they? The Elves created an Otherworlder residential area within their kingdom and pushed other races into it. Did I seem that easy to deal with?"

    "Goblins are different! They have low intelligence! We give them work so they can even eat!"

    "Inferior beings cannot live with us! We allowed them to live among themselves when you said not to discriminate, so what's wrong with that?!" Dalobit and Pilarion protested with their own logic.

    "So... you Elves and Dwarves are superior, and the rest of the races are inferior? Then what are you two, who just got beaten up by a human like me?"

    "You are... an exception," Dalobit said.

    "What?"

    "One exceptional individual does not represent an entire race. Furthermore, Dwarves are a race specialized in smithing, not fighting."

    "Elves are also skilled in magic, not brute combat," Pilarion added.

    "Bullshit. Such creatures wage war? And Elves, with their magic, smashed the grain exchange and made me come all the way here."

    Dalobit, realizing I had come because of Pilarion, glared at him with resentment. Pilarion averted his gaze, avoiding the stare.

    I could continue to suppress these two nations like this, but their ideologies were so deeply ingrained that I wondered if it would truly succeed. 

    To fight the enemies emerging from the gates, we needed to unite, but they weren't just operating independently; they were fighting amongst themselves internally. 

    For a moment, I felt the anguish of the deceased Emperor. If I wasn't going to annihilate the citizens of these two kingdoms, I had to find a method that both races would accept.

    "Let's do this. You'll compete using the smithing and magic you pride yourselves on. 

    If you win, I will completely withdraw the directives I gave to your kingdoms. 

    You will live as entirely separate nations. Whether Elves and Dwarves fight to the death over each other's land, or employ slaves, as long as you properly block your own gates and don't harm other nations, I won't interfere."

    ".....Really?"

    "How will we compete?" Dalobit and Pilarion asked again.

    "We'll create the strongest weapons and shields and compete. Our weapon against your shield, our shield against your weapon. For Elves, we'll compete with offensive and defensive magic."

    "If we lose... what will you do?"

    "It will be exactly as I've said so far. No slavery, no racial discrimination, no black magic. Every time you violate it, I'll come and beat you up. But if you see the abilities of the races you look down upon, won't you understand a little?"

    "Good. We won't lose."

    "Two weeks should be enough time to prepare, right?"

    "Hmph! Plenty!"

    "Wihol will also accept the terms?"

    Dalobit and Pilarion accepted my proposal. Despite being thoroughly beaten by me today, their posture was still arrogant. I extended my hand to Dalobit.

    "What do you want?"

    "My travel expenses. Ten thousand gold."

    "Wha... what?!"

    "I told you I'd take money if I came, didn't I? Hand it over."

    "Urgh..." Dalobit opened his vault and, with tears in his eyes, put ten thousand gold into a pouch and handed it to me.

    "Then I'll see you in two weeks."

    
      

    

    I told Jaein about the competition.

    "Chairman."

    "No, Jaein. They're using Goblins as slaves, remember? Are we just going to let that slide? How will you face Pachem next time?"

    "Who said anything?"

    "Your eyes are speaking volumes."

    "Ahem... So, two weeks, then?"

    "Yes. And the people participating in the creation must be New Earth citizens; no Dwarves."

    "Well, I am a citizen here, so that shouldn't be an issue. Count Alex, can we use the Royal Item Workshop?"

    With the founding of New Earth, the Korean government's laws had been changed to allow dual citizenship, so I, Nayoung, and Jaein were both Koreans and New Earth citizens.

    "There's a place artisans use; you can use that. Let me know if you need anything."

    "Excellent. Then, shall we plan this out?" Jaein opened a blank blueprint on his workstation and began designing.

    "Nayoung, you're confident too, right?"

    "Huh? Yes." Nayoung was reading a book as usual.

    "Not preparing?"

    "I am preparing."

    Deep in concentration, Nayoung was reading her book while conjuring purple mana-made magic circles and geometric patterns around her. Beside her, Alex endlessly read through mountains of documents, and Alice sat on the floor, reading a book as big as herself. Alice was clean, with a large ribbon in her hair. She had been pitifully thin before, but Nayoung had fed her well, so she had gained some weight and was everyone's favorite.

    "Then I'll go to Earth for a bit; you all take care of things."

    "Your Majesty! Are you leaving just like that?" Alex shot up.

    "Everyone's handling things well; what would I do here? And I'm uneasy about leaving Korea unattended for too long." I had been traveling back and forth every few days, but recently I had been too focused on Tellus.

    
      

    

    Fortunately, nothing significant happened in Korea or on Earth. In fact, it was unsettlingly quiet. No Corps Commanders appeared, and there were no unusual occurrences at the gates.

    There were no casualties, but our military strength steadily increased. Hunters in the World Tree Academy grew rapidly, and the mass-produced weapons made by Regen spread across the world. Thanks to this, we not only compensated for the damage caused by Angels and Corps Commanders but also gained more power than before, making the world a little more peaceful.

    "Thank you for everything you've done."

    "Don't worry about us; just resolve your issues over there and come back," Hunter Jung Min-ki said, bowing his head as I greeted him.

    "....Why are you using honorifics?"

    "How could I dare speak informally to His Majesty the King?"

    "Your playful expression is too obvious, though."

    "Is it? I'll be going now." Hunter Jung Min-ki smiled brightly and left. His cunning personality was the same, but his combat abilities had improved.

    "I think he's embarrassed about falling behind his juniors. He practically lives in the training ground you used to use these days," Sang-heon whispered, approaching me.

    "And you, I hear you practically live in Japan, meeting Hunter Akiko?"

    "Ahem ahem... You're living in another world, yet your news travels fast."

    "Is it going well?"

    "We're not dating or anything yet."

    "You look happy. You used to be so gloomy about not having a girlfriend."

    "Hehehe."

    I met with my mothers, and since there were no other major issues, I immediately returned to Tellus. Exiting the Malbokia gate via the Bridge Gate, I was greeted by hot weather. I had only been gone for a day, but it seemed to have gotten even hotter. Carlton, who had been notified in advance, was sweating profusely, waiting at the gate.

    "Carlton, you don't have to come out every time."

    "No, sir. You are the benefactor of Tellus; it is my duty to serve you."

    "But you look incredibly hot." Carlton continuously wiped away sweat.

    "Unprecedented heatwaves and sweltering temperatures continue. I can't adapt."

    "It's not usually this hot?"

    "While Tellus has hot regions, Malbokia exceeding 40 degrees Celsius is unprecedented in history."

    It was indeed so hot that people were sprawled out everywhere. Beast-folk and Otherworlders, especially sensitive to heat, struggled more. Ironically, the guards inside the gate looked more comfortable.

    "I'll make a round through the United Nations and then sprinkle some water here too."

    "R-really? Thank you!"

    "But it'll take a few days. The United Nations schedule is set."

    "That's fine. Thank you."

    I took the gate to Durham, the capital of New Earth.

    "Is everyone doing well?"

    Jaein had installed an air conditioner in the royal office, making it quite cool.

    "I'm fine, but the severe drought is a serious problem." Alex's eyes were filled with worry for his people. 

    I understood his concern. No matter how I thought about it, this level of heat wasn't normal. There had to be a reason.

  
    

    "Alex, I'm just going to see Nayoung and Jaein's faces, then head straight to water the land, so don't worry." 

    I patted Alex on the shoulder, who was concerned about New Earth and the United Nations due to the heatwave and drought. I also gave him some life force. Alex needs to keep working hard for a long, long time.

    "Please do."

    While talking to Alex, I observed what Jaein and Nayoung were doing; it was no different from when I left. 

    Jaein was engrossed in designing weapons and shields for the competition against the Dwarves, and Nayoung, as always, was reading, conjuring geometric patterns and magic circles around her with mana. Beside them, Alice sat at an adult-sized desk, her legs dangling, reading a book.

    "Alex, are those three eating?"

    "Not very well."

    "Even if the two adults don't, take Alice's book away and make her eat."

    "Understood."

    "Jaein, I'm taking the core."

    "Okay." Jaein, without looking at me, placed his palm on the touchscreen desk. Light emanated from the screen, scanning her palm.

    [Fingerprint recognition complete. Palm print recognition complete. Vein recognition in progress. Vein and normal heart rate and blood pressure confirmed. Core storage opened.]

    With the robotic female voice, the center of the spacious office floor opened, and a pillar emerged. The blue core rested on top of the pillar, with chilling cold air rapidly swirling around it. To prevent just anyone from taking it, Jaein and Nayoung had collaborated to create an anti-theft cold barrier. The cold and power were so intense that anyone who touched it would instantly have their hand ground down like ice in a shaved ice machine.

    I donned my armor and, with a hand wrapped in aura, pushed it into the swirling cold. The aura-clad armor was ground away and froze. The vortex didn't just freeze and cut; it tried to push my inserted arm back out. I focused my strength and pushed through with force, grabbing the core. The vortex of cold would only disappear if its energy was absorbed by the core, so only I could deactivate this anti-theft magic.

    Holding the Dragon Heart core, I headed for the high-altitude, low-speed airship Jaein had made. Initially, we filled rivers and lakes, but recently we'd been directly spraying water over populated areas from the sky. Since gates were installed deep in the sea, connecting to the airship allowed us to move and spray cold seawater over a wide area.

    "William, how have you been?"

    William, in charge of piloting the airship and operating the gate, was waiting in the airship.

    "Yes!"

    "Let's depart."

    "Yes! Departing!"

    The airship slowly gained altitude. From the sky, it was a clear day with not a single cloud. The problem was that such clear days had lasted too long. Almost no rain fell across Tellus. The moisture evaporated from the ground repeatedly evaporated again before it could fall back to the ground as rain. The scorching sun felt much hotter than usual.

    I opened a gate at high altitude and poured out seawater. Jaein had designed it to spread as widely as possible to avoid destroying everything on the ground if poured directly. It was, in effect, no different from a rain cloud.

    We slowly circled the skies of the United Nations. I could have sent William alone, but someone might try to steal the core, so I went along as an escort. Even after spraying for a long time, we hadn't covered even a quarter of the United Nations' land. I was worried about how much more we would have to do and if this would even be enough.

    
      

    

    "By the way, Jaein, you said you were making weapons and shields, but what exactly are you making?"

    Returning, I looked at Jaein's design. What Jaein was making was not a sword or a shield but an unknown mechanical device. It was 10 meters long, and the cylindrical barrel running through its center was 3 meters in diameter—not a small size.

    "It is a weapon, though?"

    "The size..."

    "You didn't put any restrictions on the size, did you?"

    "That's true."

    I wondered if the Dwarves would complain. Who knows?

    Conversely, Nayoung was still just absorbed in her books with Alice.

    "Nayoung, is it going well?"

    "Yeah, no problem."

    "How about Alice?"

    "..." Her eyes were completely focused on the book.

    Fine, just do your own thing.

    "Alex."

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    "This kind of weather doesn't seem historically common. Do you suspect any cause?"

    "Unfortunately, no. As you said, it's unprecedented in the entire history of the Eastern and Western Continents. It's the kind of weather that would only appear in myths."

    "Myths?"

    "It's part of Tellus's creation myth." Alex pulled out a book and opened it for me.

    In the primal Tellus, where only darkness existed, a ray of light first shone. That light was initially faint but grew increasingly intense, causing life to sprout on Tellus. However, that light did not stop growing, becoming endlessly intense, burning all the newly sprouted life on the ground. To protect the world from the rampaging light, darkness divided the light into light, fire, and lightning, weakening its power, and finally, light and darkness achieved balance in the world.

    I closed the book Alex gave me. Last time, when I was summoned by Eresh, the incarnation of light was clearly imprisoned. But what if he escaped? And what if he had, in turn, imprisoned Eresh? I wasn't certain, but the story fit.

    "Your Majesty, where are you going?"

    "The Royal Palace's underground vault. Everyone, continue your work." There was an underground vault with no light, so I planned to speak to Eresh there. I quickly descended the spiraling staircase. Although it was a royal palace, it hadn't been properly maintained lately, so there was a damp, moldy smell, and an ominous feeling intensified.

    I arrived at the vault. It was completely dark, with all lights off, making it impossible to see an inch in front of me. Although there was no statue of Eresh like in the Dark Temple, I closed my eyes to pray.

    'Lady Eresh. Lady Eresh. Please answer me. You're alright, right?'

    I kept calling out, but there was no answer. Since it took a long time, I continued to call. It felt like a waste of time just praying, so I simultaneously engaged in body-movement training, which I had failed with Eresh before. During the day, I sprayed rain, and at night, I prayed, while Nayoung and Jaein prepared for the competition, each busy with their own tasks.

    
      

    

    "Are we just going to stand by and watch?"

    Hours after Jisuk and the Elves left, Dalobit called Pilarion.

    "What do you propose we do?"

    "We should unite and smash those bastards' noses!"

    "Hah! Unite to overpower a mere human with magic? Have you no pride?"

    "That damn pride of yours only shows up when it's convenient, huh? You knelt faster than my wind magic could travel."

    "Shut up... Should I crush you first before two weeks are up?"

    "I misspoke. I apologize. Again, this is not the time for us to fight amongst ourselves."

    Pilarion unilaterally cut off the communication.

    "Damn ear-wigs!" Dalobit threw the communication orb to the floor. "Keldric! Where are you?! KELDRIC!"

    "Yes, Your Majesty," a young Dwarf entered the King's office at Dalobit's frantic call.

    "How much Hwanggungseok have you mined?"

    "We're operating the mines as fast as possible, but it seems difficult to reach the target amount in time."

    "Damn it! I shouldn't have listened to you and killed that Jereks bastard!"

    "There was no way to bring him back then." Keldric felt wronged. How could he extract Jereks from the most heavily guarded place in the Western Continent? Furthermore, it wasn't even Keldric's suggestion to summon the Salamander and kill Jereks.

    "Silence! It's all your fault. If we don't have Hwanggungseok, how can we melt the alloys?!" For this competition, Dalobit planned to use a plethora of precious raw materials, which he usually hoarded, to create weapons and shields. Since the competition only required single attacks and defenses, he intended to make the weapons and shields heavy and large. Making them small was already difficult, but increasing their size further raised the production difficulty and required even more Hwanggungseok.

    Knowing the King's temperament, Keldric simply bowed his head and remained silent.

    "There's no choice. Reduce the Goblins' rest and sleep time."

    "What? They're already working under harsh schedules. If we reduce their time any further, they'll die."

    "So what if they die? They just reproduce and multiply themselves, don't they? Would you rather Ailestovik, which has endured for thousands of years, fall into the hands of that madman?"

    "Of course not. That's why it might be better to just do as they say..."

    "Then! Are you going to free all the slaves and start mining stones yourself?! Are you going into the mines?!"

    "I don't mind going into the mines." Dwarves are optimized for working in mines. If Dwarves don't go into the mines, who will? Keldric thought that the current Dwarves had forgotten their true purpose by enslaving Goblins and other weak demi-humans. Keldric had pleaded with Dalobit multiple times to improve the treatment of slaves, but he was always ignored.

    Dalobit, with his difficult personality, disliked Keldric nagging but couldn't get rid of him because Keldric was the most skilled artisan among the young Dwarves. If Dalobit hadn't valued skill so much or if Keldric hadn't been so capable, he would have had his head chopped off long ago.

    "Then are you telling me to dig stones with you?! Are you going to send all your brothers into the mines?! Shut up and make those Goblins work! Gather Hwanggungseok by any means necessary! If the Goblins working now are useless, kill them all and capture new ones!"

    "Understood..." Keldric trudged back to the mines, dejected. Using a skilled artisan like Keldric for slave management was a waste of manpower, but Keldric had volunteered for it. Other Dwarves treated Goblins too harshly.

    "Keldric!" A young Goblin ran out.

    "Oh, Chabz." Keldric couldn't look Chabz directly in the eyes.

    "....What's wrong?" Chabz immediately noticed that Keldric was different from usual.

    "....I think we need to increase the mining speed even more."

    "More than now?! So many people have already collapsed!"

    "I'm sorry." Keldric bowed his head in apology. He didn't want to do this, but he had no choice. If they couldn't meet the production quota, Dalobit might truly kill all these Goblins and capture new slaves.

    Chabz the Goblin looked at the bowed Keldric. Keldric was different from other Dwarves. He brought food and didn't hit them. If another Dwarf came instead of Keldric because they couldn't meet the quota, the situation would undoubtedly be much worse than it was now. However, this young Goblin didn't know that Dalobit intended to kill them all if they didn't comply.

    "Let's go talk to my dad."

    "Okay." Keldric and Chabz went to Chabkitz, the Goblin slave chief and foreman.

    "Lord Keldric. You've come?"

    "....Foreman."

    "It's another order to increase the work quota, isn't it?"

    "That's right."

    "Understood." 

    Chabkitz didn't say anything to Keldric and went to the other laborers to deliver Keldric's words. Seeing the resentful gazes of the Goblins upon hearing the news, Keldric's chest tightened.

  
    

    Chabkitz, the leader of the Goblin slaves, relayed Keldric's words about needing to increase production to the other Goblins. 

    With the resentful stares of his fellow Goblins behind him, Chabkitz picked up a pickaxe and dug into the tunnel.

    He excavated the tunnel so skillfully one might mistake him for a Dwarf. 

    His strength and tool-handling skills were far beyond the average Goblin. 

    While the Goblin race generally had low average abilities, their absurdly high population meant many geniuses, far surpassing the norm, often emerged. Chabkitz was one such Goblin, though unluckily, he had been captured and forced into slavery.

    "I'll help too," Keldric said, following Chabkitz, pulling up his mask, and bringing his pickaxe down on the wall. 

    It wasn't the first time Keldric had offered assistance, so Chabkitz didn't stop him. With superior innate abilities, Keldric dug at several times the speed of the Goblins.

    Keldric didn't rest. He even swung his pickaxe when the Goblins took breaks.

    "Keldric! You'll collapse!"

    "It's fine. I'm a Dwarf."

    "Other Dwarves don't complain about it being hard, though."

    "....I'm different."

    With a determination to one day bring change to the Dwarf Kingdom, Keldric swung his pickaxe. 

    He worked in the mines, even sacrificing sleep, to reduce the Goblins' quota. He knew that the more he worked, the more rest the Goblins could get, so he couldn't afford to stop.

    Sleep-deprived, he swung his pickaxe in a daze. 

    His strength had naturally diminished compared to when he started. 

    However, Keldric's trance-like pickaxe swings brought down a larger area of earth than where he struck, and that area continued to grow. 

    Although Keldric, barely capable of coherent thought, didn't realize it, the blessing of the earth, said to be harder to receive than the love of fire, surged through his body with every swing.

    
      

    

    The day of the competition with the Elves and Dwarves arrived, with no contact from Eresh.

    We had agreed to hold it at the border of the three kingdoms in the southeast of the World Tree, so I had already sprayed seawater from the depths to cool the area. However, it was so incredibly hot that the relief wouldn't last long.

    The heat was escalating, with peak temperatures in severe regions exceeding 50 degrees Celsius. 

    I issued an evacuation order for all kingdoms, moving the elderly, infirm, and volunteers to the royal palaces and the shade of the World Tree.

    "Once this is over, you two help me find a way to reach Lady Eresh."

    "Brother, do you think the Incarnation of Light is behind this?"

    "Nothing else makes sense. The days haven't gotten longer, nor has the sun gotten closer, yet the light is just getting hotter."

    "Alright. After this, Jaein and I will research it."

    "My dearest King and citizens of New Earth, and honored guests from the allied nations who have traveled so far, I extend my heartfelt gratitude. 

    I am Benjamin, and I will be your host for today's technology exchange!"

    Publicly, we promoted it as a "technology exchange" without revealing the underlying tension or the wager between nations. 

    However, everyone had ears, so they knew the truth. Kings and nobles from various nations, all eager to witness a good fight, attended.

    "The East-West War may be over, but our war is not." The audience fell silent at the mention of war. "The armies of the wicked God of Destruction emerging from the gates are inflicting suffering upon all people. No one would disagree that greater strength is needed to fight against these forces. 

    To defeat the God of Destruction, we must learn from and develop each other's excellent technologies through this exchange to build our strength!"

    Benjamin's voice grew louder.

    "His Majesty, who has united all the kingdoms of the chaotic Northern Eastern Continent and established a mighty allied nation! Tears blur my vision as I am moved by His Majesty's foresight and wisdom in creating such a golden stage of exchange to counter the wicked God of Destruction! Long live His Majesty the King!"

    The citizens of New Earth cheered loudly, following Benjamin's lead. I knew that it was customary to praise kings with flowery language in public appearances in Tellus. 

    But even knowing that, it was embarrassing. Enduring the awkwardness, I stood up and waved my hand. Nayoung giggling at my awkwardness made it even more embarrassing.

    "We cannot keep our distinguished guests waiting any longer, so let's begin immediately! 

    First, we will compete with technology that does not use magic! The Dwarves, the greatest artisan race in Tellus! Among them, we will witness a competition between the weapons made by the top artisans of Ailestovik and the shield made by Minister Park Jaein, the Minister of Magical Engineering of New Earth, the backbone of the allied nations and proud of its elite forces!"

    King Dalobit flexed his arm muscles, bringing out a spear several times his height. Such a large weapon would be difficult for Dwarves, and even humans, to use effectively in actual combat.

    "His Majesty King Dalobit has personally brought out a weapon. Would His Majesty King Dalobit care to explain his weapon?"

    "This is a spear crafted from a special alloy passed down through generations of the Dwarf race. Its shaft is fully engraved with magic, allowing it to fly with power that transcends the wielder's ability. 

    When this spear hits, it will pierce even a Dragon's head, so I have named it Dragon Piercer!" Dalobit confidently explained his weapon.

    "Dragon Piercer! What a magnificent name. On the opposite side stands Minister Park Jaein, but I see no shield. Would you care to explain your shield?"

    Next to Jaein was a machine the size of a shipping container. 

    Connected to the container by thick cables, a gate-frame-shaped machine stood in front of a dummy. 

    The gate-frame-shaped machine had a hollow center, so it couldn't defend anything. Jaein pressed a switch in his hand, and a mechanical sound echoed.

    "It's no fun if I explain it beforehand, so just watch. Its name is Laser Shield Mark 42."

    "He can't even properly explain his own weapon; he's not worthy of being an artisan," Dalobit and the Dwarves scoffed.

    "I don't quite understand based on the name alone. Then, King Dalobit! Please attack the dummy!"

    Dalobit held his spear, leaned back, then ran forward. 

    He picked up speed at a rate that belied his short legs, and driven by momentum, Dalobit leaned his entire body forward and threw the spear. 

    The recoil made his body spin once in the air before he landed.

    The spear, released from Dalobit's hand, disregarded the laws of physics due to the magic inscribed on it, accelerating more and more. Inside Jaein's gate-like device, hundreds of thin lasers fired, creating a barrier of light. The spear passed through the laser barrier as if it were nothing.

    "Hahahaha! It's as good as nothing.... Huh?"

    The spear, which had pierced the light barrier, split into hundreds of long, thin pieces and fell powerlessly in front of and next to the dummy.

    ".....In... incredible! The Dragon Piercer has been thinly shredded like kindling!"

    Dalobit's face turned beet red at the commentator's merciless remark.

    "That's... that's cheating!"

    "Ah! The Dwarf side has raised an objection!"

    "We agreed to compete with smithing technology, but what kind of smithing technology is that?! It's magic, isn't it?"

    "This is pure science."

    "Sci... science?"

    "Smithing technology is about processing and assembling materials to achieve desired performance, right? And it should be easy for everyone to use?"

    "....."

    "Anyone can operate this by just pressing a button, not just me. Even without mana."

    "That's... that's ridiculous! To be able to exert such power?!"

    "Of course, it can't be used in actual combat. 

    Defending a small area for a very short time consumed an enormous amount of magic stones. 

    The generator behind it is even bigger than the shield itself, right? If you attack that first, it's over. 

    Even if you attack the laser-emitting device that looks like a window frame instead of letting the laser pass through, it's over. In this competition, there are no weight regulations, and it's a straight attack, so it could be used."

    "......"

    King Dalobit gritted his teeth. He didn't like it, but the unfamiliar technology was truly impressive. 

    As Jaein explained, there was no mana flow detected from outside, so it truly was made with only smithing technology.

    "Alright! The first technology exchange has concluded! While we prepare for the second exchange, we will have a performance by New Earth's idol, Lilith!"

    After I became the King of New Earth, I installed projectors in various squares in Durham. If people had nothing to do after work, they would just cause trouble, so I had them kill time by watching broadcasts. 

    However, it was much more effective than expected, so now we limited broadcasting hours and changed the rules so that those who worked hard could get good seats.

    We experimented with various broadcasts, and the biggest success among them was the eight-member girl group Lilith. 

    A famous K-pop idol producer from Korea saw the public service commercials in Tellus and, claiming there were many talented individuals, came over and quickly formed the group. 

    Now, they're even planning to debut on Earth.

    Lilith, a mix of women from various races, danced while directly creating spectacular stage effects using magic. 

    They hadn't intentionally mixed various races, but it effectively increased favorability towards other races.

    While Lilith performed, Jaein removed the Laser Shield and brought in new equipment. 

    A cargo truck entered, carrying a 10-meter long, 2-meter diameter cylindrical pillar lying on its side. It moved the cargo truck by remote control to the desired position. 

    Then, Jaein reconnected the thick cable from the generator that had been connected to the Laser Shield to the new device.

    The Dwarf side came forward holding a circular shield as tall as a person. It was thick, and its silver surface was beautifully engraved with golden patterns.

    "Alright! A round of applause for Lilith please!"

    Even though they were a girl group, it seemed not only men but also women liked them, as thunderous applause erupted.

    "Preparation for the second round is complete! Minister Park Jaein! Please explain the device!"

    "It's an anti-matter cannon."

    Everyone wondered what that was, but only Nayoung and I jumped to our feet. What in the world did this crazy person make?

    "Anti-matter? What is that?"

    "It has properties opposite to all matter in the world. When it collides with matter, it annihilates and releases energy. 

    Anti-matter usually reacts and annihilates in the air, but we found a way to stabilize it in the air using mana and new materials."

    I don't know what anti-matter is. But I remember seeing it often in sci-fi novels as something that produces incredible power.

    "I don't quite understand what it is, but I'm excited! Please explain the Dwarf side's shield!"

    "Hmph, our shield is engraved with an enchantment that nullifies all attacks. No impact can pass through this shield," Dalobit explained confidently, but my unease didn't disappear.

    "All personnel in the audience, evacuate."

    "Yes?"

    "General audience, move to the area behind the Minister of Magical Engineering in preparation for the impact."

    New Earth's vassals and citizens followed me and moved first, while nobles from other countries, looking bewildered, followed us and took their places far behind Jaein. 

    The Dwarves, though uneasy, held their ground behind the Dwarf holding the shield.

    "Jaein, are you sure this is okay?"

    "Probably?"

    Jaein's smiling face made me even more uneasy.

    "Dwarves, evacuate this way too!"

    "No need! Our shield is indestructible!" Dalobit shouted confidently despite my urging, but the Dwarves behind him couldn't hide their uneasy expressions, as the spear that had been so confident earlier had just shattered. 

    I felt like it would be great if all those rebellious bastards died, but that would mean unity was out of the question.

    "Sigh... Nayoung, please handle this side."

    "Okay."

    I trudged over and stood next to Dalobit.

    "Hmph! You realized this side was safer after all!"

    "Yeah, yeah." I answered nonchalantly because I was bothered.

    "Alright! Preparations are complete! Minister! You may fire!"

    "Okay~" Jaein flipped up the cover of the trigger in his hand and pressed the button inside with his thumb.

  
    

    
      Whirrrrrrrrrrr
    

    Jaein pressed the button, and a light whirring sound emanated from the anti-matter cannon. 

    Everyone watched with tension, but besides the faint hum, there was no significant change, so they exchanged bewildered glances.

    Then, acceleration began.

    
      CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!
    

    A thunderous roar burst from the anti-matter cannon. Small stones on the ground bounced, and the air trembled. Sweat streamed down the face of the Dwarf holding the shield, his face contorted in tension.

    "Why aren't you firing?! Shoot already!" Dalobit protested.

    "It takes some time!" Jaein shouted back, but only his mouth movements were visible; his voice was lost in the din.

    "He says it takes time," I informed Dalobit what Jaein had said.

    "That's cheating! Cheating!"

    "He didn't specify how quickly the attack had to be made..."

    This was the first such exchange, so there were many loopholes, and Jaein exploited every single one. 

    A weapon so ridiculously large, requiring significant preparation time, and clearly consuming an enormous amount of energy, would be impractical for real combat.

    His preparations seemingly complete, Jaein quickly dashed behind Nayoung. Nayoung erected a thick shield, and the mages of New Earth and the United Nations, unnerved by the surrounding atmosphere, reinforced it with several layers of their own shields. 

    What was originally a translucent shield became opaque with dozens of layers overlapping, obscuring the view behind it.

    At the peak of tension...

    
      FWOOSH!
    

    With a slightly underwhelming sound, anti-matter smaller than a grain of millet was fired. 

    The black anti-matter was enveloped in blue mana, and just as Jaein said, it didn't react with the air. 

    The tense Dwarves, seeing the small size and slow speed of the anti-matter, relaxed, a hint of a smile playing on their lips.

    "Crazy..."

    Others seemed to feel nothing, but the ominous sensation emanating from that black mass was comparable to that of Gaff.

    Finally, the anti-matter struck the shield.

    The sound vanished.

    The shock wave generated by the reaction between Jaein's anti-matter and the Dwarf shield instantaneously expanded the space, pushing everything around it away. 

    The Dwarf shield momentarily blocked the immense energy but quickly reached its limit, shattering into fragments and flying backward. 

    That it wasn't pulverized at such close range and that the Dwarf holding it was still alive was testament to it being a truly excellent shield.

    A pinprick-sized hole momentarily appeared where the anti-matter and shield collided. 

    That hole then sucked in the previously expanding space with even greater suction. 

    I pushed against the ground with my feet and gripped the air with my hands, resisting the pull. 

    The Dwarf holding the shield was about to be sucked in, so I extended a hand and pulled on the back of his armor at the neck. Next, Dalobit, who was closest, was also drawn in, so I kicked him away. 

    He probably broke a few bones, but it was better than being sucked in there.

    The suction stopped, and a delayed explosion of thunderous sound and wind burst forth. Jaein's anti-matter cannon also shattered from the shockwave.

    As the dust settled, silence enveloped the area. Benjamin, the commentator, who had been hiding behind Nayoung, emerged after confirming the situation had calmed.

    "What... what happened?"

    However, it had happened so quickly that he hadn't seen it clearly.

    "The Dwarf shield is broken."

    "Ah! His Majesty the King was watching! Since the shield was shattered! Victory goes to Minister Park Jaein, the Minister of Magical Engineering!"

    Dalobit clutched his broken ribs, staggering to his feet. He didn't seem to realize I had kicked him.

    "Th-this... this isn't magic?!"

    "Shall I tell you how it's made?" Jaein innocently asked the dumbfounded Dalobit.

    "No!" Nayoung and I shouted in unison.

    The Dwarves, demoralized by two consecutive defeats, seemed somewhat touched by Jaein's willingness to share technology instead of gloating. 

    The Dwarves' characteristic respect for good technology, even from rivals, played a part.

    "Future technology exchanges will be held later at the academy. For now, we need to proceed with the third exchange. Everyone, please help clear the arena."

    Not only New Earth's army but also its citizens and the audience from various nations helped clear the debris caused by the explosion.

    "Jaein." 

    I went to Jaein while he was cleaning up.

    "Yes?"

    "Not 'Yes.'... What was that thing?"

    "It was an anti-matter cannon."

    "No... Isn't it dangerous? It looked like a black hole formed for a second there?"

    "That's why the damage was actually minimal. It absorbed the shockwave and gamma rays. Otherwise, the vicinity would have been completely obliterated by the impact, hahaha... haha... ahem."

    Jaein, who had been laughing, stopped when I glared at him.

    "Your Majesty, it's not practical anyway. The weapon itself was destroyed by the direct attack, wasn't it? It takes a long time to fire, and its efficiency is low. With that much energy and money, it's better to make other weapons."

    "If you knew that so well, why did you make such a thing?"

    "It's fun, isn't it?"

    "Don't ever make it again."

    "Yes..."

    They quickly finished cleaning, and people returned to their seats. The atmosphere was charged with excitement, as the first two exchanges had been far more explosive than expected.

    "Do you think they'll really teach us things like that at the academy?" The kings of the smaller allied nations formed their own little alliance within the larger United Nations. Their conversations reached my ears.

    "Surely they wouldn't teach us what we just saw?"

    "But it's certain we'll learn something."

    "I knew New Earth's technology was excellent, but I didn't realize it was this impressive. The Dwarves couldn't even put up a fight."

    "I purposely sent only useless individuals to the academy, but it seems I'll have to change my mind."

    If skilled people are sent to the academy after seeing this exchange, and our national power grows, that would be welcome news for me.

    "The second match is a battle of magic versus magic! Representing New Earth is none other than the Minister of State and Minister of Magic, the living goddess of the Violet Goddess Church, Lady Bae Nayoung!"

    At the announcer's introduction, Nayoung stepped forward.

    "Goddess! You are beautiful!"

    "I love you!"

    "Justice for the wicked!"

    The followers of the Violet Goddess Church cheered enthusiastically. Their cheers subtly revealed the nature of the Violet Goddess Church's followers.

    "Challenging her is! His Majesty Pilarion, King of Wihol, the kingdom of the long-lived Elves, proficient in magic!"

    Pilarion and the rainbow-haired elders came out in a throng.

    "Uh... there's more than one."

    "There was no rule stating only one person had to use magic. It was a match between Elves and humans."

    "Boo! Boooo!"

    The audience booed at the Elf's words, but the Elves remained defiant.

    "It's fine."

    "He's right that there was no rule. If we argued that, they might also argue about what Jaein did."

    Nayoung and I gave our permission. An overwhelming victory would mean fewer complaints later.

    "The New Earth side has not raised any issues! Goddess! Please prepare your defense!"

    "I'm ready." Nayoung immediately held up her staff and stood ready.

    "The Goddess is prepared! Elf side, please begin your attack!"

    Centered around Pilarion, the rainbow elders formed a formation: one each in front, behind, left, and right of him, with two more behind them, making a total of six. 

    Pilarion chanted an ancient Elf spell, and green mana spread around him, drawing a magic circle. 

    Subsequently, the other elders chanted spells, creating their own magic circles. The magic circles created by the six resonated, forming one giant magic circle above their heads.

    "Oh, Spirit King of Wind! Descend upon this world and show these ignorant beings the overwhelming power that moves even the heavens!"

    A ten-meter diameter hole opened above the giant magic circle, and a colossal hand emerged from within. 

    The index finger of the hand, whose forearm was several meters thick, pointed at Nayoung. I couldn't see anything with my eyes, but I felt an invisible attack launch from that finger towards Nayoung. 

    A bird flew between Nayoung and the finger, and it was instantly shredded into a bloody pulp, taking the form of a compressed wind spear.

    Nayoung drew a circle with the head of her staff, and a magic circle appeared in front of her. A gate opened in front of the magic circle, and another gate appeared several meters above in the air.

    "He opened a gate spontaneously and alone?!" Pilarion was aghast.

    The invisible attack from the Spirit King of Wind passed through the gate and burst out of the upper gate.

    "R-run!" Pilarion and all his elders fled, and as the magic circle dispersed, the Spirit King's hand vanished. The wind spear fell where they had been, causing a thunderous roar and kicking up dust.

    "Successful defense! Everyone knows that creating a gate magic circle requires long preparations and a lot of mana! 

    She did it spontaneously! You have witnessed a moment for the history books! Truly, she is a goddess!"

    The Elves acknowledged Nayoung's skill but bit their lips in frustration.

    "Shall we start the next match right away?" Nayoung, who looked utterly unexhausted compared to the tired-looking Elves and elders, spoke.

    "The Goddess says she's ready. Elf side, are you ready?"

    "....Yes. We're ready."

    The proud Elves couldn't bring themselves to say they needed a break when Nayoung wasn't resting. 

    As if Pilarion and his elders weren't enough, dozens of Elves stood in a horizontal line this time, chanting spells, and a giant tree grew for each Elf. 

    The trees merged together, forming a wall three meters thick, ten meters high, and dozens of meters long. 

    They didn't necessarily need to make it so massive, but the Elves wanted to show off their power.

    "This tree is resistant to flames and acid, and its strength is like steel! Try and break it if you can!" Pilarion, sweating profusely and his face pale, shouted confidently, pointing a finger at Nayoung.

    "Here I come~" Nayoung unleashed a Curse of Decay forward. While a concentrated attack on one point would have been more powerful, Nayoung seemed intent on destroying the entire wall, so she enveloped the vast wooden barrier in a slowly spreading, mist-like curse.

    "Hmph! That's puny..."

    The wooden wall, which the Elves had been so confident about, withered away in an instant. It was as if time was moving hundreds of times faster.

    "Uh... uh..."

    As the wooden wall collapsed, the Elves' expressions grew increasingly grim. Then, all the walls collapsed, and Nayoung's curse surrounded the Elves.

    "Do you surrender?"

    ".....W-we... lost." Pilarion surrendered to the purple mist that had advanced right before their eyes.

    "With this, all scheduled technology exchanges have concluded! We thank all participants from New Earth, Wihol, and Ailestovik for generously showcasing their amazing technologies!"

    Benjamin's closing ceremony was met with a chorus of cheers from the crowd. And then, the party began.

    The party had an abundance of cool food. People in Tellus don't usually prefer cold food, but due to the heat, everyone ate and drank deliciously.

    "The great Dwarves and Elves won't break their promises, will they?" I said to Dalobit and Pilarion, who had their heads bowed.

    "Hmph... Of course not."

    Dalobit and Pilarion didn't seem to fully accept their defeat, but I hoped they would behave now that the difference in power had been shown. After the exchange and party concluded without incident, everyone returned to their own nations.

    Contrary to my naive expectation that everyone would behave, I had to go to Ailestovik the very next day.

  
    

    "Demolish the mine."

    That was Dalobit's first command to Keldric as soon as he returned to the kingdom.

    "What?! Didn't we agree to free the Goblins if we lost the match?!"

    "I said we wouldn't use slaves anymore! I didn't say we'd free them! Demolish it right now!"

    Although most Dwarves felt favorable toward New Earth because of the machinery Jaein had displayed at the exchange, Dalobit's twisted rage, his pride crushed, only intensified.

    "Accept those filthy creatures as citizens of the great Ailestovik? Are you insane?!"

    "Th-then please send them to New Earth!" Keldric, realizing it was impossible to reason with Dalobit, proposed an alternative.

    "How much do you think that damn Earthling would demand if we sent them refugees? Are you going to pay for it?"

    "You can't do this!"

    "You dare defy my orders, the King of Ailestovik, multiple times for the sake of those wretched Goblins? Is anyone there?!"

    Four heavily armored guard knights of Dalobit entered.

    "Imprison the traitor in the dungeon!"

    At Dalobit's command, the knights seized Keldric's arms and dragged him out.

    "N-no! No! You demonic bastard! They are living beings too!" Keldric screamed as he was dragged away, but Dalobit's expression remained cold and resolute.

    "Prepare for demolition immediately." After Keldric was dragged away, Dalobit commanded the knight captain.

    "Your Majesty, won't the King of New Earth find out?"

    "Even if that fellow is strong, he wouldn't dare wage war against the great Dwarf Kingdom for the sake of some already dead creatures. We just won't use slaves anymore."

    The knight captain was uneasy but didn't want to end up like Keldric, so he obeyed Dalobit's order. And the knight captain, too, didn't want to be treated the same as mere Goblins. Unless it was someone like Jaein, perhaps.

    The knight confined Keldric to the lowest level of the underground dungeon. It was a place where escape was impossible unless a master-level swordsman arrived, as it was made of thick, hard stone on all sides, and the bars were made of alloy.

    "No! Dwarves! This isn't right! Come to your senses!" Keldric shouted at the knights and prison guards through the bars.

    "Dalobit, who receives the love of fire, is the rightful King of the Dwarves. We cannot defy him."

    "Don't you realize the Dwarves won't be safe if this continues?!" Keldric kept yelling.

    Knowing that he would never escape anyway, the prison guards covered their ears and went upstairs.

    "Damn it!" Keldric, trapped in the prison, slammed his fist into the floor in frustration at the stubborn Dwarves.

    
      CRASH!
    

    "Huh?"

    The hard stone floor shattered and caved in.

    "What... what is this..."

    No matter how hard Keldric's fist was, it was certainly not enough to shatter the solidly constructed prison floor made of tightly fitted hard rock with a single blow, making it cave in.

    "C-could it be..." Keldric punched the floor again, and this time it broke even more significantly.

    "I... I received the blessing of the earth?"

    He hadn't realized it when he was swinging the pickaxe in a trance, but the fact that the stone shattered and distorted when struck with his bare hands was clear evidence that he had received the blessing of the earth.

    "Guard! Guard! Look at this! Look!" But no one came.

    "With the blessing of the earth, this is nothing!" He struck the bars with his bare fist.

    "Agh!" The bars bent slightly, but his fist hurt terribly.

    "They made them unnecessarily sturdy! If only I had a hammer!" Even with the blessing of the earth, processed and hardened alloy bars couldn't be bent with bare hands.

    Giving up on the bars, Keldric slammed the floor, digging a hole under the bars with his bare hands. And he continued to dig. The more he dug, the more he trusted his power and became accustomed to the blessing of the earth, the faster he became.

    "Keldric. Where are you? Keldric!" A voice reached him when he had barely dug enough for his body to fit through.

    "Urum! Grodmek!" They were the younger Dwarves who were less bound by tradition.

    "Dalobit?! He hasn't blown it up yet, has he?!" Keldric squeezed his body into the small hole and spoke.

    "No. Not yet. But what are you going to do?"

    "I received the blessing of the earth."

    "You?!"

    "I wondered how you were digging the ground."

    "First, help me out." His body was still stuck in the small hole. Urum and Grodmek grabbed his arms and pulled him out.

    "Now that I've received the blessing of the earth, the other Dwarves will listen to me. There's been so much damage caused by Dalobit, and many are dissatisfied. Lend me a hammer."

    "Here." Urum handed Keldric a spare hammer.

    Keldric gripped the hammer handle tightly. Perhaps thanks to the blessing of the earth, his hand holding the hammer looked larger and stronger, filling him with confidence.

    "Let's go!" The three Dwarves ascended to the surface.

    "Where did the prison guards go? Did you two do something?" They went upstairs, intending to fight, but found no one.

    "No. We just bribed our way in to see how you were doing."

    "Where did everyone go..."

    
      BOOM!
    

    The dungeon stairs shook with an explosion.

    "What?!"

    "Get out quickly! It's all collapsing!"

    What the three found upon exiting the prison were thousands of Goblins fighting the Dwarves. The Goblins were throwing explosives, pushing the Dwarves back. Even with good weapons, the Dwarf soldiers couldn't easily approach with explosives falling from all directions.

    "Keep throwing! Either we die or they die!"

    "How did those failures of a god get explosives?!" The knight captain, who had come to imprison the Goblins and blow up the mine, cried out as he fled from the bombs.

    "You fools! There are tons of materials in the mine! Why wouldn't we be able to make them?!" Chabkitz shouted, throwing a bomb. He had good arm strength, and his bomb flew the furthest.

    Even while toiling in the mines, the Goblins had collected minerals like firestone and ground them into powder to create explosives. Though they hadn't received the blessing of the earth or the love of fire, their craftsmanship, unity, and persistence were unmatched by the Dwarves.

    "Ha... haha! Looks like I don't even need to step in!" Keldric felt ashamed of how the Dwarves had mistreated them until now. At the same time, he was ashamed of himself for thinking the Goblins were weaklings who needed his help. And more than shame, he felt a great sense of pride for them.

    The battle seemed to be pushed by the Goblins, but the tide turned when Dalobit and the entire knight order were deployed. While the Dwarf shield had been shattered by Jisuk, the Dwarf shields carried by the guard knights easily blocked such crude bombs. The knight order advanced in formation, blocking bombs, and from the rear, throwing axes and spears flew, attacking the Goblins.

    "It's the knight order! Retreat!" The Goblins retreated back into the cave.

    "N-no! Dwarves! Stop!" Keldric ran forward, holding his hammer, but his lone voice was unlikely to be heard in the chaotic battlefield.

    Keldric leaped high and slammed his hammer onto the ground. The hard stone floor rippled like waves, centered on the point where his hammer struck.

    "Everyone, stop!" Both sides, startled by the shaking ground, heard Keldric's voice and ceased their attacks.

    "King Dalobit! Stop at once and free them!"

    "Keldric! I forgave you several times for your technological prowess, but are you betraying us and siding with the Goblins?!"

    "I'm not betraying you! Why don't you understand that I'm doing this for the Dwarves! Do you think the King of New Earth will stand by if you harm them like this?!"

    "Are you trying to sell out the kingdom?!" Dalobit's words snapped Keldric's patience.

    "You are the one ruining the kingdom! Can't you see that the Goblins you despised have risen up?! Haven't you been defeated in technology by the humans you looked down upon?!"

    "I can't listen to you any longer! As the King of the Dwarves, I will execute you on the spot!" Dalobit charged at Keldric, wielding a hand axe and shield.

    Keldric was startled to see Dalobit flying towards him and swung his hammer, but Dalobit's axe, wielded by a warrior, was too fast for Keldric, a pure blacksmith. The axe rapidly closed in on his eyes, leaving no time to even blink.

    However, Dalobit's body, which had swung the axe horizontally at Keldric, suddenly stiffened and was pressed down, causing the axe to strike the ground. Conversely, Keldric's hammer aimed for Dalobit's head. Dalobit was surprised by the sudden cold sweat and the downward pressure on his body, but he raised his shield, blocking Keldric's hammer.

    
      CRASH!
    

    The hammer shattered the shield and struck Dalobit's head, and Dalobit, his head caved in, collapsed to the ground.

    "....Dalobit's shield... he broke it?"

    As king, Dalobit was using the best shield available. The Dwarves murmured, shocked to see that shield shattered with a single blow.

    "Dwarves! Listen to me, Keldric, the one who has received the blessing of the earth! We have lost our way! We enslaved races like the Goblins and neglected to refine our technology while looking down on humans! Can't you see the result?!"

    The Dwarves listened to Keldric's words, subtly lowering the weapons they had gripped tightly.

    "The King of New Earth is not like the mad Emperor of the Empire! He is willing to share technology! Now is not the time to fight them! Let's refine our technology and defeat our common enemy! Let's make Ailestovik the nation where the greatest artisans live, not just Dwarves!"

    Some Dwarves agreed with him simply because Keldric had received the blessing of the earth, some out of fear of New Earth, and some lowered their weapons because he had defeated the now-deceased Dalobit with his skill.

    
      

    

    "Brother, aren't you going down?"

    "No. That friend Keldric seems alright. My worries about the Dwarf Kingdom will lessen now."

    "But it's amazing how you can interfere from such a distance."

    Nayoung and I had arrived after hearing about the riot and crossing the mine mountains. We were observing the situation as a Dwarf named Keldric began to speak.

    "I'm slowly getting used to the pressure now." Of course, the fact that Dalobit wasn't that formidable also played a part.

    "Brother, do you think the Dwarves will be more cooperative now?"

    "I hope so. We have a lot to do right away."

    "You mean finding Lady Eresh, right?"

    "Exactly. Let's call Jaein and research it together."

    Nayoung and I returned to Durham and started our research with Jaein.

    "You said you were sucked into Lady Eresh's space from the Dark Temple before, right?" Jaein asked.

    "That's right. Lady Eresh was holding Aether there," I replied.

    "How about we go there first? 

    It seems Lady Eresh doesn't just pull people in from anywhere, so the Dark Temple might have something special about it," Jaein suggested.

    "Let's go," 

    I said, taking Nayoung and Jaein with me towards the Dark Temple.

  
    

    While most of Tellus suffered from the heatwave, the Dark Temple, located in the southernmost part of the Western Continent, was quite cool.

    "Oh, welcome back!" Brother Rondi came out to greet us.

    "How have you been?"

    "Very well, thanks to you. Our congregation has grown significantly," Rondi bowed his head humbly.

    "I apologize for asking right away after arriving again, but could we use the underground prayer room?"

    "Of course."

    We followed Rondi downstairs. Nayoung could sense her surroundings by spreading mana even in the dark, but Jaein, unable to see anything, turned on the portable lamp he'd brought.

    "Last time, I was pulled in while praying there," I said.

    "Hmm..." Jaein shone his lamp around, searching for clues, and Nayoung and I looked around as well.

    "What's that?" Something appeared in the air that hadn't been there before.

    What I saw was a thin gold. It looked as if the darkness of the dim prayer room had coalesced to form it.

    "Brother, do you see something?" Nayoung asked.

    "There's a crack here. Should I call it a line?" I waved my hand through it, and while my hand passed through the gold, there was a slight resistance. I tried to grasp it by waving my hand a few more times, but couldn't.

    "Nayoung, do you want to see too?"

    Nayoung placed her hand on my head. My mental barrier was strong, but if I allowed it, Nayoung could connect to my mind this way and see what I saw.

    "What is it?" Nayoung closed her eyes, saw what I saw, and reached out her hand to the gold suspended in the air.

    "I don't feel any resistance," she said.

    "Gold... Could it be a dimensional rift?" Jaein placed a hand on his chin, squinting at the air, trying to see the gold we were looking at.

    If this was a dimensional rift, it would be the path to the space Eresh had taken me to—her origin. That I could see this now was probably due to my increased understanding of space after the battle with Joshua. I should have come to check earlier.

    "If it's a rift... couldn't we widen it?" I grasped the left and right sides of the vertically torn dimensional rift with my hands. Normally, I only used space to kick or pull myself for movement. However, now I gripped the empty space next to the rift with both hands and firmly braced my legs.

    I gritted my teeth and put all my strength into my hands. It didn't budge. No matter how solid something was, there was nothing I couldn't move by pushing it, but this felt impossible to move.

    "Phew..."

    "You tried to grab space with your hands and pull it open?" Nayoung looked at me with a bewildered expression.

    "Yeah. I'll try again." I grabbed the space again and exerted even more force. My clothes ripped as my body grew larger, increasing my muscle mass. Not stopping at just increasing my muscles, I poured my life force into boosting my stats. A red aura burst from my body as if it would explode. I unleashed all my strength, which could lift a hundred tons if there was something to grip and stand on. My muscles, joints, and bones groaned and screamed under the strain of exceeding their limits.

    "AHHHHHHHHHH!!!!" I ripped open the space with all my might in both hands.

    Without a moment to catch my breath, a dark, cloud-like shadow poured out of the torn space. The darkness swallowed our party. I was largely unaffected by the darkness, and Nayoung shielded herself against it, but Jaein couldn't withstand it, and his body turned ashen. I quickly infused him with life force and moved him away from the direction the darkness was pouring out of the rift. Fortunately, the darkness didn't fill the space; it passed through the walls.

    "Rondi... is he okay?"

    "On the contrary, I feel energized," Rondi said, breathing in the darkness as if it were refreshing mountain air, even though he was directly exposed to it. Rondi waved his hand through the darkness, changing its flow, and even created space with both hands to capture some of it.

    "That's probably because he's a monk of the Dark Temple," Nayoung commented. Nayoung had gained a small divinity, and her elemental affinity was naturally close to darkness, so she could easily withstand it with just a shield.

    "I'll go in and come out," I said.

    "I'm coming with you," Nayoung replied.

    "No. I have to go alone. It's easier to escape alone if something happens inside. I won't fight," I tried to reassure her.

    "I'm still going," she insisted, her eyes filled with strong resolve. The kind that meant she'd die with me if it came to it. When Nayoung is like this, I can't win.

    "Alright. Let's go." I took Nayoung's hand and entered the space I had torn open.

    Inside, the darkness was even denser. I realized that Eresh had made it easier for me the last time I was here.

    'There's nothing here,' I told Nayoung mentally.

    
      'I can't see anything.'
    

    'There's nothing to see. It's just endless darkness. Let's go.' I led Nayoung out, and we saw the space we'd opened gradually shrinking. At this rate, it would close completely in a few hours.

    "Damn it... that was my last resort..."

    "Brother, you said Lady Eresh had trapped the Incarnation of Light, right? Then, perhaps she escaped and went after him?" Nayoung suggested.

    "Escaped? To where?"

    "Lady Eresh had a place like this, so wouldn't the Incarnation of Light have one too?" Jaein said, still sitting on the floor, not fully recovered from the darkness.

    "Rondi, where is the largest Temple of Light?" I asked.

    "The main temple of the Temple of Light is on Mount Yeongsan in Persburian," Rondi replied.

    "Persburian? The Holy Kingdom that joined the allied forces?"

    "That's correct," Rondi confirmed.

    "Brother, if it's Mount Yeongsan, that's where Nella assassinated the Emperor," Nayoung stated.

    I took out my communicator and connected to Nella.

    "King of New Earth, how are you doing?" Nella asked.

    "I'm doing well, but Tellus's weather is the problem. How is the Holy Kingdom coping with the abnormal climate?"

    "The light shining more strongly upon us than ever before isn't necessarily a bad thing... However, it's also true that the powerless are suffering greatly, so we are devising countermeasures, but it's not easy," Nella explained.

    "Would it be alright if we visited Mount Yeongsan, the Temple of Light? We might find a clue to resolving this situation," I proposed.

    "You're always welcome. And besides, it's about helping our suffering people, so of course, we must cooperate," Nella readily agreed to my somewhat forceful request due to what I had accomplished so far.

    "Is there a place here for prayer, where one can get closest to the gods?" I inquired.

    "Yes, it's the uppermost floor. The very place where I shot the Emperor," Nella replied.

    "Ah, this is it," I acknowledged.

    "It's a technique that can only be used when one is closest to the light," Nella added.

    We climbed the spiraling stairs of the spire for a long time, finally reaching the prayer room on the highest floor. Though called a prayer room, it was just a few pillars on top of the spire, open above and to the sides. The temple itself was located on a high mountain, making the weather cold, but this space alone was so intensely exposed to sunlight that it felt scorching hot, as if my skin would burn.

    "Brother, is it there?" Nayoung asked.

    "Yes. It's there." Unlike the black rift I saw in the Dark Temple, a white spatial rift was visible here.

    "Will you tell me now what you want to confirm?" Nella asked.

    "Nella, what is the Incarnation of Light to you?" Goldie's eyes, which had been calmly following us, twitched.

    "He is the incarnation of the god we serve," Nella replied.

    "Meaning he is not the god himself?" I clarified.

    "That's right. He is merely an incarnation. Nevertheless, he is undeniably a being who receives the faith of all," Nella affirmed.

    There was no way to beat around the bush. I had to tell the truth and deal with the consequences later.

    "I don't know how this will sound, but I will tell you the truth. The Incarnation of Light sold Tellus to the God of Destruction."

    "What?" Nella's usually stoic expression twisted into a fierce frown.

    "Watch your words! Even if you are a hero, there are things that can and cannot be said!" Goldie's gentle expression vanished. Her eyes turned golden, and scales appeared on her body, revealing a strong draconic appearance.

    "It's true. I saw Lady Eresh, the Incarnation of Darkness, imprison the traitorous Incarnation of Light. Lady Eresh was interrogating him about his ties to the God of Destruction. A few weeks after that, this strange weather began. I suspected this situation was the Incarnation of Light's doing, so I returned to Lady Eresh's origin, but neither Lady Eresh nor the Incarnation of Light was there."

    "Do you know what you are saying? You are trying to shake the very foundation of our faith," Goldie glared at me, as if ready to attack at any moment.

    "I regret to say, but I am merely relaying Lady Eresh's words. And doesn't everyone know? If this heat continues, the people of Tellus, no, all living beings, will perish. If not the Incarnation of Light, who else could make the light so strong? Or does the Temple of Light have a solution?"

    Nella bit his lip, and Goldie continued to glare at me. How they reacted here would determine my next course of action. I hoped they would make a wise choice.

  
    

    Nella and Goldie could only glare at me, speechless, as I questioned Aiter, one of their objects of faith. My words held validity in the current situation, as there was no other hypothesis to explain it.

    "Priest Goldie, you don't have to believe me right away. There's a rift here leading to the Incarnation of Light's base, so I'll go in and confirm."

    "Are you saying you can go to where the Incarnation of Light is?" Nella asked.

    "Probably."

    "Nella, I told you everything truthfully. Now it's your turn to choose. Besides, didn't you say it? He's not a god, just an incarnation. Even if he dies, the light won't disappear, will it?" The Incarnation of Fire, Salamander, had died recently, but fire still existed.

    I waited silently for them to consider.

    "What will you do if I don't cooperate?" Nella questioned.

    "Well... I'll have to find another way. I might have to move New Earth's citizens to Earth. But..."

    "Most Tellus people would die, wouldn't they?"

    "Yes."

    "Are you certain the Incarnation of Light caused this situation?"

    "His betrayal is certain. However, regarding the heatwave, I won't know anything until I confirm it. That's why I need to go in. Nella, I need your promise that you won't interfere, no matter what happens."

    "...I promise." Faith was important, but her concern for her people was stronger.

    "Priest Goldie?" I turned to her.

    "The Incarnation of Light, Aiter, would never do such a thing."

    "But what if he did betray us?"

    "...I will not block your path."

    "Good. Please step back." Jaein, who had nearly died after being swept by darkness once, moved aside first, and Nayoung also shifted. Nella and Goldie, though unsure what was happening, followed Nayoung's lead after observing the atmosphere.

    "Here I go." I gripped the sides of the light rift, just as I had with the darkness rift. Nella and Goldie watched as my muscles swelled and aura emanated from me.

    "Can a human truly exert such power...?" Nella broke into a cold sweat. She had seen me fight from a distance using her skills, but witnessing me directly exert such power was new to her.

    
      ROAR!
    

    The rift opened, and a highly concentrated light poured over me. The overflowing light pierced my body, scorching my surface and insides. I immediately enveloped my entire body in armor and aura to defend against the light.

    "He actually opened it." Nella was astonished that the door to the Incarnation of Light's origin had opened before her eyes.

    "Oh, Incarnation of Light," Goldie gazed at the pouring beams of light with an enraptured expression, tears streaming down her face.

    "Let's go." Nayoung shielded herself completely and came to my side. She seemed to struggle a bit more than when we passed through the darkness.

    "I'm coming too," Goldie stepped forward.

    "...That light is dangerous," I warned.

    "The Incarnation of Light's light would never harm me," she declared. Before I could say anything, she threw herself into the pouring light. I saw my body burning, but there was no hesitation or fear in her movements. And as if to prove her boundless faith, the waves of light did not harm her at all. Just as Rondi of the Dark Temple received power from darkness, the light gave her strength.

    "Alright. Nayoung, if it gets dangerous, run away first. That way, I can extract myself too."

    "Okay," she replied. I reiterated my warning, but it seemed she wouldn't run no matter what. Nayoung was usually sharp and logical, but when it came to me, she became blindly devoted.

    I threw myself into the rift first, followed by Nayoung, and then Goldie.

    Inside, unlike the origin of darkness, a space entirely filled with light appeared. Amidst it, Aiter stood in a particularly brilliant spot.

    "Ohhh... Lord Aiter!" Goldie knelt, weeping.

    "To come all this way, truly befitting a human loved by the Mother." Aiter surveyed us once, then fixed his gaze on me and spoke.

    "Mother?"

    "I mean Eresh."

    "You call your mother that?"

    "Do you dare to judge a god by human standards?"

    "You're not a god, are you?"

    "You are as insolent as I've heard."

    "Where is Eresh?" Aiter didn't answer, but a faint mass of darkness was visible behind him. It was clear that Eresh was trapped there, the opposite of how Aiter had been confined in the origin of darkness.

    "Why are you trying to kill all the people of Tellus? So can you live?"

    "My life is of no consequence."

    "Then why did you agree to the God of Destruction's deal?"

    "To protect the Mother."

    "..."

    "If this world is consumed by the God of Destruction, not even darkness will remain. It will be the complete annihilation of the dimension, without space or time."

    "So you're saying you'll kill countless Tellus' lives in exchange for Eresh's survival?"

    "If the God of Destruction devours this dimension, everyone will die anyway. The time has merely been brought forward a little. And that's because of you. Tellus still had several hundred years, but you stirred things up, so they accelerated their plans."

    "How is that my fault? It's the fault of those who invaded. And is the Incarnation of Light, of all beings, just going to tuck his tail and not fight? Is that what Eresh taught you?"

    "You resemble Mother even more than I do. We've exchanged a few words for amusement, but now, they vanish." Aiter raised his hand, and the scattered light in the space gathered in it. The already overwhelming light concentrated, and I had no confidence I could block it.

    Fighting the Incarnation of Light in the origin of light was too disadvantageous. Now that I understood the situation, I needed to figure out a plan and return. I pushed Nayoung out of the hole we came through first.

    "Brother!"

    Just as I pushed Nayoung out and was about to throw myself and Goldie through the rift...

    Goldie embraced me tightly.

    "What are you doing, Goldie!"

    "Infidel! Do not disturb the Incarnation of Light!"

    "You know he betrayed us, don't you?!" She was a 3-meter tall Dragonkin, and as a priest of light, her strength, directly empowered in this space, was too great for me to easily shake off.

    "It doesn't matter! Those Eastern Continent bastards all deserve to die! If I can't kill them all, I'd rather this world be destroyed!" There was nothing but madness, born of hatred, in Goldie's eyes.

    "Child, thank you. Let us meet in the new world."

    "Lord Aiter..." Tears fell from Goldie's eyes.

    The condensed wave of light engulfed me and Goldie. Light, dozens of times more concentrated than even the light-filled origin, pierced and burned through my entire body. Goldie, who was embracing me, was burned to ashes, even her tears vanishing without a trace.

    My mind went blank for a moment as the fire reached my head. However, unlike Goldie, I didn't turn to ash.

    "You are tenacious." Aiter unleashed another wave of light at me, who had instantly regenerated my burned body and regained consciousness.

    I kicked off the ground and dodged the wave of light, but it sharply curved and followed me. I twisted my body at the last second to avoid the pursuing light wave, but again, everything except my head and neck was burned away. Regeneration was instantaneous, but that cursed attack ignored my defenses and burned everything from outside to inside. Because of that, I couldn't move my body the moment I was attacked, leading to a barrage of continuous hits. My body was regenerating with each attack, but my strength was rapidly draining with each hit.

    "What have you done?" My body felt heavy, like wet cotton.

    "It's an attack that burns the spiritual body. You're holding up well for having gained only a little bit of true rank," Aiter stopped his attack and said leisurely.

    "Spiritual body?"

    "That's right. The spiritual body is the opposite of the physical body in the real world. Your spiritual body seems to have been strengthened as your rank increase. My spiritual body, which is my true form, has a rank incomparable to yours, so I can easily attack your spiritual body. Didn't Mother tell you that?"

    "...She's not that kind of incarnation, is she?"

    "Indeed. You're right."

    "So you're being complacent? Because I have no way to block attacks on my spiritual body?"

    "Precisely. You may think you've survived, but most of your spiritual body has already been annihilated. Without a spiritual body, the physical body is merely a lump of flesh. You will die soon, even without my intervention."

    "I've heard that too many times. Yet, I've survived so far."

    "Still going to fight? You don't understand. The rank of a spiritual body is absolute. You, with your low rank, cannot block the attacks of someone with a high rank like me."

    "I even caught a Salamander. Isn't light or fire basically the same?"

    "Are you referring to Salamander's nascent form? If that Salamander had gained even a little more power, it would have melted you."

    "...I didn't know you talked so much?"

    "It will be over soon anyway. Your presence here was unexpected, but now that there are no more humans entering this space, I will dry up all living things on Tellus and hand them over to the God of Destruction."

    It was infuriating, but killing Aiter was not easy with my current abilities. However, if I could just free Eresh...

    I launched myself towards the black mass that seemed to be Eresh.

    "Foolish one. If you wish to hasten the little time you have left, then do so." Aiter, having read my thoughts, unleashed another wave of light at me. The wave quickly caught up to me, even as I dodged it in a zigzag. I pushed off the ground and twisted my body to evade, but half of my body was burned black once more.

    My mind was hazy. Was this what it felt like for the spiritual body to disappear? It was different from physical pain or mental attacks. My very existence was fading. My body stopped regenerating. Like firewood that had served its purpose, I turned to ash, and my body crumbled.

    "Mother's discernment is not to be trifled with. To think you would survive again." Aiter approached me, who was turning to ash.

    "But now, it truly ends." Light gathered in his hand.

    "If the spiritual body disappears, there is no afterlife. Vanish from this world forever." If that was fired at me, with my legs already gone, turned to ash, let alone the strength to evade, it would be over.

    [Regeneration skill level has increased from A to S.]

    [Spiritual body regenerates and evolves.]

    My body instantly regenerated, and my hazy mind returned. I launched myself, dodging the incoming light attack. I failed to completely avoid it again, and my spiritual body and physical form burned away once more, but I regenerated instantly.

    "...I've indulged in amusement for too long. I'll end this now." Aiter's face hardened, sensing danger as I, who was nearly dead, came back to life.

    I continued to take the incoming attacks head-on, trying to reach the imprisoned Eresh. Aiter glided through space, blocking my path, gathering light to attack, and each time, my body burned away. Annoyingly, he was right. Although my regeneration skill level had increased, preventing me from dying even when hit, the difference in our ranks was too vast. I was holding on now, but just as there was a limit to physical regeneration, there would clearly be a limit to spiritual regeneration as well.

    There was no choice. I had to gamble. As always.

  
    

    There was no chance of victory if I continued this war of attrition in Aiter's origin. It was time to gamble. 

    Instead of dodging the incoming waves of light, I broke through them directly, charging at Aiter. 

    The light was several times more intense than what I'd experienced while evading, but the duration of impact was shorter. My body regenerated simultaneously as it burned.

    Aiter's eyes widened, perhaps not expecting me to dare challenge him, but he wasn't so slow as to be unable to react.

    
      Thwack!
    

    Aiter gathered his fingers and ruthlessly pierced my heart.

    "..."

    "You've become arrogant. It's surprising that your rank has risen again in such a short time, but does an ant, having become a mere rat, dare to challenge an eagle?"

    "A mere rat, you say... When cornered, even a rat will bite the eagle's neck." I grabbed Aiter's arm and absorbed his spiritual body, using the same method I'd used to absorb life force. Absorbing a spiritual body was a gamble, but my depleted spiritual body became full, overflowing with power.

    "How dare you! Attempt to absorb my spiritual body, the Incarnation of Light?!" 

    Aiter emitted light from his entire body, and I again burned black and was flung backward. 

    The spiritual body I had barely absorbed was used for regeneration and vanished, leaving only a tiny speck of my original spiritual body. Is this all I get, even with my Regeneration skill at S-rank? 

    No. If I had already gathered and strengthened my spiritual body, it might have been different. But since my spiritual body was heavily damaged from the start, it was only natural that I couldn't stand against him.

    Aiter gathered light and shot it at me, intending to finish me off. 

    Perhaps from continuous exertion, Aiter's attack was smaller than before, but it was still enough to obliterate my remaining spiritual and physical body.

    Just before the wave struck my body...

    A wave of darkness surged from the rift I had entered through.

    "What?! How, when Mother is here?!" 

    Aiter diverted the light he was about to unleash on me to block the surging darkness. 

    Aiter's light and the darkness collided, neutralizing each other and spreading in all directions.

    "N-no!"

    A tiny clump of darkness touched the prison of light where Eresh was trapped, and the black mass began to squirm.

    "You two, kill that human!" Aiter blocked the darkness flowing from the rift with his entire body, and from his back, a fireball and a blue lightning bolt separated. 

    One was a snake entirely made of fire, and the other a bird crackling with electricity.

    "A single human has thrown our plans off track far too much," the snake hissed.

    "Agni, Indra, you've come a long way."

    "...How do you know us?" They were the ones who appeared on Earth during the Gate Break in my previous life.

    "Your comrades told me as they died."

    "...They were loose-lipped, weren't they?"

    "But are a few of the Legion Commanders really coming all this way just to capture me? Don't you have other worlds to invade?"

    "We only need to kill you. Then, we won't have to listen to that damned one nagging us."

    "Damned one?"

    "The leader of the Legion Commanders. A disgusting being with inhuman power, despite being human." 

    I only just learned that the Legion Commander's leader was human. He hadn't appeared until Earth was destroyed in my previous life.

    "How about I go kill the humans for you, and you two return?"

    "You play with words well to buy time. No matter how weakened Aiter is, he can block that much darkness."

    "He's weakened?"

    "Of course. He's reinforcing light across all of Tellus," 

    I hadn't known he was still strengthening the light across Tellus. If so, how much stronger was he originally? 

    Despair crept in, but at the same time, a sense of relief. If Aiter's full power were intact, 

    I would have been reduced to ash in a single blow.

    "I've been on this stinking planet for too long. 

    I'll burn you and this world to ashes and return!" Agni's very body became a surge of fire, rushing towards me.

    Aiter's light passed through my body, instantaneously burning everything it touched, but this one was pure fire and heat. 

    The arm it grazed sizzled and burned.

    Without a moment's rest, Indra, the bird made of lightning, flew in. 

    I gathered aura and fired a beam, but it dodged the beam by flying in a zigzag and then pierced through my torso. 

    I knew their identities, and I knew their strategy. 

    In my previous life, to capture these beings made of fire and electricity, we poured countless ice magic and liquid nitrogen from numerous ice mages to weaken them before subduing them. 

    I didn't expect to meet them here, but luckily, I could create a similar situation with the blood and power of an ice dragon.

    I spewed cold air from my mouth, spraying it onto my burning body and surroundings. 

    The cold wasn't strong enough because it was the origin of light, but as I continued to spray it, filling the surroundings with cold air, frost began to form.

    "You're just flailing around with a mere fraction of Ice Dragon's power!" Their speed slowed slightly, and their power weakened, but lacking enough cold, I still couldn't completely avoid their attacks.

    But.

    This wasn't my first disadvantageous fight. Now that my Regeneration skill had risen to S-rank, it didn't matter if these guys were a bit stronger than me. It was time for a brawl.

    The moment Agni pierced my body, I grabbed his torso with both hands. My hands burned, and the spiritual body within them burned too, but I didn't let go, biting into his neck.

    "KUAARRGGHHH!!" 

    Agni screamed at my unexpected attack. Fire spread to my face, and fire spewed from my mouth. I savored his scream, swallowing the flames. The insides of my body melted from a stimulus dozens of times stronger than the firewater Eresh had given me. I absorbed the spiritual body from the flesh I swallowed, regenerating my melted body, and bit into him again.

    "Let... let go!!" My spiritual body also burned in the flames, but I bit into his body and plunged my fingers into him, absorbing his spiritual body as if absorbing his regenerative power.

    "Die!" Indra flew in and pecked my body with its beak. Indra's beak didn't inflict much physical impact, but lightning surged through my entire body with each peck. However, while my damage was offset by being hit and absorbing, Agni's body was gradually fading, absorbed by me. Now, he wasn't even enough to burn my body. Indra also felt the urgency of the situation and attacked me more fiercely.

    While entangled with Agni and Indra, I fired an aura beam at the prison of light where Eresh was confined. It was weak due to my limited energy, but the squirming mass of darkness indicated it was having an effect. My body was battered, but if Eresh was freed, victory would be ours.

    "Useless beings!" Aiter blocked the surging waves of darkness with one hand, while extending his other hand and firing light at me. Indra dodged, causing Agni and me to take the full force of the light.

    I used Agni's body as a shield against Aiter's attack by placing it in the path of the light. The snake's remaining body became transparent and was on the verge of disappearing, but Aiter did not stop, seemingly determined to finish me off this time.

    "Aiter! Stop! Are you trying to kill him?!" Indra cried out.

    "Shut up! You couldn't kill him anyway! If Mother revives now, everything will be over!" The light Aiter fired scattered Agni completely and then fully engulfed me. 

    With my slightly increased spiritual rank and what little spiritual body I had left, I didn't think I could block his attack for long. My body, burned by Agni's fire and scorched by Aiter's light, wouldn't move, so I couldn't even dodge.

    My head was burning, and my mind was blank, but I saw Nayoung, enveloped in a purple shield, having crossed through the rift. On one hand, Nayoung absorbed mana from the Dragon Heart Core, and on the other, she created needles with her staff, showering Aiter with them. 

    Nayoung's power wasn't very significant against Aiter, but with the help of the core's power, there were many needles, and their destructive force was stronger than usual. However, Nayoung's body was breaking down like Helen's because she was drawing on such immense power. Dozens of mana needles struck non-stop every second, most of them missing Aiter and spreading around him.

    "No!"

    One of them hit Eresh's seal. 

    The seal was unharmed, but Aiter stopped the attack he was pouring on me to block the mana needles. My body and spiritual form, which had turned like burnt wood, regenerated. 

    Just as my body evolved to be tougher when it was destroyed and regenerated, my spiritual body also slowly but steadily became tougher.

    I leaped behind Indra, who was about to go help Aiter, thinking I was dead, and grabbed its wings.

    "What?!" I absorbed its spiritual body from its wings and fired an aura beam from my mouth at the back of its head. Indra, unable to resist with its wings held, was struck directly by the aura beam and slammed into the ground. My spiritual body, damaged by Aiter, recovered. However, there was no time to rest. 

    That attack from Nayoung was beyond her power. If she continued, her body wouldn't be able to withstand it. But Nayoung would never stop first. And Aiter wouldn't keep taking it.

    I spewed an aura beam at maximum power from my mouth while tearing Indra's wings apart, pulling them in opposite directions. The lightning that formed Indra's body scattered in all directions and vanished. If I had absorbed him slowly, I could have gained more power, but there was no time. I threw my still-injured body at Aiter.

    "You parasitic wretches! How dare you!" Light burst from Aiter's body in all directions. 

    My approaching body was pushed back like a fallen leaf. Nayoung stopped firing needles and expanded her shield, but her body burned from the light that pierced through her shield and the darkness. If she hadn't been hiding in the waves of darkness, Nayoung would have been instantly incinerated.

    "Even if Mother awakens, I will personally kill you two!" Aiter, enraged, seemed to have recalled not only the light from his origin but also the light heating Tellus, as his body transformed into light itself. 

    I couldn't even block the weakened Aiter's attacks, so the fact that he was regaining his full power made me feel utterly hopeless.

    Aiter unleashed waves of light at me and Nayoung with both hands. There was no point in attacking Aiter anyway, and I couldn't block his attacks. I fired an aura beam at the place where Eresh was trapped. 

    Aiter bent the wave he had just sent out to block my aura beam. Nayoung, understanding my intention, also fired mana needles, not at Aiter, but at Eresh. Aiter once again emitted light in all directions to block the attacks coming from both sides.

    My body was torn apart, and Nayoung's body burned even more. At this rate, we would both die. I needed to move faster, stronger. 

    To not die. 

    To not let someone precious die. But my body was burned, and I couldn't move. My muscles and bones had long ceased to function properly.

    Then, I just had to abandon it.

    I stopped my body's regeneration and poured all my power into my spiritual body.

    My physical body burned away, vanishing like dust, and my body transformed into pure red life force itself. Just like Aiter before me.

  
    

    I discarded the physical body that had become a mere burden due to Aiter's light and focused on my spiritual body. 

    My physical form, now just ash, vanished, leaving only my spiritual body, like Aiter. 

    Becoming solely a red spiritual body, all constraints that bound me disappeared. As my control over my spiritual body increased, Aiter's attacks no longer inflicted as much damage as before. 

    My only regret was that I had expended so much life force and spiritual body up to this point that my spiritual body was incredibly faint.

    It didn't matter. Just one blow. One blow was all I needed to land.

    I moved my spiritual body. 

    I didn't step on or pull space. Without any restrictions, I launched myself in a straight line, just as Eresh had described.

    I punched Aiter in the face, catching him off guard, as he hadn't expected my swift movement. Aiter's light and my life force-formed spiritual body collided and exploded, snapping his head back. My weakened punch delivered no more impact than a child hitting an adult. 

    His spiritual body remained intact.

    "How dare you strike a god's face!" Aiter, enraged, poured even the light he had been directing at Nayoung onto me. My already faint body blurred as if dissolving into the light.

    "I intended to slowly kill this planet by drying it out! But now I've changed my mind! I'll kill you both and then go out and kill every single one of them with my own hands!" Aiter's enraged face was far from what one would expect from a benevolent incarnation.

    "Whose permission did you get?" Behind Aiter, Eresh stood, her face utterly furious. While I distracted Aiter, Nayoung had broken Eresh's seal.

    "Eresh!" Aiter turned and extended his hand towards Eresh, firing light, but Eresh casually blocked it as if it were a child's prank.

    "Aiter, why did you make such a foolish choice?"

    "To save you! To save you! Go back into your confinement quietly!" Aiter screamed, unleashing light. It was blindingly bright, but Eresh's darkness swallowed the light as if it were nothing.

    "When did I ever ask for that?" A look of sadness appeared in Eresh's eyes.

    The darkness that had been flowing from the rift was drawn towards Eresh, according to her will.

    "When you are reborn, make a wiser choice." The darkness enveloped Aiter from his ankles upwards.

    "N-no!" Aiter's body dissolved into the darkness as if being consumed by slime. It wasn't a seal. The darkness dissolved his very existence. Aiter was completely consumed by the darkness, and within the dense darkness, light exploded several times. When the light within was no longer visible, the darkness dispersed like mist, leaving nothing behind.

    Eresh gazed at the rift. "It was clever of you to think of bringing my darkness through the gate."

    I was so worried about Nayoung that I barely heard Eresh. 

    I regenerated a physical body from my spiritual one and went to Nayoung, who stumbled towards me and embraced me. 

    Nayoung had stopped drawing power from the Dragon Heart, but her body was so damaged it wouldn't have been strange if it had simply disintegrated. 

    I absorbed life force from the core she was holding, converted it into life force, and infused it into Nayoung. Her wounds healed, and her complexion returned. My physical body was also restored.

    "Brother... are you okay?" Nayoung asked, worried by my pale complexion.

    "Yeah. I'm fine." I said it, but I wasn't. My physical injuries had healed, but my spiritual body was recovering too slowly.

    "You're a mess," Eresh commented.

    "You could have woken up earlier..."

    "I apologize. Take my power." Eresh extended her hand.

    "Are you sure?" I asked.

    "A little absorption from the likes of you won't be a problem," Eresh said confidently. I took Eresh's hand and absorbed her spiritual energy. I felt my faint spiritual body fill up. Perhaps because I was absorbing the spiritual body of a high-ranking incarnation, it wasn't just filling up. I felt my spiritual body becoming even more solid. I wanted more, much more of this power.

    Eresh's initially calm expression began to twist slightly as I rapidly absorbed her spiritual energy. "That's enough. You've fully recovered, how much more do you intend to take?" She pulled her hand away, shaking it vigorously. "You should be careful when absorbing spiritual bodies, unless it's absolutely necessary. Taking too much can deform the original shape of your soul."

    "I'll be careful. By the way, what will you do now?"

    "You mean the God of Destruction and the Administrator? If they've picked a fight, shouldn't we finish it?" Anger was visible on Eresh's face. Aiter was her child, and she was angry about being forced to kill him with her own hands.

    "Do you have a plan?"

    "Of course. Who do you think I am?"

    "And yet you got caught by Aiter," I retorted, averting my gaze as Eresh glared at me.

    "You're right. It was my oversight." Eresh sighed deeply and admitted her mistake. "I didn't consider that the Incarnations of Fire and Lightning sent by that Administrator fellow would lend power to Aiter. In the distant past, Aiter went berserk and separated fire and light, and I never thought that incarnations from another world would come to complete him again."

    "But even if all three of them ganged up on you in the origin of darkness, they wouldn't be a match, would they?"

    "...It was a mistake to follow them into the origin of light just to find out their identities," Eresh mumbled. It seemed she was caught due to overconfidence. I somewhat understood why such a mighty Eresh had been defeated.

    "You talk too much. For now, fully recover your body. I'll call for you in a few days." As Eresh spoke, the luminous abode we were in began to undulate.

    "We must leave. This space won't last much longer." Eresh exited through the rift first, and I hastily followed her.

    As we stepped out, Eresh lowered her hand from top to bottom. At her gesture, the darkness pouring from the gate stopped abruptly as if a faucet had been turned off. Then, with another downward motion of her hand, the rift leading to the luminous abode, which had been open as a light rift, closed.

    Eresh, having closed the rift, turned around and discovered Rondi and the other monks of the Dark Temple.

    "The monks of the Dark Temple controlled the darkness and funneled it into Aiter's origin. Otherwise, I wouldn't have been able to get in," Nayoung explained on behalf of the monks.

    "C-could it be this person?" Rondi stammered.

    "That's right. It's Lady Eresh," Nayoung confirmed. At Nayoung's words, Rondi and the monks knelt. Their skin was all peeling from directly receiving the light in this place, which had the strongest light on Tellus.

    "O-oh... Mother..." Rondi wept, prostrating himself on the ground.

    "You've done well," Eresh said. The darkness Eresh emitted enveloped Rondi's body. Though it was the same darkness that had dissolved Aiter's body, the monks of the Dark Temple absorbed it as if it were a panacea, healing their bodies.

    "Oooohhh..." The monks of the Dark Temple were even more moved by Eresh's power.

    "Huh? Where is Priestess Goldie?" one of the priests of the Temple of Light asked.

    'The Temple of Light people didn't know the full details?' I thought to Nayoung.

    
      'Because I thought they wouldn't help if I told them everything.'
    

    
      'That makes sense. So, aside from Nella, the others still don't know that the Incarnation of Light was the problem, right?'
    

    
      'Yep. I just told them we needed to gather more power and borrow the power of the Incarnation of Darkness.'
    

    'Mr. Jaein, you didn't say anything else while Nayoung was inside, did you?' Nayoung extended her telepathy to Jaein and relayed what I had just said.

    
      'It's exactly as Nayoung said. What happened inside?'
    

    
      'Let's sort this out here first, and then I'll tell you.'
    

    Since everyone possessed superhuman cognitive abilities, all of this conversation took place in less than a second.

    I cleared my throat and looked at the believers of the Temple of Light. "Priestess Goldie, with the help of the Incarnation of Light, Aiter, defeated the wicked spirits who caused the heatwave and plunged Tellus into suffering. The heatwave will now disappear."

    "Oooohhh..."

    "Lord Aiter deeply appreciated Priestess Goldie's devotion and decided to keep her close. When Priestess Goldie completes all the tasks given by the Incarnation of Light, won't she return to your side someday?" The priests of the Temple of Light held their symbolic pendants in their hands and bowed their heads in prayer.

    "Your tongue is well-oiled," Eresh sneered at me.

    "If you're not going to help, be quiet!"

    "Tsk." Nella, who had been absent from this spot until now, came up after hearing the news of our arrival. "King of New Earth, you succeeded. I already feel the sunlight weakening." Due to the open structure of the spire, the sunlight was felt directly, and it had certainly weakened since we entered.

    "Yes. It's all thanks to the blessings bestowed by the Incarnation of Light and the Incarnation of Darkness," I said, glancing around at the people nearby.

    "...I see," Nella didn't know the full story, but she understood my desire not to elaborate in front of so many people.

    "We owe you another debt of gratitude. The debt has grown so large that it's difficult for us to repay now."

    "Don't worry about it."

    "How can I not? We will certainly repay you. How about you rest for a while? I'll prepare a place for you."

    "No, I need to return to the kingdom now. Let's talk again later. What about Lady Eresh?"

    "I will return to my origin for a short time. I will call for you in a few days." Eresh enveloped the Dark Temple priests in darkness and then entered the gate. We also bid our simple farewells, opened a gate, and returned to Durham, the capital of New Earth.

    The Aftermath: A World in Flux

    Finally, the long and arduous heatwave ended. The temperature dropped, and rain began to fall, seeming to resolve all problems. However, unfortunately, the problems were far from over.

    Until now, only the northernmost and southernmost parts of Tellus had received rain during the heatwave. But as the temperature dropped, the vast amount of water vapor that had filled the sky poured down as rain across the entire Tellus. 

    Although the land was parched from the drought, the torrential rain, like a waterfall, caused widespread flood damage.

    "Even after that damned Aiter died, he's still causing trouble," I cursed, unable to see anything beyond the window through the torrential rain.

    "Did you send Aqua?" I asked Alex.

    "Yes. 

    I trained her well and sent her," he replied. 

    Aqua was also a master created and brainwashed by the Emperor. 

    There were many such individuals, and a downside was that they became simple and violent, perhaps due to the brainwashing. 

    Nayoung had touched their heads again to suppress their violent tendencies and erase their loyalty to the Emperor. 

    Now, common sense was also instilled in them, leading them to feel guilt and self-loathing for what they had done. 

    They would require long-term psychological treatment in the future. While rehabilitation still needed time, the flood damage was so severe that I sent them to the affected areas with Nayoung.

    "Where's next?"

    "We've received a distress call from Beria."

    "I'll go now. Please open the gate," I said. 

    I couldn't afford to rest. I moved non-stop, responding to the flood of rescue requests from across the allied nations.
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